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This is baaicall7 a et~ of the tacts ot Jewish choir
singing. Wherner the author deal.a with tacts, he b solid, 
lucid, succinct, although a little partial t~ the Yiddieh
speaking group. Wherever he attempts an interpretation ot a 
historical situation, however, be is amazingly naive, and a 
few exa.lTl!>les may clarity this observati ons 

p. 18 

p.22 

p. 26 

P· Ju 

p. 42 

Smetana. was not the tounder o! the national 
school ot Csech JllUBic, although it. gr.eatest 
champion. 

Modena was not the first to create an artistic 
c.~oir; there have been such choirs befor e in 
Spain before 149~, as we can eee from the J 
part Keduaha Motet. in the Colombina Chansonnier 
in ;·.he Paris Nati"nal Library. 

The epithets of the author: "superfluous", 
"classical ", "playful" are, to say the least, 
naive. 

et passim: The author is too easily inclined 
to call this man or that the "father" of a 
llM)Vement. AB a matter of fact, this coreferee 
doubt~ seriously, whether the activities of Jewish 
choruses merit the term "movement". 

The author has completely overlooked the very 
important influence of the 11Bethlehem Choral 
Society", which, a'tt. the end of the 18th century 
until today has had considerable influence upon 
the musical taste of Anerican audiences. 

p.51 1: Had the author availed himself of the theaia 
of Emmet Frank, nuc- Jm 19.52 on the Development 
ot Synagogue Music in the American Refona Movement, 
he would bave been able to give IUJlY' nore examples, 
since the thesis was the r esult or ling studies in the 
Jewish Archives, Cincinnati. 
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p.78, 94, 119: The composition by Schubert (not Sbubertl) 
is entitled "Miriam's Siegesgesang" (Text by Grillparzer.) 
The author varies between "Songs of Miriam", "Kiriaa's 
Triumph" etc. This being a classical work, he should 
quote correctly. A discussion of the average Jewish 
choirs' repertory and its standards is badly missing in 
the thesis; such a discussion might have established 
a criterion whether there is a genuine "movement", or the 
choruses represent - bitorically seen - no more than 
extensions of "Landsmannschaften" or "Political Glee-clubsR 
with Jewish navor, as vhich they appear to me. The 
influence of the Yiddish Theatre also should have been 
investigated. 

In general, the thesis is a fair attempt to 
"open up a well in the desert" . Mr . K. bas done 
his level best, but he lacks historical perspective 
and is, at least in his approach, far from refined • 

Noaethel ess, the gathering of the pertinent facts 
is meritorious, esp.cha. J & 5, and for their merit I 
recommend the acceptance of the thesis. - It is not 
customary in Cincinnati to give a grade to any thesis . 

Respectfully 
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Introduction 

This thesis will deal with the cultural, social, 

and econanic background which contributed towards 

the creation and development of the Jewish Choral 

Movement in the United States. 

I have tried to delineate the cultural roots of 

Jewish choral singing as they first manifested them

selves in Europe -- mainly in Russia and in Poland 

at the end of the 19th century and at the beginning 

of the 20th. 

I have traced the early cultural history of 

Jews in the United States, and the manifestations of 

choral singing, albeit Jewish choral activity in 

this country did not (~ome to any appreciable flowering 

until after the great waves of immigration of Jews 

from Eastern Europe in the last decades of the 

19th Century . 

This study has emphasized the cultural needs 

which group singing filled in the lives of the Jews 
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in the lower economic strata: the working class and 

t he small entrepreneurs. 

I have limited my study to choral groups 

cona isting of amat eurs, usually of very little formal 

musical background, who devote t hemselves to the 

singing of Jewish secular and sacred music -- not 

for liturgical purposes . I have not dealt primarily 

with synagogue choirs, whether amateur or professional , 

whose prime functi on it is to sing sacred music for 

synagogue services . 

Basing my self upon personal interviews with some 

of the outstanding figures in the Jewish choral 

mov<iment in this country, and upon 40 questionnaJ.res 

s ent to various choral groups in dif ferent parts or 

the countr y , I have tried to sketch a gener a l outline 

of the types of choruses , character of r epertoire, 

conductors and their musical backgrounds, impact of 

the choruses on both Jewish and general culture of 

t he American community and t he t r end of the 

Jewish Choral Movement for the fUture. 
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I should like to express my gratitude for the 

counsel and cooperation of Professor A. w. Binder , 

the sponsor of this study, to Rabbi Kiev of our 

HUC-JIR Library and his staff for their gracious 

assistance. My thanks are due jorthe kind 

cooperation of the many outstanding men in the Jewish 

choral field who granted me the interviews necessary 

for this study. 

Attached to chapter 5 is a copy of the 

questionnaire I used for the purposes of this study. 
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Chapter I 

The period during which Jewish choral activity 

began its development in Eastern Europe , in Russia 

particularly , was one ot the national awakening ot 

the Jews . 

The halcyon days ot the EnlighteDDlent , under 

the partially benevalent reign ot Czar Alexander II , 

were over . He had accomplished many social , economic 

and political reforms, which applied not onl7 to the 

Russians but also to the Jews . The conditions ot 

the soldiers, who had been virtual slaves under 

Nicholas I was greatly improved; in 1861 Alexander II 

liberated nearly twenty- two million peasants, giving 

them tull freedom. 

Other innovations or great significance were 

brought torth. Capital punishment was abolished 

entirely; the number ot ottences calling tor corporal 

punishment was gradually reduced, and finally 

corporal punishment was altogether abolished . '!'be 

wheels ot justice, which had been notoriously slow 
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and decrepit, were made efficient and swift . There 

was increasing intellectual development of the 

people . Railway coJ1111unication, telegraph service, 

the est ablishment of new elementary schools , and the 

introduction of compulsory school attendance -- all 

were harbingers of the liberation of the human spirit . 

New life and new hope for mankind throbbed i n t he 
(1) 

hearts of the Russian people . 

The Jews, too , benefited greatly from this new 

era of Enlightenment . The Cantonist system was 

abolished forever . High schools and universities 

were opened to Jews without discrimination abeit in 

an attempt to encourage assimilation . Governments 

lying outside the Pale were made accessible to 

Jewish scholars, profess ional men, manufacturers , 
(2) 

wholesale merchants, and skilled laborers . 

Under the beneficent eye of Nikolai Ivanovich 

Pirogov, the superintendent of the Odessa and Kiev 

school districts, an attempt was made to reorganize 

the Jewish schools. He saw to it t hat Jewish 
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principals were put in charge instead ot Christians; 

the curricula were improved , as were the text books; 

teachers salaries were raised . The lower schools 

were made to correspond to our elementary schools, 

while the higher schools were set up to prepare 

pupils for the gymnasium. 

The Jews had been allowed to tollow all their 

religious customs in an unhampered manner. Maskil1m 

bad been encouraged at every turn to broaden their 

intellectual and cultural horizons; the Haskalah 

took root among the Jewish youth. 

The Rabbinical Assembly , organized in 1848 by 

Czar Nicholas, which had rarely been allowed to convene 

was called together to St . Petersburg in 1857 and 

1861 to deliberate on means of improving the 

intellectual and material status ot the Jews . The 

learned Jew, Moses Berlin, was invited to become an 

adviser in the Department of Public Worship to be 

consulted concerning the Jewish religion whenever 

the occasion required. Permission was granted to 
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publish Jewish periodicals in Russian, Polish, Hebrew , 

and Yiddish, and in 1862, the statutes which bad 

limited Jewish publishing houses and printing- presses 

to Vilna and Zhitomir were abolished . 

Littl e wonder then, that the Maskilim were con

vinced of the noble intentions ot Alexander, and 

really believed that he would soon remove all the 

disabilities of the Jewish people . The Haskalah lent 

a glow of optimism to the Jewish soul . In a popular 

song, written by Eliak'U'n Zunser , the well- known poet , 

Alexander II is likened to an angel of God who finds 

the flower of Judah soiled by dirt and trampled in 

the dust. He rescues it , revives it with living 

water , and plants it in his garden, where it flourishes 
(3) 

once more. 

Russitication, t hen, was the motto ot the 

Haskalah. The Society tor the Promotion ot Haskalah 

Among the Jews of Russia was established in 1863 . 

Its object was to "spread the knowledge of the Russian 

language among the Jews, to publish 9Ild assist others 

in ~ublishing, in Russian as well as in Hebrew , useful 
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works and journals, to aid in carrying out the purposes 

of the Society, and further, to assist the young in 

devoting themselves to the pursuit of science and 

knowledge." In 1880 it endowed an agricultural coll ege 

tor Jewish boys . 

When medical schools for women were opened in 

the same year , the Society set aside a awn tor student 

support. 

Sabbath Schools and Evening Schools were opened 

in Berdichev, Zhitomir, Poltava, and other cities ; 

libraries were founded; Hebrew books on scientific 

subjects were published. Thus, the Society attempted 

to prevent Jews from drifting away from Jewish 

learning, while, at the same time, it popularized 

science and secular learning in general among those 
( 4) 

Jews who could not read Russian or other languages . 

The Jews in the large cities, particularly in 

Odessa, st. Petersburg, and Moscow, were fast taking 

on Russian and West European culture. They became 

extremely active in such proressional fields as 
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joU.11nalism, medicine, law. Traditional Jewish ritual 

practices were attacked in the light of new scientific 

knowledge. The Yeshivot, particularly the Tree ot 

Life College, in Volozhin, became a center of Haskalah 

thought. Students advocated the school's change from 

a Yeshiva to a rabbinical seminary like the Berlin 
(5) 

Hochsohule . 

The general cultural tone of the Jewish community 

was greatly enhanced by the work of the Society. 

It opened elementary schools and published usef'ul 

scholarly books. The branch in Odessa secured a 

total of 986 members. It organized a bureau of 

information on pedagogic subjects , and instituted 

prizes for original works in Russian or Hebrew. 

Trade schools were opened by the Committee tor 

the Promotion of a Knowledge of Trade and Agriculture 

Among the Jews of Russia in Minsk, Vilna, and Vitebsk; 

fifteen manual training schools for boys, and twenty 

for girls. Trade unions, workingmen associations, 

artisans' clubs began to appear. Their purpPse was 
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not only the improvement of their material lot, but 

also to "raise their moral and intellectual status, 
(6) 

and foster efforts of self-help". 

The percentage of handicraftsmen among the 

Jewish population was great: 52% in Odessa, as high 

as 90% in Byelostok. Their cultural needs were 

great, as manifested in their founding of night 

schools and private instruction arrangements. 

However , the honeymoon was soon over. Czar 

Alexander II, who bad hoped tha~ by his giving the 

Jews educational opportunities he would hasten their 

assimilation, realized that the vast majority ot the 

Jews were not touched by the educational system. 

The M.askilim themselves, for the most part, did not 

flee their faith. To encourage assimilation, the 

czar renewed the decree of Nicholas I, which limited 

appointments or rabbis and teachers to those who had 

been trained in the State Rabbinical Seminaries, or 

in some other higher grade institution. 

Strict supervision was exercis3d by government 



13 

in=pectors over the hederim and their teachers; Jews 

were to send their children either to the general 

schools, or to those established for them by the 

government. Soon the government abandoned its taith 

in the assimilatory powers ot its special schools, 

and, in 1873, closed them all, together with the 

Rabbinical Seminaries in Vilna and Zhitomir. 

An anti-liberal measure was introduced to 

encourage Russitication: it forbade the use of Hebrew 

and Yiddish in business correspondence , contracts, 
(7) 

wills, and similar documents. 

Most of ttie reforms of Alexander II proved to 

be failures, for the reason that the corrupt 

bureaucracy entrusted with carrying them out did all 

in its power to thwart them. 

All hopes ot improvement of the Jewish position 

were shattered with the assassination or Alexander II 

in 1881. His son, and successor , Alexander III was 

strongly opposed to any thought of progress . His 

cruel solution to the Jewish p::•oblem was quoted tar 
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and wide : "one- third to be absorbed jLnto the 

Orthodox Church, one-third to emigra~;e, and the 

remaining third to perish". 

In 1871, in tact, the first or m11&ny bloody 
( 8) 

pogroms broke out in Odessa . Over 2(~0 pogroms were 

organized and accanplished their blo,~y design 

within the following twenty-five yeaJ~s . 

It is true th.at the t errible diuillusionment 

which came over the Maskilim when it became clear 

that all their striving tor Russific,ltion and 

equality helped not at all towards roal equality 

for the Jew, was a heavy blow for Hankalah. The 

poet , Judah Leib Gordon, who had , at first , hailed 

the growth or enlightenment, bewaile~L the tendency 

towards assimilation; he telt that h'~ was the last 

bard or Israel , t hat there would soon be no- one to 

listen to him . The persecutions bad united the 

Hasidim and Mitnagdim against the Hankalah and it• 

resultant assimilationist tendencies among the youth. 

There were two answers to the Jowish situations 



15 

one was Socialism, the other, Zionism. Kan~ young 

intellectual• had joined either the Social Delllocrata, 

or the Bund, the latter a purely Jew111~h Socialiat 
(9) 

organization which was founded in Vil~ in 1897. 

Others were attracted to the new Ziontst thinking 

which, under the direction or Perez Snaolenskin, was 

fast showing 1 ts elf to be the only an~1wer tor the 

persecuted Jews . 

It was these two movements, the ~~1on1st and the 

Socialist , which set the stage for tho evolvement 

or Jew! sh folk music and Jewish choraJL act! vi ty . 

Jewish choral activity did not 8.l~ise in a 

cultural vacuum. Russian musical actjlv1 ty at the 

end of the 19th century was undergoinj~ a period of 

ranaissance. 

Russian Music is unique, in that it begins with 

the 19th century and 1s the fruit or 111ational1sm. 

The first composer to use Russian faiiry tales and 

national subjects was Catterino Cavos (1776- 1&40), 

a venetian who adopted Russia be rore 1the turn of 
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the century. Several native Ruaaia11 followed b1a 

example. Kicbael Ivanovitch Glinka (1803-1857), 

whc:a Lint called the prophet - pat •larch or Ruaalan 

auaio, brought 'be movanent into be ng rlth b1a 

compoaitiou c-~ two operas: •• Lite Jror the Tsar• and 

ltJtuaslan and Ludllilla". The latter was baaed on a 

poea by Pushkin, and had native tolll~ a1121c aa 1ta 

basis . 

Russian Church music, too, was close to the tolk

music of the peasants; it was not 8.lll art product a. 

in the Western Clmrch. 

With the Napoleonic invasion, ! tu.asian nat1onal1ai 

waa awakened; others took on Glinka Ila ideas and 

developed t h em to a high point: Balnk1.rett , Cesar Cui , 

ilexander Bor~in, Rimsky- Koraakott 1, .llodeste Jlouaaorssky. 

With t hese canpoaera , t h e national Jrolk- song took 

on a high art form . 

Balakiretr ha.d founded a Pree ~ichool or lluaic 

in which he inculcated principleu ojr individual 

libert7 which emphasized tha~ a com1poser should 
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exprese himself, his national character. 

The Russian Imperial Musical Society, of which 

Nicholas Rubinstein was one of the principJal 

originators, was founded at St. Petersburg in 1859, 

and within a period of thirty years there ere 

twenty-one affiliated branches in Moscow a~ld various 

provincial centers. By 1906 the number ha~l risen 

to thirty branches . On the occasion of anJr great 

national festival, or for the production oJ~ some 

big modern work requiring mass performers, different 

branches were amalgamated. 

Chamber, choral, and symphonic works uere 

performed, their choice being made on the l,asis of 

the musical abilities of the particular brnnoh. 

Many Imperial Conservatoires of Music were set up 

in various parts of Russia. In Petersburg alone 

there were, in addition to the Conservatoil~es, 

twenty-eight smaller musical organizations , 

In 1895, a society called the Amatouro of Vocal 

and Orchestral llusic was founded in Mosoow 1, Nearly 
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every Russian town followed suit, and soon, there 

were flourishing local singing societies or horovodel 

all over the Russian Empire. These societies were 

formed tor the purpose of the "cultivation and pre-

se~vation of the horovode• a species of national 

chorus peculiar to Russia . Bach province had its 

own variants and there were appropriate horovode to11I 

each season and circumstance or lite. 

Large collections of Russian folksong material 

were initiated beginning about 1875. rn the decade211 

following, this work was carried on by the DD.perial 
(10) 

Ethnographical and Geographical Society or Ruaaia. 

rntense nationalism became characteristic of 

all European music . The national style of Norway 

was established by Edvard Grieg (1843- 1907). He 

tb.rilled in the folk melody of his native land . 

Together with some Danish co-workers, he founded a 

society for the exploitation of Scandinavian music . 

Bedrich Smetana (1824-1884) was the founder ot 

the national school of Czech music. He used Bohemian 
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folk tunes as the basis for his works. As exemplified 

in "The Bartered Bride", they reflect a high order 

of artistic perfection. Anton Dvorak, junior to 

Smetana, brought Bohemian music to its finest flowering . 

z... He devoted himself wholly to the devel,opnent of a 

nationalist movement in music. 

Finland round its great national composer in 

Jan Sibelius, while Rumania has its Ge1orges Enesco, 

and Hungary its Bela Bartok, and Zol ta1n Kodaly. 

Spain's f'olkmusic was thoroughly utillzed by Barbieri, 

Pedrell, Isaak Albeniz, and Enrique G?•anados. 

Polish music, apart from Chopin, is chl~acterized by 

Ignace Paderewski, xavier and Philip S~chwarwenka, 

and others who have used national sone~s and dances 

advantageously. 

English nationalism in music is 1'ound in Ralph 

vaugban Williams; much of' his work is based on 
(11) 

British folk dance and music . 

Nineteenth century musical life ~treated an 

institution of musical significance , t;he music festival. 
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The concerts of the Vienna Friends of Music tor 

i nstance , employed from 700 to 1000 i 1nstrumentali•t• 

and choristers in the presentation or Harden '• 

"Creation" . 

The middle claaa social music malking of the 

romantic era created t h e Mannerchorve:reine, or 

German glee clubs . The clubs were ma~lie up of serious 

middle class professional men. 

BJ 18341 the Swiaa choral societl1es numbered 

twenty thousand organized members; their number in 

Germany was tenfold. 

An important feature of the Genruan male choral 

societies, during 1848- 49, was their ]political role . 

Political desires and ideals were expiressed in music. 

The stirring tunes of Weber opened th1e long line of 

political songs . There was a veritable pan- Germanic 

movement among the singers; thousands of men sang of 

German glories of the past and future; their songs 

reached and stimulated millions of th1eir compatriots. 
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Under these circumstances the gireat song 

festivals acquired important politic~ 1 significance 

because they brought together thousa1hds of Germana 

tran the various unfederated and , at times, hostile 

states. The Cultural mission ot botl the great 

choral societies and the smaller gl~ clubs tar 

outshone the quality of the musical li tersture 
(12) 

engendered by them. 
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Barl;y Jewish Musical Li;t'e 

In Italy in the 16th Century, Rlabbi Leon De 

Modena, a trained musician, rounded 'the first 

?;- artistic choir in synagogal history. He called its 

B 1 zochreynu es Tzion. Concerts a ttr1acted the local 

Venetian nobility . 

Solomone Rossi was persuaded by Rabbi Leon De 

Modena to write tour to eight part p1olyphonic 

choruses a capella in late Palestri~a style, tor the 
(13) 

synagogue. 

As early as 1700 choirs had bee:n established in 

Amsterdam and in Hamburg. In Frankf1ort, about 1714, 

the institution of a choir was consi1~ered a long stand

ing one. In Prague every synagogue :bad its choral 

society of volunteers aside trom the employed singers . 

Even in small communities, the :people were 

enthusiastic over having a choir. One such example 

is Prosnitz, Moravia, which became a center for Jewish 
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singers and song in the first halt oll" the eighteenth 

century, and from which prominent Je1irish composer• 

arose. 

Even in Ba.stern Europe, in Pololia, and Galicia, 

the institution of choristers was ea1~ablished at the 

time of Israel Bal Shem- Tob, (circa 1750) . 

As early as 1843, Hirsch GoldbeJrg, Cantor ot 

the Brunswick Synagogue in Germany, t; ogether w1 th 

Julius Freudenthal, a dukal musician1, modernized the 

synagogue song and published a colle~~tion tor solo 

and small choir in two parts. Many of the melodies 

had typically German melodic lines. 

In 1849 1 Gerson Rosenstein, f1rot Jewish organist 

at the Reform Temple in Seesen, publjlshed. a collection 

of 106 11 chorales 11 in the genuine Gert1l8Jl chorale style. 

The German "Hamburg Hymnal" appE1ared in 1845 . 

In 1846 I .B. Kley published the melodlies to the 

11 Israeliah Songbook" ~ontaining 99 t~mes to German 

texta. On special occasions a ~ixed choir of 
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volunteers would sing German music in tour parts . 

A whole series of songsters and Btymnala appeared 

in Germany -- which utilized almost t ~oughout , 

non-Jewish music to the Hebrew texts; actual melodies 
( 14) 

ot Protestant chorales were employed . 
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19th and 20th Century Jewislh Music 

rn 19th century Jewish musical lite, confined 

tor the most part to the music ot tlfte synagogue, a 

new day had come as well . The Bnlil~htenment had 

given Jews the opportunity or heari11ig fine music 

and learning to appreciate it . The liturgical music 

of the synagogue no longer tully sa1t1stied themJ the 

musical taste and performing abilit1r ot the old- time 

cantors could not compete with the ICligh professional 

standards of the non- Jews. The bre1lk1.ng-away trom 

ghetto existence wrought many chang~9s in the culture , 

dress , tastes, and habits of the J~rs. With the 

influence of the Reform Movement in Germany and later 

in Poland and Russia, the synagogue1s witnessed many 

changes . 

In Germany, in many cases, the cantor was 

entirely eliminated. It was Solomon. Sultzer , in 

Vienna, who began to reshape th*' ar1~ of the cantor . 

He injected new life into the cantoJ~ial art which 
f 
I 

Ii 
~ 

i 
1' ·, 

I j 
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enabled it to grow with the times an~l to sur'rl:n . 

He dispensed with the superfluous mellod1e ela.boration.a 

ot the Bast-European cantor. Re did away with the 
(15) 

superfluous repetitiorus or word.a and phrases . He 

did much to perfect the choral singing or the synagogue 

choir . Sulzer ' s influence spread alJL over the .Tewi&h 

world becoming a ccepted even 1n the t~thoaox eynagogiie . 

He was the first to base the Syna.gogl1e on classiea.l 

"\. harmony and style . Ifo l,yri cal mel od~L es ot a pl.a,-t'ul ---
style occur; his aelodic line is alwnys serious and 

dignified . He introduced regular to11a:r-part sin,ging 

by boys (sopranos and altos) and men (tenors and bass) . 

In this latter respect, he was 11ctu.ally preceded 

by Israel Lovy who introduced tour pa~t singing in 

the Temple in Paris in 1822. Until that time the 

synagogue choir (ll'shorrim) consistedl of a soprano , 

or an al to 1 and a bass 1 who 1 together' w1 th the 

cantor, made a trio. 

Sulzer' a artistry and compost tio1ns made him the 

"rage" of the Jewish world. He taughlt chazzonim, 
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every modern synagogue in Eastern1 Europe reorganized 

its music according to Sulzer•s 11ervice. 

Sulzer actually created a 101ve for choral sing

ing, per se, in the hearts of the1 people . Thus, he 

paved the way towards the singins1 of artistic choral 

music outside the synagogue. 

Jews had already become sens1itized to opera in 

Geruany . In fact , one newspaper bemoaned the fact 

that German Jews were singing the1 Psalms to the tune 

of the Minuet from •non Giovanni". 

Synagogue choirs, as early a.s the first half 

of the 19th century, in Germany, had begun to per

form in concert halls . Thus, it was natural that 

they arranged their programs acco1rdingly. Biblical 

oratorios, which could not be sun1g in the synagogue, 

because of their complexity and l ,ength, were now 

sung in concert by these choirs. 

Their music was, ho•ever, lb1ited to either 
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liturgy or muaic on Biblical theme81, this represent

ing the "Jewishness", since the lanlguage employed 
(16) 

was usually German, rarely Hebrew. 

Sulzer , Maier Kohn , Naumbourg , Weintraub , and 

Lewandowski were the real pa tht'inde1rs in modern 

synagogue music . 

While in Central Europe the flght between Reform 

and Orthodoxy was in progress in tl:!Le beginning of 

the 19th century menacing the very existence of 

traditional synagogue music , in Ea!ttern Europe J ewish 

song unfolded a remarkable creativ~• power both in 

the synagogue and in folk song . 

Inspired chazzanim and talentod singers and 

composers arose in Galicia, Poland and Lithuania. 

Some of these were Dovidl Brocl Strelisker , 

Bezalel Shulsinger, (Bezalel Odessor), Sender )(1.nsker , 

Joseph Altshul, Yoel Dovid Levinsolim (Wilner Baalhabessil), 

Boruch Karliner, Yerochom Blind.DJ.an (Hakoton) , 
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Nisson Spivak (Nissi Belzer) . 

The latter organized splendid c~hoirs . He was 

the greatest musical genius of synat~ogue music in 

Eastern Europe. 

Chor-Cbazzonim (cantors who s~og with choirs} 

were resented by Eastern European Jews . 

Other famous chor- cbazzanim: :Nlisson Blumenthal 

(Odessa) sang with a four-part choi,r. David Nowakowsky 

was the most Europeanized synagoguEI composer in the 

East. He directed the choir of thA• new chor-shul of 

Berdichev . 

Borucb Shorr, a ramous chazzau1 of Galicia, was 

also affected by European culture; be composed an 
(17) 

operetta: "Samson". 

With this background or the cultural situation 

of the Jews, we can see that the 1~ound1ng of the 

first choral group , the H.e.zomir S~1ciety in Lodz was 

a realistic outgrow1>h or their general cultural hunger . 
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Nationalistic feeling, particularly, call for the 

composition and singing of distinctive fol~ songs 

expressive or the nationalistic yearning . 

The city or Lodz was called "Little Paris" or 

Poland . Surrounded by weaving textile mills and 

markets, Lodz served as a commercial center for many 

traders f rom other parts of Poland and tro~I Russia . 

The languages employed were Russian, Germarll, Polish 

and Yiddish . The Jewish popul,ation was dhrided into 

two classes : the assimilated Polish Jews a111d the 

Hasidic Polish group . There was much host:tli ty 

between theia . 

It was the Zionistically inclined young students 

and professional men, who had previously ansociated 

themselves with Polish and German choral gi~oups -

groups which had been in existence a s long as fifty 

years ~ who soon sought to form their own organiza

tion for the purpose of singing Jewish mus~Lc. 

The first problem was that t he Russia111 government, 
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fearing the disturbing effects of pul1lic meetings 

of the Bundists, the Anarchists, the Zionists , and 

other groups, had forbidden public a semblies with

out special permission. Thus -- say11 Joseph 
(18) 

Rumshinsky -- any group which desire~l to meet , would 

sit a young man and young woman at tlite front of tbe 

room; in case of a police raid, al l ]pretended to 

have cane to an engagement party. 

Through the good offices of one of the members 

of the newly formed National Gesang- JFerein in Lodz, 

the government was persuaded to allo,lr the Jews to 

meet for their choral activity, on tltle grounds th.at 

spending their time in song would ke~9P them from 

becoming involved in such "nonsense" as the rising 

revolutionary movement. One of the 1oharacter members , 

Hartenstein, a baritone of Lodz Temp:le, engaged 

Joseph Rumshinsky, then a young man of 18, to direct 

the chorus in 1898. The prime movers of the group 

were a lawyer, N. Shapiro, and a Kiss. Fisher , later 

to become the wife of the well known Jewish composer 
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( 19) 
and chorua director, Zavel Zilberts. 

The chorus met with much critio1ism and scotting 

both from the assimilationist Jews 11rho laughed at 

this "silly" group of "Zhids" who met to sing Jewish 

song, and fran the "kosher" Jews, b<1lth Zionist and 

non-Zionist who felt t here was something not quit• 

respectable about young Jewish men &lnd women meeting 

three times a week mer ely to sing. 

The group enlisted the enthusinstic support of 

a well known physician and excellen1~ pianist , 

Dr . Philip Falk of Lodz, who finall~r became the 

permanent accanpanist for the choruis; he added much 

to the prestige of the ferein, whicltl finally called 

itself the '*Hazomir" (1899). 

The membership of 102 consist~~ of students, 

doctors, bookkeepers, lawyers, teac:hers -- all 

amateurs . After their first concert in Lodz, and 

especially after they had been invited by the local 

~ ~ Polish government to give a benefi t concert for the 
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victims of a terrible fire in Brest- itovsk, the 

Hazomir took its recognized place aa1 an important 
(20) 

factor in the Jewish oul tural life cir the cit7. 

The repertoire consisted of a e Hebrew 

nationalistic aongs (Al )(isbmar Hay1~den by Behrman, 

a Bialistok musical director, selectfiona in German 

of Kendelaaohn'a Elijah, Russian, uld Poliah folk 

songs, Schumann '• "Gypsy Melody" in Hebrew, and the 

like.) 

The Polish Singing Society, uruler the direction 

of Heinrich Meltzer, expressed grea1~ appreciation or 

the work of Hazomir . In faot, many or the Jewish and 

even non-Jewish members left to joi1ri Hazomir . 

Rumshinsky remained in Lodz fo:r three year a, 

until 1902, then f led to England to eaoape military 

service. 

The Lodz Hazomir, was the first successful 

manifestation of formal Jewish secular choral activity 

in Jewish life. 



The group was invited in 19011 by Judah Leib Peretz 

and Nahmann Sokolov, the latter tbe famous early 

Zionist leader, to participate in1 the annual Students 

Ball given by the Jewish students or the Warsaw 

University. The concert was an orverwhelming success , 

even the non- Jewish music critics giving the Lodz 
(21) 

Hazomir great acclaim. 

Under the subsequent leadership of Zavel Zilberts, 

the Lodz Hazanir, which had becom1e the largest, and 

the prototype or Jewish choruses, expanded its 

repertoire and produced such worll::s as: "Requiem" by 

Mozart, "Judas .Maccabeas" by Hand,el, the "Seasons" 

of Haydfn, and works by Mendelssohn. 

Zilberts left Lodz and undertook the position 

or director of the choir at the g~eat Moscow "Chor

sohule". There he took a great interest in the 

revival of the Jewish folksong . He organized a chorus 

in Moscow under the sponsorship or such eminent 

personalities as Joel Engel, tne rather of the modern 

Jewish Music movement. Fer seven, years, Zilberts led 
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the Jewish Jluaical Society and maide possible man7 
(22) 

psrformanoes of Jewish folk songa1. 

Direction of the Lodz Ha zan1E_ was taken over b7 

llattityahu Bensman, who later or@1an1zed. the Warsaw 

Hazomir in 1905- 06( !). When the Warsaw Hazomir was 

taken over by Leo Low in 1908 , thle group concentrated. 

on f olkmusic , under the Honorary- 1Presidency or Judah 

Leib Peretz . There was much oppo1sition to folkmusic 

on the part of the assimilation-m~nded Jews who 

objec ted to i ncluding folkmusic w1ith classical works, 

and on the part of the Zionistica,lly inclined ultra-

Hebraists , who opposed Yiddish. Leo Low brought the 
(23 ) 

folksong to a high peak or art1st;ic success. 

In 1902, Leo Low, who was then choir director 

tor Cantor Sirota in the Great S1ill8.gogue of Vilna , 

was asked by the Russian governme1nt to give a benefit 

choral concert for the Institute for the Blind . The 

concert was to consist of Hebrew liturgical music, 

but -- according to a personal in1terview with Kr . Low 

he managed to insert some fo:kson1gs. This is the 
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first time that Yiddish folksongs wer heard in public 

at a formal concert in Europe . 

Interest in Eastern Europe in th~ folk song, both 

among the Russ ians and among the Jews brought forth 

the formation of the Petersburg Soci e~~Y for Jewiah 
l 

Folk Music, established in 1908 in St, Petersburg . 

The Petersburg Society for Jewislt Folk Music was 

established as a result of the attemp1; of two young 

Jewish his torians , Saul Ginsburg and l~esach Marek , 

both university trained and utterly dE1voted to the 

study of Jewish history. They decidedl to make a 

thorough study of the history of Russtan Jewry. 

Having no entre to the historical archives and collec

tions of the government , they investit'8-ted aany 

private sources of historical data: ol.d documents , 

letters , wills, and the like. In 1 89EI, they published 

an appeal in the Yi ddish and Hebrew px•ess , asking all 

interested Jews to record and send thEll:ll the texts of 

the Jewish folksongs sung in their paJ!•ticular districts . 

The response was great; not only text11 of the folksongs 
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were submitted, but also the music was 1often noted 

down. 

By 1901, they had published a collection of the 

texts of the folksongs, without music . It is 

interesting that the initial impulse foir the study 

of Jewish folksongs was a l iterary, not musical. 
(24) 

According to Saul Ginzburg, the music oif the s ongs 

were handed on to Joel Engel, then one 1of the out

standing musicologists and critics in R1l1ssia, who, 

in 1909 , began to study and "purify" th1e melodies . 

The Petersburg Society was actuall1r founded by 

a group of young Jewish composers , stud11mts of Rimsky

Korsakoff at the Petersburg Conservatoiire: Ephraim 

Sklar, Michael Gneissen, Solomon Rosovslk:y , Zhitomirsky, 

Lazare Saminsky, J. J.chron. They were irery much en-

couraged by Rimsky- Korsakoff , who fe lt 'lihat the Jewish 

people had a rich musical treasure whicl~ should be 

collected systematically; this music wa1s just waiting 

for the coming of a Jewish 111Usical gen1i11s to transform 
(25) 

it to produce great art. 
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In 1911, the Society published a "Collect ion 

ot Songs tor School and Home". The songster incl udes 

62 Jewish songs tor solo and three- part chorus , with 

piano accompaniment, and 23 songs selected t r ca 

German, Russian, and classical muaic. The Societ y 

published other songs tor voice w th piano accompani-

ment and acme tor choir or instrum,ents by K. Gnessin, 

)(. Milner, S . Kisselgot, P. Lwow, J. Acbron, L. Saminsky, 
(26) 

E. Sklar, I. Kaplan , H. Copit . 

The Petersburg Society existed tor ten years , 

until World War I during which tim,e it organized 

musical expeditions to collect and, investigate Jewish 

tolkmusic throughout the Pale ot Settlement and 

beyond. The work was financed by Baran Hirsch Gunzburg. 

He made possible the organization or the Jewish 

Ethnological E?Cpedition, which between 1913 and 1916, 

gathered over two thousand folksongs, religious and 
(27) 

secular. 

The Petersburg Society, with its research and 

publishing or Jewish music for instruments and tor 
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voice, was a prime mover in the est~blisbment ot a 

Jewish repertoire which served as a basis tor further 

musical activity. As such, it cont ibuted greatly 
(28) 

to the growth or Jewish choral acti ity . 

In addition to the Lodz and th Warsaw Hazomir 

groups , many local Jewish singing solcieties were 

rormed in various Russian cities: Vilna , Moscow, and 

others . 

The Jewish mass migrations to the United States 

s oon transferred Jewish choral activ·ity to that country. 
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Chapter II 

Barl:r American Manifestation ot Oihoral Music -

Jewish Choral Activit~ 

What kind of general American musical milieu 

provided the background in which Jewish choral activity 

was established? 

American music was at first planted in very 

sterile soil. Both Pilgrims and PUritans were opposed 

to the development ot the musical a~t, yet, by an 

irony of fate, their psalm-singing became the cradle 

which cherished the music of America. For music was 
(29) 

tolerated only for worship purposes. 

The Pilgrims, in their utter religious narrowness 

would have probably abolished any kind of singing in 

their churches were it not known that the ancient 

Hebrews had undoubtedly employed psalm-singing in their 

religious services. While, therefore, rejecting hymns 

and other sacred music, they allowed Psalms to be 

sung during the devotions . 



Choral singing began to take! the place ot crude 

congregational psalm- singing as early as the middle 

or the eighteenth century . It was a natural consequence 

of the singing schools that some of the congregation 

should be much more advanced in mµaic than other s , 

and it was equally a matter or course that the mus i cal 

members should gather together as much as possible 

in order to obtain the beat vocal results . It was 

an easy transition 1'rom this informal gathering or 

musical forces to an assignment or special seats to 
(30) 

those most active in church s1ng1'ng. 

After 1720 there was a steadily growing number 

of musicians who sought their fortunes in the Colonies . 

There was an increasing desire fo:r organs , flutes, 

guitars, violins, harpsichords, t ine establisbm.ent or 

the singing schools , signs of a biwiding music trade 

from ruled music paper to sonatas and concertos, the 

advent of music engravers, publishers and manufacturers 

of instruments, the tentative eff1orts to give English 

opera a home in America, the int:r1oduction of public 



42 

concerts. Thia was the formative period in Amerioan 
( :51) 

musical history, running from 172~~ until 1800. 

I n 1774, William Billings fotnded a singing 

school in Stoughton, Massachuaett!1 to study and 

perform psalms , tunes , and orator1lo11 . In 1786 this 

became t h e Stoughton 1fusical Socinty , the first choral 

group in America and were it not t;hat the St . Cece..ua 

Society of Charleston was formed tn 1740, it would 

have been the first musical organtzation in the 
(32) 

Colonies . 

Elie Siegmeister states that Boston had secret 

singing clubs organized by Govern<1•r Samuel Adams "to 
(33) 

stir up enthusiasm for independenC11e" . 

The following decades saw thE• rise of many choral 

organizations. In 1815 , the Hande~l and Haydn Society 

was formed in Boston, with the pu!!•pose of "cultivating 

and improving a correct taste in t :he performance of 

sacred music". Beethoven was act~l8.lly asked by the 
{34) 

society to compose for them. 
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In 1823, the Choral Society was formed in N. YJ 

it included fifty voices and devoted itself almost 

entirely to sacred music. The New York Sacred lfu.sic 

Society, an off-shoot ot the Zion Church Musical 

Organization, strictly a religious choir, was organized 

in 1824; it devoted itself to sacred music but also 

to English anthems. This group numbered 60 voices. 

In 1831, the New York Sacred Music Society first 

began the study of an entire oratorio. They performed 

the "Messiah" with 74 voices and 38 instruments. 

In 1844, a new musical society, the .Musical ~ 

Institute was formed in New York, but by 1849, the 

total choral scene in New York was so bleak, that at 

a large meeting a combination ot the choral groups 

was formed into one: the New York Harmonic Society. 

Heir to these attempts at choral work was the 

New York Oratoria Society rounded by Dr. Leopold 
(35) 

Damrosch in 1873. 

Other parts of the country, too, had t heir choral 
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organizations . In Philadelphia, the Men~elsaohn Club 

was organized in 1874, first as a male o orus , then 

became mixed in 1879. Over a period of 60 years, 

the Club sang music of over 300 composers of twent7 

different nationalities. The Philadelpb~a Choral 
l 

Societz was formed in 1897 . It 1s not l ,1m1 ted to 

standard or classical works . The Choral A.rt Society 

made its first appearance in 1922. 

A 1917 report of the Chamber of Commerce records 

that there were over 250 permanent chora,l and 
(36) 

operatic organizations in Philadelphia. 

In the west, Cincinnati became a chloral center , 

since many German immigrants had settled in that part 

of the country after having left their native land 

either because of the 1848 Revolutions and somewhat 

prior to that time or in order to better themselves 

economically. Gold had been discovered in California. 

Thus by 1849, Cincinnati was the scene of the first 

American Sangerfest, in emulation of th~ tremendous 

German choral activity and choral festivals . 
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In St . Louis the Choral Symphon~r Society wa s 

formed a s early as 1870. Both Balti1aore and 

Washington, D. c. boasted large chorELl groups , the 

Oratorio Society and the Choral Soci'~ res pectively. 
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Jewish lll!Dligration to UJ~ 

At the outbreak of the Revolut1l.onary War in 

1775, Jewish communities were to be found in the 

colonies of Rhode Island, New York , Pennsylvania , 

South Carolina, and Georgia, with sin.all units in 

some of the other colonie3. By extiraction the 

majority were Portuguese Jews, who l~ame from Hol l and 

and Dutch Brazil in the 17th Centur~r , or f r om England 

in the eighteenth; as early as the beginning of the 

Eighteenth century, they were joine~l by Jews from 

Germany and Poland. The Portugue5e Jews left their 

impress upon the communal organizaHon; the Sephardic 

rite obtained in the congregations, though Ashkenazic 
(37) 

Jews bad a place in the administratjlon. 

The number of Jews in the Unite,d States by 1800 

was about 2 , 500, in a total populatlon of about 7i 
millions . The largest number lived in Philadelphia 

and New York, where they bad establi.shed themselves 

in business . They did not suffer f~1 \111 discrimination. 

The real Jewish problem of the day -·- religiously and 
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culturally speaking -- was not the exclusion ot the 

Jews from the general society Emd culture . The basic 

difficulty was that the Jewish population was so 

small and so widely scattered 1;hat no system ot Jewish 

education or group cultural lii~e could be founded. 

The limited amount of int1~a-Jewiah contact made 

it very difficult to establish any kind ot substantial 
(38) 

Jewish cultural unison. 

During the decade fran 18~10-50 the number of 

itmnigrants of all faiths grew t;o 1001 00 annually. 

In the years between 1841 and l.881 about ten million 

persons entered the United Stat>es . Among those who 

heeded President John Tyler's ci1all to come to the 

new country were Jews from all parts of Central Europe 

who were oppressed in their hon1eland and had no 

opportunity tor advancement. '1~his is the so- called 

German immigration. 

The inmigrants spread out to Boston, St. Louis 

and Galveston, and west to Cinci1innati , Ohicago , 
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San Francisco . They shared the grow1:pg pains or these 

new cities, and assisted their rapid 1rise by promoting 

trade and industry. By 1858, there were an estimated 

200, 000 Jews in the United States . 

With the coming of the pogroms i in Russ la and 

Poland in the 1880 1s , Jewish immigration to the 

United States increased apace . About 200 1 000 Jews 
(39) 

immigrated between 1880-1890 . 

Jewish choral activity per se ha1d not yet really 

begun to manifest i tsel1' in the moder1n, secular sense. 

However , there can be little doubt that Jews took the 

opportunity 01' joining and participating in general 

American choral singing. unrortun.ate'ly there are no 

records which can indicate the amount 01' participation 

ot Jews in the various singing societies . 

We do know that Jews participated in Polish and 

Russian singing societies in Europe tn the last 

decades of the 19th century. In Ger~any 01' that time , 

Jews were outstanding in musical life, not only as 
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musicians but also as patrons of music . In fact , 

such was the influence Jews bad upon mu~1ic in Germany 

and in Leipzig, particularly, that Riehl d Wagner, 

no great friend or the Jews , grumbled: ,ILeipzig is a 
(40) 

Jewish metropolis". 

It would seem. most probable that t~ie German-

Jewish immigrants -- who had been acti VE' in general 

musical life for decades in Europe wouldl become active 

in American choral life. 

During the first decade of the cent;ury, amateur 

Jewish singers who bad been active in tbe Hazomir 

groups in Lodz and Warsaw 1 and other Eas1t European 

cities sought similar expression in the United States . 

There were no appropriate choral societ1.es tor them 

to join. Several abortive attempts to :t~orm such groups 

were made, but failed . As a result, mar.~ Jews joined 

non-sectarian groups in this country. 

Finally, in 19101 in answer to thh1 need, the 

Helevi Singing Society was formed in Ne~r York City. 

It held its meetings at the Educational Alliance in 
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downtown New York. The membership was limi t.i1d to 

Jews . They sang only the classics of choral literature 

in the original language, mainly in German. There 

was no Yiddish sung . Leon Kramer was the co lductor 

of the group . In 191 5 the Halevi Singing So~iety 

merged. with the Arbeiter Ring and became Bra~ch 530 
(41) 

of the Workman's Circle . 

The Educational Alliance , set up specif:foally 

to help Americanize the immigrants, was a cultural 

center in all its phases : fine arts, music, literature, 

theatre, education. 



51 

Early Manifestations of Jewish Choral Singing 

Before the 19th Century however, there i1 no 

record ot Jewish choral singing in jmerica than in 

the synagogue. Only Congregation Beth Blohim , 

Charleston, South Carolina, which was rounded in 1750, 

ia said to have had i ta own paid cholir. No accurate 

date ia given tor the founding ot t~e choir, but it 

i1 implied that it was formed not lobg after the 

founding ot the congregation. Incid,entally , Penina 

Moise , the Jewish poetess, later wroite hymns for 
(42) 

this congregation, which utilized th,e Reform style. 

The first choirs to be used in New York City 

Synagogues were temporary groups ora1anized for important 

occasions such as consecrations. Wb,en the choir, which 

was formed for the purpose of s1ngin1g at the Shearith 

Israel consecration in 1818, sought permission to 

organize on a permanent basis and to1 sing every 

Sabbath, the synagogue authorities 01bjected on the 

ground that such a choir would be an1 innovation in 

Jewish religious practice. 
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Only toward the middle of the 19th century did 

New York J ewry witness the rise of syn.qgogue choi rs. 

Temple Emanu- El inaugurated the new movement . 

The first regular choir was organized at 

E:nanu-El in 1845 when the ~ongregation was formed: 

first volunteers, then paid . They used the composition 

of the Hamburg synagogue and the music of the temple 

of Munich. 

The s econd choir in New York was formed in 

1849 by Anshe Chesed . They used Sulzer's "Shir Zion" . 

rn 1852, Naumbourg ' s collection of Jewish musical 

compositions was added to choir's library. These 

were bott mixed choirs. 

The third regular synagogue choir in New York 

was established in Temple B1nai Jeshurun in 1850. 
(43) 

Here too, in 1856, Naumbourg's music was utilized. 

It is interesting to note, that at the first 

anniversary of the dedication of the Elm Street 

Synagogue of Temple B1nai Jeshurun in 1828: ~The 
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oration was delivered by Mordecai M. Noah, Phineas 

R. Hart, the Hazan of the congregation offjlciated at 

the musical service. The Hebrew Choral So~1iet1 , 

consisting of female as well as male voice~,, participated" . 

This Society, about which there are n~, further 

details , met in the basement of the synagoB~e for 
(44) 

rehearsals . 

There is a fascinating record of earlJ' Ohio 

Jewry in "The Jews in Ohio" 1 by Joseph Jona.a , writing 

to Isaac Leeser . Speaking of the congr ega t1ional sing

ing of the Kal Kodesh Beneh Israel which wa.s founded 

in 1830 in Cincinnati , Jonas writes: 

"The original founders of our congregation were 

principally from Great Britain and consequently their 

mode of worship was after the Polish and the German 

Jews; but being all young people they were not so 

prejudiced in favor of old customs as more elderly 

people might have been and especially as several of 

their wives had been brought up in the Port·uguese 

congregations. We t herefore introduced considerable 
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chorus singing into our worship, in which we were 

joined by the sweet voices of the daughters of 

Zion ••• " 

On the oc casion of t he consecration of the new 

Synagogue in 1836 there were "singers and a band ot 

music ••• the choir consisted of about twenty of the 

l adies and gentlemen of the Congregation ••• the 

whole was concluded by one of the ladies leading in 

the splendid solo and chorus of the 'Yigdal '.~45 > 

In 1858, George Jacobs became t h e Hazan of the 

Beth Shalome Congregation , Richmand, Va. He was 

requested by a committee to " form a choir under his 

manageme~_t". This he did in 1868. 

In Beth Ah.avah Congregation, founded in Richmond 

in 1841, we find that the f irst choir was organized 

in 1856 but was disbanded two years ~ater "because 

of the marriage of the s oprano , Miss Katherine Angle. 

In 1866, at the suggesti on of Rev. M. J. Michelbacher, 

a volunteer choir was organized under the guidance 

of M
0 

L. Straus ," the efficiency value of which are 
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a tradition . He was succeeded by Gustavus Millhiser . 

During his dir ection a change was gr~.dually made by 

the substitution of paid voices in place of volunteers. 

Millhiser 1 s services as choir directolr were recognized 

by thei congregat ion in hie election a
1
s an honorary 

member . 

Charles Hutzler succeeded K1llh1ser as director 

of choir and maintained its great efficiency. In 

1893 he resigned to be succeeded by Isaac Held . 

Since then Isaac Thalheimer , Solomon L. Bloanberg , 

and Moses !iay 'have successfully directed the choir . 
(46) 

The organ was i ntroduced into the synagogue in 1873 . 

In Philadelphia in 1847, the Reverend Mr . Herman 

Kahn became Hazan, teacher , and preacher. He submitted 

a plan to establish a choir of young 1men. In June 

1847 his was the first choir to engage a music teacher 

and raise money to defray the choir ' s expenses . The 

effort resulted in a fourteen piece mixed choir . ~ 

At the consecration ceremony in ,1870 , a 
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Consecration Hymn in German was part1ci1pated in b7 
(47) 

a male chorus, a female chorus and a chlldren 's chorus . 

In 1880, Sbaaray Tefila Synagogue lgitated for 

reform. A comm.1 ttee suggested the intr11>duction of 

the organ and the creation or exclusivel1 Jewish 

choir of male and female voices . An "e111larged choir 

was engaged under the direction of the 4~antor 
(48) 

(mixed choir) " • 
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Chapter III 

It will be necessary to speak briefly of the 

rise of the Zionist movement, Yiddlish culture, and 

the Jewish labor movement in ordet• to show the 

cultural background from which the~ Jewish choral 

movement evolved in the United StaLtes . 

The Jewish choral movement be~came but one 

manifestation of American Jewish c:ultural ·life. 

Beginning with the year 1905 up until the out

break of World War I in 1914, abo1'tt 750,000 Jews 

immigrated to the United States. 

Dnm.igra ti on changed the struc:ture of American 

Jewry. The prep~nderant majority of the Jewish 

population now consisted of wag~ oarners. Many 

forged ahead to economic independEmce becoming 

employers. However, the masses of~ the Jews belonged 

to the proletariat. These workerfl were exploited 

mercilessly; wages were pitifully low; working 
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conditions were shocking; slum housing conditions 

prevailed . They concentrated themselves in the needle 

trades, and soon became involved in socialism a~ 

trade unionism. 

There were two movements in Europe which bad 

provided the social and political readinesa for the 

rise of Jewish labor and cultural activity in the 

first decades of the present century in America . 

The General Jewish Workers' Union (the Bund) , 

and Zionism, aumented by its labor division, were the 

two ideologies that changed Jewish mentality in Eastern 

Europe and caused a spiritual revolution in mill.ions 

ot men and women. Poles apart idealogically, the Bund 

and Zionism shared one common feature . They instilled 

in the Jewish masses a sense of pride in their destiny. 

The socialist Bund had appealed to the lowest 

strata and popularized for them the class struggle 

theory of Marx and Engels . Through i llegal literature 

and underground meetings the Bund taught the young 
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tailors , seamstresses, shoemakers, we1avers , carpenters , 

tannery and leather workers that labo1r creates t he 

basic necessities of life, that labor1 is honor able , 

and that it is predestined in the cou~se of evente 

to transform mankind into a free, cls,ssless society. 

The worker youth reacted enthusiastio1ally. Organiza

tions of the Bund had been formed; tb.ey participated 
(49) 

in the movement to overthrow the Czar1ist regime. 

The Bund believed that socialiSDJI would be a sure 

cure for all social wrongs, includina~ anti- Semitism . 

The program for social liberation was, interlaced with 

the advance of modern Jewish seculari,sm: Yiddish 

culture and art. 

Zionism, on the other hand, had sprung out of 

the total negation of the diaspora as1 the future t or 

Jewish safety and continuity as a peo;ple . Only 

Palestine as a Jewish state would pro,vide a solution '-

for the physical and national survivs1l of the Jewish 

people . 
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The Bund and Zionism, warring for the minds ot 

the people , complemented each other by 1dissipating 

the political passivity characteristic of the ghetto 

mentality. Each ideology spiritually iched a 

section of the Jewish population . Each moved its 

adherents to immediate political and cu~tural activity. 

Zionism branched off into a labor division , 

divided into the Poale Zion and the Socialist 

Territorialists -- and although not comparable in 

size to the Bund -- did influence many young workers, 
(50 } 

being a synthesis of social and nationkl emancipation. 
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Zionist Groups 

Actually, in 1900 and 1901 , Zionht labor Poale 

Zion, were found in Minsk and Ekatori~loslav (founded 

by B. Barochov and Simon Dobin) . Durlng the same 

period , Zionist Socialist groups were founded in 

Galicia and set up by Russian- Jewish E,tudents in 

Vienna and Berlin . 

By 1902- 03 , Zionist Socialist grci1ups had been 

so strongly organized in numerous ci ti.es in the Pale , 

that the fifth convention of the Bund. 11 in 1903, 

called on its adherents to combat the rising influence 

ot Zionism . 

In 1904- 06 , Poale Zion groups wer1e established 

in Galicia , the United States, in Pale1stine, and in 
(51) 

some large centers of Western Europe. 

As part of the general cultural a.nd educational 

program of the Poale Zion, the Pode Z1ion Singing 

Societi (Gezangferin) was formed in New York in 1911 

under the direction or Platon Brounorr, one or the 
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early workers in the field of Jewish 1nusio in this 

country• At'ter two years , he was suc1ceeded by Henry 

Lefkowitz. 

War in 1917 . 

The Society lasted until 1~he first World 
(52) 

Many members joined the Jewish Legion . 

The Poale Zion Society devoted i jliself to Jewiah 

folksongs. They did not utilize litwrgical music, 

nor was there any political predilectilon evident in 

their music. Rehearsals took place 01rice a week. The 

singers were amateurs, tor the most p1ll't entirely 

without any formal musical training. The Society was 

organized in the form of a dues-payin1~ group, with 

its own elected officers , executive c1omm1ttee, and 
(53) 

the like. 

Another Zionist group to show cmnparatively early 

choral activity wa s the Hadassah. Fotmded in 1916 

by A. w. Binder , the Hadassah Choral Union was the 

first choral group to sing Hebrew follc songs exclusively, 

and did much to popularize these songn during the four 

years of its duration. 
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At the initiative of Mrs . Minnie Sobel, co founder, 

with Henrietta Szold , of Hadassah, the all-femalle 

singing group of about 40 women ranging in age rom 

18 to 50 and including many nurses , was formed. They 

sang a capella and aroused great enthus iasm w1 t in t he i r 

rousing Zionist marching songs . 

_Meetings were held weekly a t a Public Schoo1l , 

at ll2th Street and Lenox A.venue; the f irst cono1ert , 

held at the Wadleigh High School was a great suo1cess . 

At the time of the Balfour declaration in 1917 and 

at other occasions , the Hadassah Choral Union h~1ld 

concerts. 

With the departure of the first Hadassah me1dical 

unit sent to Palestine in 1917, about half' of' thle 

chorus left , and the group began to disintegrate~. 

A. w. Binder's connection with the group, a,s 

conductor began through Dr . Nellie Strauss , also' a 

rounder of Hadassah. 

Binder had arranged for three-part chorus, 
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several songs composed by Dr . Strauss,. In addition, 

he composed ten or twelve songs at tho time , including 

"B 'machrati" and "Ben N1har Prat", ancil a oontata: 
(54) 

"Ahl N1barot Bavel" . 

At the present time, it is impos!1ible to ascertain 

the exact number of choral groups sponsored by 

Hadassah chapters all over the countr~r · Virtually 

every group engages in choral singing as part of the 

educational program of the movement . The National 

Program Department of Hadassah providos sources of 

music , and all pertinent information J~or choral 

activity for their constituent chaptei~ s , but does not 

carry on any concerted choral program 1. 

Most of the local chapters have 11poradic choral 

groups, usually led by amateurs from uithin their 

ranks, who prepare for specific occasJLons , rather than 

for sustained choral activity. 

These choral groups are not indiir~.dual organized 

bodies in themselves; they are informul adjuncts to 
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the chapters. The level of musical ata~1ards is not 

high generally speaking. Their repertoi~te is mostl;r 

Hebrew folksongs, Palestinian songs in He1brew and 

English, with some limited amount ot Yiddlish in the 
(55) 

old el' groups . 

Actually 1 the influence ot Zionism c1n Jewish 

choral singing lies, not so much in the ~·ormation ot 

singing groups per se , but rather in the area ot 

repertoire, for all Jewish singing organtzations . 

Thia wil l be discussed later in this papt'r . 

It was from the Jewish labor moveme111t and tran 

the Social ist , the s o- called "Radical 11 oi•ganizations, 

the Yiddish secularist elements, that tht' preponderance 

ot Jewish choral organizations sprang . Jlusic was 

considered one of the major educational jlnstrumenta 

for senai ti zing t he Jewish worker not onll;r to socialist 

ide~ls and philosophies , but also to his speciticall7 

Jewish interests, in the Diaspora . For 1~he Socialist 

and labor organizations operated on the i~t-emise that 

the Jewish workers are merely part ot tho general 
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working class of the country, and thllt their future 

even as Jews lies in America, not in Palestine, or 

in Zionist activity . 
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Socialist and Labor Groups 

In the early nineties younger people from l~~ge 

cities , Wilno, Minsk, Kovno , Warsaw and Lodz had 

begun arriving. In the new country they formed . 
educational societies and clubs , through which thley 

sought to enter into American culture. 

The Yiddish press , originally a l l of a radi al 

nature , dedic-.ted to socialism and trade unionisnn , 

catered to both the younger people who had alread~ 

shed their old folk-ways in Europe , and t o the ol1der 

1mmigrants , men with families to bring over or to1 

support . 

The younger element , for the most part socia1lly 

conscious and enthusiastic , embraced the new radical 

belief's w1 th the same passion as their fathers ba,d 

the Torah. They formed the advanced guard of 

socialism and anarchism. They filled the lecture1 

halls and the propaganda meetings , and were the core 

of numerous educational societies, clubs and dram~tic 

groups . 
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The labor press combined the funl tiona or 

educator and organizer with that of a biter or mor als 

and teacher of good manners . One of 1~he prime 

objectives of the Yiddish press was t? cultivate 

among the mass of people the habit ot regularly 

reading a newspaper ~ there had been nothing com

parable in Europe. 

The Yiddish press - - the weekly ~~beiter Zeitung, 

the Freie Arbeiter Shtimme , the daily Abendblatt, 

the Forward and the weekly Arbeiter w19re the bearers 

of a new social faith. At the same t~llne, they widened 

the cultural horizon of their readers by acquainting 

them with the great works of literatwre. On the 

pages of his weekly or daily, the new immigrant could 

read a novel by Zola, Hugo , or Tolsto:L, short stories 

by the younger wri tars , immigrants th19111sel ves, poems 

by labor poets and articles on social and natural 

sciences. 

The Yidd1sh press , because of tht9 nature of 1ts 

public , was more of a feature magazin19 than a 

newspaper. It combined the funot1ons of a journal 

of op.inion, a 11terary magaz1ne and a people's college . 
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For many years the Forward carried in its Sun1aay 
(56) 

Supplement a department called : The People's !College . 

Jews very quickly became integrated into the 

industrial life of the United States. The imihl.grants 

-i:ere , for the most part , skilled workers who 1could 

make almost i mmediate contributions to Americl1m 

industrial activity. Actually, the figures s !tiow that 

between the years of 1900 to 1925 , one- fourth of all 

immigrant , skilled industrial labor was broug!bt by 

Jews . For two crafts, tailoring and watobmalqlng , 

Jews brought almost half the immigrant craftsunen. 

Jews constituted less than one- fourth of imm11grant 
( 57) 

merchants and shopkeepers . 

It was to t h is mass of Jews particularly -

skilled workmen and to the culturally hungry , __ that 

the rising Yiddish literature of the new land appealed . 

Yiddish creative writing in America was 1not 

transplanted from Europe. It grew out of the 

American soil . The pioneers of Yiddish liter1a.ture 

•ere labor poets. Perforce they had to culti'vate 
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the Yiddish medilDl'I. if' they were t~~ appeal to the 

masses of newcomers. 

Morris Rosenfeld (1862-1923) was the moat 

profound of the labor poets . He ]portrayed from first

hand experience the dull, desperd;e, hopeless lite 

of the slave of the sweatshops, a1s well as the Jewish 

national dream of redemption. Thie socialist Morris 

Vintshefski , the anarchist David JMelstadt , and 

Joseph Bovshover were among other1s the outstanding 

Yiddish labor poets . 

Some of the more important Y!lddish prose writers 

in America were Leon Kobrin , Berrulrd Gorin, Abraham 

Cahan, Tashrack (Israel Joseph Ze•~in) , David Pinski . 

In addition to this socially·-aware writing, 

such as that of Morris Rosenfeld, there were the 

polJularly oriented songs of Josepltl Jaffe, the tender, 

idyllic poesy of Jacob Adler. 

The Yiddish theatre develop~a rapidly in America. 

The theatre which had been subjec•t to a repertoire 
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of cheap, melod.ra.mas and pseudo-natjonalistic plays, 

was immeasurably uplifted by Jacob Gordin, whose 

plays were literate , well written and frankly aimed 

at educating the people by posing p~oblems familiar 

to them. He often t ook his ideas f rom well known 

dramas and adapted the situations and characters to 

the Jewish environment . Actor of great ability 

flourished: David Kessler, Jacob Adler, Mogulescu, 

Annie Liptzin, Bartha. Kalish, Bina Abramaovitch, 
{58) 

Boris Thomashevsky. 

A number of prominent writers: Sholem Aleichem, 

Sholem Asch, Abraham Raisin, a true poet of the 

people, Perez Hirshbein and H. D. Numberg, came for 

a visit o~ to settle in the United States . They and 

American poets like Liessen and Yehoash (Blumgarten) 

each in his own manner, enriched the literary field, 

raising the dignity of Yiddish letters. 

A cultural renaissance was ushered in that 

reached its peak in the late twenties. Clubs and 

educational societies were formed; mere books were 
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published and more people attended lecturela and 

concerts . The theatre was discovering a n~sw and more 

intelligent public; younger actors, headed by Maurice 
( 59) 

Schwartz began to feel their way to a bett1sr repertory. 

In add! ti on to the Socialist parties ~md the 

labor unions , there have always been workeirs' organiza

tions in this country which, al though not 1Urectly 

political , have contributed much to the eo1oial and 

educational progress of the Jewish labor IWlSSes . 

The outstanding among these are the " :f'raternal 

orders" . The idea of a fraternal organiza'tion was 

conceived and carried out solely by people from the 

ranks of labor. It was the rank and file ,,ho daily 

felt the keen necessity for mutual aid in 111ickness 

and death, for social contact and self-edu1cation. 

The intelligentsia had no part whatever in the first 

stages of this movement. 

The oldest and strongest of these ord1ers is the 

!!_baiter Ring (the Workmen's Circle), founded in 

New York in 1892. At that time, other Je~1sh fraternal 
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societies were already in existence, but were u~ually 

dominated by businessmen and middleclass people 1r 

most of them of German origin . The influx of 

immigrants from Eastern Europe brought large nuzubera 

of Russian , Gal1c1an, and Romanian Jews to the nited 

States, who found it difficult to fit into the oxist

ing organizations . It was this element which ci~eated 

the Worlonen 1s Circle . 

The chief purpose of the new organization ~ras, 

on the one band, to serve as a club where peoplo of 

common background might meet, and on the other, to 

provide mutual aid especially in cases of sicknoss 
(60) 

or death. 

Part and parcel of the Arbeiter Ring's proi~am 

we.a the encouragement of the labor movement in overy 

way possible . Each member was encouraged to bellong 

to a labor union and to support the labor movem1mt. 

Strike- breakers were barred from membership. 

F,ducation of the membership was considered so 

vHal that an article of the first constitutic-n of 
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the Ring stipulated that as long as nine members 

desired educational activity, the society would b e 

bound to comply with their request. 

In 1917, the Arbeiter Ring entered into a period 

of extensive educational activities . An educational 

department, with a sizable budget at its disposa l , 

was established, and a library of popular works, 

comprising 22 volumes , on poli tica,l economy, history 

and natural sciences , were published between 1913 

and 1919; 200,000 copies were sold,. Noted lecturers 

were sent out annually to most bra.nches. Yiddish 

schools for children became a reality in 1918, in 

order to give the young people an understanding of 

both Jewishness and Socialism. Women's branches and 

young peoples' English-speaking b~•anches were formed . 

An attempt was made to bridge the ever-widening 

estrangement between European-borri1 parents and their 
(61) 

American-born children . 

In various cities and towns ~•f the United States 

and Canada, the Workmen's Circle j,n 1348 had 713 
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branches with a total membership of some 70,000 men 
(62) 

and women. 

As a natural consequence of the cultural and 

educational program of the organization, the Arbeiter 

Ring Chorus was organized officially in 1915, after 

prel iminary steps had been taken during the previous 

year. The F.ducational Canmittee issued an invitation 

to all members of the Arbeiter Ring to join the chorus. 

Nicholas Zaslavsky, who was at that time very 

popular among the Jewish masses , was the first 

director, assisted by Michal Gelbart . The very first 

song that was rehearsed was Warshavsky's "Der Parom" 

(The Pram). 

In 1915, when the Halevi Singing Society became 

Branch 530 of the Arbeiter Ring, the former's 

director, Leon Kramer, became director, ass isted by 

Jacob Hyman. Kramer undertook to teach the members 

how to read music at sight. He also began to rehearse 

the English and German hymns which had made up the 

repertoire of the Halevi Society. However, the 
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immigrant workers rebelled against thi1" repertoire , 

rather desiring to sing Yiddish revol~tionary aonga 

or folksongs . Kramer was forced to resign. 

His successor was r . Pirozhnikotf, well known 

Russian musician and concertina artist, whose recitals 

had been widely acclaimed . Ria "Worke1r 'a Song Number 

One" for two voices and a solo was the first song 

he rehearsed . 

The Chorus set forth several principles: 

l) The chorus must sing in Yi1ddish 

2) It must sing revolutionary end workers ' 

songs, folk songs, and classical music 

3) Rehearsals every Friday evening 

The chorus met in Public School 62, at Hester 

and Essex Streets, in New York . Pirozhnikof! had 

taught the chorus "The Workmen's Circle Hymn", 

which he had written himself; a soldier's song, 

and "Danso Macabre" a famous Russian song b7 

Studinsky, which he had translated into Yiddish. 

He continued to teach the members to re•d music . 
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In 1916 and 1917 , several very sucoessf'U.1 

concerts were givens at the 16th conven1tion of the 

Workmen's Circle in Brownsville Labor Lroeum; at 

Jladison Square Garden, in honor of the 1visit of the 

Russian Ambassador, Bacbmetiev, of the !Kerensky 

regime. For the latter occasion, the clb.orus was 

enlarged to 500 members . 

Soon, the chorus felt ready for four-part sing

ing; they requested Pirozhnikoff to conduct with a 

baton, instead of accompanying them on the conceDtina 

as he had done up until that point . He refused and 

was then asked to resign in 1919. 

Meyer Posner was the director for the next 

eleven years, during which time he reorganized the 

chorus, added to the scanty repertoire of Yiddish 

folk songs of a labor or revolutionary type, or ot 

1 classical nature, by creating original music to texts 

by the Yiddish social poets. He also a,rranged large 

numbers of folk songs for chorus. 

At the time of his death in 1931 t lhe chorua waa 
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rehearsing Mendelsohn 1s "Elijah" which 'be bad trans

lated from the German into Yiddish. 

In that year, Lazar Weiner took over the 

direction of the group, st ressing not only a very 

high musical standard but also a unifo~m, precise, 

literary pronunciation of Yiddish. His work baa met 

with great success, having been accla1Died critically 

in both the Yiddish and English press . 

In 1935 , in honor of the 20th anniversary of 

the Arbeiter Ring Chorus , t he group und,ertook a 

concert at Carnegi e Hall in New York wblere they sang: 

/J "Songf of Miriam• 1 an oratorio b_J Franz, Shubert 

(Yiddish text by David Pinski) 1 and a oiantata on a 

social theme , with music by Lazar Weine~ and words 

by I . Goichberg, entitled : "Once Upon a. Time".• The 

chorus was as sisted by a symphonic orcllLestra and 
(63) 

vocal soloist. 

At the present time, the Wor1anen 1 111 Circle Chorus 

in New York, under Weiner's direction, hs.e about 80 

members, men and women, who meet once &L week. They 
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are amateurs , with little , if any, musical background; 

do not read music for the most part; are rehearsed 

section by section. The overwhelming percentage or 

their repertoire is in Yiddish, with a limited amount 

of Hebrew and English. They do sing some classics 

with Yiddish texts . 

They pay nominal dues r have own offi cers . About 

10 to 15% are young people, about 30 years ot age. 

They usually perform with piano , sometimes organ, 

occasionally with orchestra . From four to nine 

appearances are made yearly. The group is a quasi

political one , which is reflected in worker ' s songs, 

revolutionary songs, folk songs . However, class 

lines are now quite relaxed, the membership not being 

at all limited to workers. The main interest at 

present is purely cultural . 

Weiner's work with the chorus inspired Jewish 

music by Vladimir Heifetz, Samuel Bugatch, and 

Reuvin Kosakotf . Weiner himself canposed music for 

the Biblical poetry of Yitzchok Mangers "Chumash Leider" . 



80 

Lazar Weiner is the general musical di ector 

or the network or Workmen's Circle Choruses in various 

communities in the country. At present, thore are 
(64) 

19 auch choruses affiliated w1 th the Worllmell 1 s Circle . 

Chicago boasts an Arbeiter Ring Chorus of 100 

male voices in addition to a ls.rge children ' s chor al 
(65) 

society . 

Paterson, New Jersey bad a 50 voice mii~ed 

Arbeiter Ring Chorus , under the direction oJr Vladimir 

Heifetz. This organization bas been in ex11stence 

since 1934. 

The Arbeiter Ring Chorus of Newark, N. J. was 

established in 1921; is now conducted by Sa1nu6l 

Bugatch. The same conductor now directs th19 Arbeiter 

Ring Chorus of Philadelphia, a 40 voice m1x19d group . 

This chorus, established in 1934, bad as it1s former 

directors: Haber, Leo Low, Bar kin, Lazar We:lner, 

The Newark group was formerly directed by A1bramow1tz, 

Michal Gelbart, Zavel Zilberts, Meyer Posneir, i..azar 

Weiner, Leo Low. 
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Bugatch now is the director of th' Trenton 

Arbeiter Ring Chorus, a group of 45 yolmg men and 

wcmen 1 and of the Lakewood , N. J . Arbei 1fer Ri ng Chorus , 

a mixed group of about 25 1 in existenc~1 only about 

thl•ee years . 

All the Arbeiter Ring Choruses ar~1 dues - payi ng 

groups , organized on the model of the Uew York chorus . 

The groups often meet and assist each c~tber in their 

various concerts . 

At a Convention of the Worlanen•s Circle at 

Madison Square Garden in 19501 the coml>ined choruses 

of Philadelphia, Trenton, New York, Pa1~erson, and 

Newark -- over 300 singers - - participnted. Conduct

ing were Lazar Weiner 1 Vladimir Heifet1~ 1 and Samuel 
(66) 

Bugatch . 

In charge of the musical program jror the children 

aged 7-17 of t he Arbeiter Ring schools is Michal 

Gelbart, who conducts a picked childrelll 1 s chorus of 

~50 boys and girls in New York . Three mu~ic teachers 

serve the New York Arbeiter Ring schoole. In all , 
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there are 34 children's choruses in different part• 

of the country: Chicago, Philadelphia , Los .lngelea, 

and elsewhere. They sing two-pa t songs, which are 

published for that purpose by the, Arbeiter Ring. 

As far back as 1914, Leo Lo11r was the first to 

start work with the children 1 s cttoruses of the 

Arbeiter Ring . 

Gelbart is presently in cbaJ~ge of arranging a 

music curricul\Dll for the Arbeitez• Ring children 's 

groups . 

In New York approximately l~mo children engage 

in choral singing; approximately 3000 sing in these 

groups in the country. They sinE~ mostly Yiddish, 

in some cases the Hebrew texts boing translated to 

Yiddish for the purpose . The Na1~ional Office of the 

Arbeiter Ring provides the music which isaent out 
(67) 

to various parts of the country. 

As the Workmen ' s Circle bad gradually becane 

a rallying point mainly for Socinliat of the Bundiat 
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trend, the Zionists were not excluded but they often 

felt handicapped in the Arbeiter Ring Looking for 

an organization of their own which would serve their 

specific political aims just as the •~1rkmen ' 1 Circle 

served mainly the Bundist cause , they formed the 

Jewish National Workers 1 Alliance (Yidldish Natsionaler 

Arbeter Farband . ) in 1910 in New York City. 

The aim was to provide mutual heJlp for its 

members , to give them and their childJ~en a "national" 

education, to support all efforts of J~ational liberation, 

and rebirth of the Jewish people . Ne1Jly-admi tted 

members had to pledge allegiance to tbe ideal of a 

Jewish Pales tine . Efforts were made 1~o merge with 

the Arbeiter Ring , but were unsuccessJrul e By 19441 

over 22
1
000 members were affiliated W:lth the Farband. 

Their education.al techniques wer1e similar to 

those of the Arbeiter Rings special s ichools for t he 

national education of the members' ob1ldren, Bnglish

speaking branches for the youth. Basic to all this, 

is the promotion of Zionism, and particuliirly the 

Jewish labor movement in Palestine . In 1923- 24 it 
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organized the National Labor Committee for Palestine, 

a committee of Jewish trade unions in1 this countr1 

devoted to raising funds for Histadrult , the main 

trade union group in Palestine. In 1931 , the1 
(68) 

organized the League for the Working Palestine. 

Here too, as an expression of tl:iLe cultural 

program of the Farband, the Farband Ortior us was 

organized in New York in 1921 bJ Leo Low. Consisting 

of about 60 men and women , the group is organized 

on the same organizational basis as tLre the Arbeiter 

Ring singing groups. Participants ax•e amateurs , 

w1 thout musical knowledge , who meet ueeklJ and sing 

labor songs , Palestinian folk songs, Yiddish folk 
(69) 

songs. 

In addition to the New York gr0111p, the Farband 

sponsors five choruses in: Chicago, J~ilwaukee, Los 

Angeles, Stamford, Conn, and Waterbu:r1 , Conn. Leo 

Low directs the last two named in adt~i tion to the 

New York group. 

A young people's chorus from C~mp Kindervelt, 
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the Farband summer camp, meets sporadically during 

the winter , and sings at several occasions yearly . 

This group cons i sts of the campers , counselors , and 

staff of the camp. It is conducted by Sarah Rubinstetn• 

The Farband maintains over 60 schools in the 

United States and Canada, including about six to seven 

thousand children. Several of these schools are all• 1 

day institutions . In New York City, there are 17 

schools which are served by two full - time professional 

music teachers who give each class two hours ot music 

instruction per week. 

The repertoire ot the adult choruses is in the 

main devoted to Yiddish and Hebrew folk songs J no 

English is sung. 

The central, national office of the Farband 

supplies music and programming advice to its con

stitutent choruses. It arranges music curricula tor 
(70) 

the schools . 

Among the most active in Jewish choral work are 
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the "left-wing" radical Jewish people's singing 

groups . Originally made ot Jewish Co~~nists , the 

musical organizations were united in th~s Jewish Jluaic 

Alliance in 1925. 

The guiding spirit of the Alliance fran the 

time of its inception was Jacob Schaeff1er , who waa 

active in labor and radical music as ealrly as 1914 , 

when he was director of the first Jewis:h Socialist 

Gezang- ferein in Chi cago, a group o! ap:proximately 

50 working men and women. 

Schaeffer drew heavily from the classics and 

Jewish folk music . Particularly, he created suitable 

labor and revolutionary songs, utilizing the poetry 

of some of the outstanding labor and folk poets of 

his day: I . L. Peretz, Abraham Raisin, Morris Vintshevski , 

David Edelstady, and Joseph Bovshover , 'Y. A. Runtoh , 

M. L. Halpern, and others. Schaeffer composed many 
(71) 

oratorios and cantatas of this nature . 

The purpose of the Jewish Music Al,liance is to 

organize new choral groups and orchest~·as, publish 
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muaic, train and develop conductors and gelllerally 

stimulate the promotion and distribution o~ Jewish 

folk and labor music in the united States. 

One of the most important tunctions o1' the 

Alliance is to make Jewish music available tor 

performance. This is accomplished by pubU.ahing 

old and new compositiona which are used notf only by 

its own choruses and orchestras but also bJr other 

choral groups in the Uhited States, Latin '~erica , 

Israel and other countries. In addition t~I choral 

works , the Alliance publishes and distribut;es Jewish 

s ongs for vocal soloists and for general Dl!Lss singing. 

Music is supplied to Argentina , Brazil, E~~land , 

Australia, South Africa, France . 

The orchestras and choruses of t h e Allliance are 

conducted and trained by professional musie1ians; 

member ship is open to men and women betwee1l the ages 

of 18 and 60. No formal musical backgroun,~ is 

required; there are special youth choruses tor young 

people between the a ges of 18 and 25. Altl~ougb the 
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choruses sing Yiddish songs mainly, t 1heir repertoires 

include songs in Hebrew and in Engl1111h. The youth 

choruses , however , sing a greater nua1ber ot songs 

in English. The groups do not contill1e themselves 

to works published by the Alliance, but utilize all 

available material . 

Each group a ppears several timeo during the year 

at celebrations ot various people 1 s limd labor 

organizations a nd i n s titutions . TheJr also arrange 

their own semi- annual concert s in th~9 leading concert 

balls in their communities. 

At the present time , there are l~2 adult and 

youth choruses affiliated with the Alliance in 18 

cities in this country . They are : 3 in the Bronx , 

2 in Manhattan, 3 in Brooklyn, one i1ci Queens , Newark, 

N. J ., Patterson , N. J . ; Philadelphia, Pa ., Washington, 

n.c., Bridgeport , Conn. , New Haven , !Conn. , Springfield , 

Mass ., Boston, Mass ., Cleveland, Ohi10 , Miami , Fla., 

San Francisco, Calif ., Petluma, Cali:f ., 2 in Farming

date , N. J., 2 in Detroit , Mich., 2 i :n Chicago , Ill., 

5 in Los Angeles , Calif . Three mandolin orchestras 
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function in the Bronx, .Manhattan, and Brooklyn1• 

In New York City two of the choruses are Youth 
(72) 

groups; in Los Angeles, two are Youth groups . 

Upwards of 1500 people participate in thel 

musical activities of the groups affiliated with 

the Jewish Music Alliance. 

The Jewish Philharmonic People's Chorus , of 

New York consisting of a mixed group or appro1dmately 

one hundred , r anging from 30 to 60 years or ae~e, ~ 4"£0 

conducted by Leo Kopf . The chorus, now about 30 

years old, consists mostly of older people ; t~lere 

is a great need for an influx of younger membE,rs if 

the organization is to continue at its presen1; level 
(73) 

of efficiency. 

Mr . Kopf also conducts the Newark and Pa~~terson 

choruses . All the choruses meet weekly and rohearse 

in sections, since very few participants can l~ead 

musical notation. 

The Detroit group 1s directed by Henry G(~ldberg. 
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The Jewish People's Chorus of Los Ant5eles and the 

Jewish People's Chorus of the Bay Cij~ies are under 

the direction of Eugene Malik , who ia the composer 

of the Jewish oratorio : "My Glorious Brother•"• In 

Miami , the chorus is conducted by Bel~ Yam.i n . Jlaurice 

Rauch is the l eader of the Coney Isll~nd Jewish Peopl e ' a 

Chorus, Brooklyn , N.Y., of the Farmeir ' s Chorus of 

Lakewood , N. J ., and the Bronx Jewish People ' s Chorus . 

In Boston, the chorus is direct1ed by A. Abramowitz 

while in Chicago , the leader is BerDard Brindel . 

Leon Leibowitz guides the Jewish Peojple ' s Chorus of 

Hartford , Conn. 

All musical activity is coordinated at the 

National Office in New York, now under the direction 

of the National Secretary Chaim Suller. Former 

National Secretary of the Alliance was Korenman. 

All the choruses utilize profes1sional soloists 
(74) 

and orchestras on occasion. 

Another choral group not dedica.ted to any 

political or fraternal movement is t~e Kultur 
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Gezelschaft Chor (Culture Society ~noir) . It was 

founded in 1929, when a group of dissident singers 

from a politically oriented chorus, The Jewish 

National Worker&' Alliance , The Farb!nd , split oft 

from the group and joined with the Yiddiaher Cultur• 

Gezelshaft , a literary and cultural organization, 

in forming the singing society. The parent organiza
(75) 

tion has long since disappeared. 

Lazar Weiner was appointed conductor . Twenty 

men and women were accepted into tQe ~horus . A body 

of officers , and an administrative set-up was created . 

By the end of 1930, there was a mem~ership of 55 . 

In that same year, two other sections or branches 

of the chorus were created, one in East Bronx, and 

the other in the Sholem Aleichem Cooperative Housing 

Project. However, a short time later the sections 

were consolidated into one group wb.ich numbered 125 . 

The first concert was held in 1931. The 

difficulty was that since the group1's px·inciple was 

to avoid songs llbich showed any str1ong political 
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penchant , the repertoire of Yiddish was meager . Th s , 

a considerable part of the program was devoted to 

translated classics : the "Tartar's Song from Prince 

Igor", "Spring Song" by Mendelsohn . The vocal soloist , 

Minna. Isayevo and the violinist , Sioma Garter , both 

rendered classical selections . 

In 19341 the directorship was taken over by 

Vladimir Heifetz . With his arrival, the chorua bega'n 

to sing more folk music . He arranged many of the 

well known folksongs for choral use . The first song 

he arranged was: "Ot Azoi Neita Schneider" . 

At the present time , the repertoire consists 

of 130 smaller songs and cantatas . Some of the 

longer works are 11 The Stone Island.11 by N.B. Mikov, 

music by Rubenstein- Gaines; "The Moonlight Sona.ta" 

by Beethoven, Yiddish text by G. Lutzker; 11The 

Jewish Legend", translated from Bialik by J . J. 

Schwartz, with music by Vladimir Heifetz; "I Am A 

Jew", words by A. Pfeffer, music by Heifetz . 

There are monthly "Kunzt- oventen" (Art evenings), 
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at which not onl y the chorus and its own solois s 

participate, but also other fine artists are in ited 

to join. These evenings are distinguished for ~heir 
(76) 

high level of artistry. 

The Kultur Gezelshaft 

Chorus) now consists of a 70 piece mixed group, aged 

18 and over . Kany have been with the group for a 

long time , and have learned to read music well ~auring 

their stay with the chorus . Meetings are held 1once 

a week. 

This group is one of a very few Jewish choiruses 

of any substantial size and importance which are 

entirely independent of any parent or sponsori~g 

organization. It is entirely maintained by the 
(77) 

membership by dues and benefit concerts. 

Anoth er outstanding i ndependent group is t ~e 

Zilberts Chor al Society, founded in 1924, by Zavel 

Zilberts, a teacher of singing and liturgical music . 

The original 20 member s were students of Zilberts 

in New York. They now number 60 mixed voices. 
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Halt of the music sung were the ci1ompositione 

of Zilberts . The repertoire of the gJ1•oup consists 

ot about 50% liturgical music in Hebrt,w, 30:( Hebrew, 

Yiddish, and English folk songs, the J1•emainder , 

classical choral compositions: Mozart •Is "Requiem" 

with Hebrew text, Schubert ' s "M.iriam 1 1 !riumph", ij 

selections from Mendelsohn ' s "Elijah" 1, and the like . 

One main concert is presented eac~h year , which 

helps aupport the chorus; the dues aro nominal . 

There are officers elected by the gro~~p, the present 

President being Mr . Hyman Fleigle. 

The group has cooperated in the c~elebration of 

Jewish Music Month. They meet weekly:r are amateurs · 

with some knowledge of reading music. 

Most of the music is sung with pilano aocompani-

ment, some with organ; occasionally wilth orchestra . 

Their soloists are usually profession1!1.l, among them 

one of Zilberts' students: Richard Tu1cker. 

Zilberts composed literally hun~reds of songs 

and arranged scores for chorus. He •ro~e cantatas 



and oratorios. Much of his music i~ sung by the 

Cleveland Jewish Choral Society, tble Buffalo Jewiah 

Choral Society, and the choral groups in Chicago . 

After Zilberts' death in 1948, the direction 

of the chorus was assumed by Sholom, Secunda tor one 
(78) 

year, and by Seymour Silbermintz since . 

One of the oldest or the indep1endent choral 

groups is the Cleveland Jewish SioSling Society, 

founded in 1904, consisting or 65-815 amateurs and 

semi-professions.ls aged 20 to 65. Their repertoire 

is similar to that of the Zilbermin1tz group . Their 

financial backing is obtained by no1minal dues and 

by benefit concerts. The conductOl'' is Maurice Goldman. 

Here again, 95% of the singers are of American birth. 
(79) 

They are workers, professionals andl businessmen . 

Some of the significant indepondent choral groups 

arei The Shirah, Baltimore, Md., a1a outgrowth or the 

Meyerbeer Singing Society which wau originally an 

all male chorus founded in 1905. ~~he ~~ is 

directed by HUgo Weisgall . 



96 

The Buffalo Jewish Choral Society dil']ected bT 
(80) , <# 

Samuel Luskin was organized in 1929 

In 1929 , Samuel Bugatch founded the ~111I'ah Choral 

Society in Baltimore. This consisted of 25 students 

and workers . They gave weekly concerts whilch attracted 

much enthusiasm. 

The Maccabean Glee Club directed by Sai:nuel 

Wolkovsky, was established in Baltimore in 1930, a 
( 81) 

mixed amateur adult group. 

It is significant to note that most ot' the choruses 

of the various political and fraternal orga.nizations, 

as well as the Yiddish Culture Chorus are 01n the 

closest possible terms w1 th each other, thel fact being 

that their respective choral directors havei, for the 

most part, been associated with several of the organiza-

tions at various times. 

In 1950, the Congress for Jewish Cult'liLre , through 

its music d ivision, arranged a music festi-,ral at; 

Hunter College in New York City on March 2EI, 1950, 

at which occasion, a prize musical setting for mixed 
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chorus of J. L. Peretz 1 s poem: "~reist Mein Folk" 

was presented . The competition had been won by 

Cantor Leo Rosenbluth, of Sweden. 

The following Yiddish choruses participateds 

The Workmen 's Circle Choruses of 1Ph1ladelphia , 

Trenton, and Newark , under the direction of Samuel 

Bugatch; the Workmen 1 s Circle Cho1rua of Patterson 

and the Yiddish Culture Chorus ot' New York Under 

Vladimir Heifetz; the Workmen 1 s Olircle Chorus of 

New York, directed by Lazar Weine1r; the Farband -

Labor Zionist Order Chorus or Newr York and the 

Hazomir of Waterbury, under Leo I,ow. 

Each unit performed separate1ly; at the end of 

the program all combined for a jo1int performance 

( 500 voices) ot Rosenbluth 1 s pri11e-winning work, 

under the direction or Lazar Weixner. 

In 1940, the famous Jewish 01omposer , Jacob 

We inberg, arranged the f irst or a. series of annual 

"Festivals of Jewish Art" 1 in wb:l.ch he presented 
(82) 

many works or great interest and value. 
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The majority of present- day Jewish amateur 

choruses, other than those already discussed, may 

be placed under three headings: 

1 . Synagogue- sponsored groups 

2. Jewish Boards of Education 

3 . YMBA's and Jewish Community Centers 

Within the purview of this paper , it was 

impossible to attempt to investigate any appreciable 

number of choruses in these categories , since there 

are, literally, hundreds of them, and there is no 

central agency or organization through which they 

can be reached . 
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Synagogue Sponsored Choruse~l 

Synagogue- sponsored amateur choru1fes , as dis 

tinguished from their regular profess i <1!nal choirs , 

have achieved no high musical distinot:l.on that I 

have been able to ascertain. Their lesldership is 

usually carried on by either t.be Cantoll' or a local 

person . There is no liason between th~1 various 

Synagogue-sponsored choruses , no centr&llized musical 

program. Most devote themselves stric1;ly to 

liturgical music which they render dur:tng religious 

services , particularly during the High Holy Day 

season . 

Characteristic is the Beth Israel Anshe Elnet 

Choir of Brooklyn, N. Y. This is an 8.ll~ateur group ; 
(:83) 

meets weekly; sings only liturgicl!l munic . 



Choruses Sponsored by Jewish Boards of Education 

The Jewish Boards of Education, now spread in 

many parts of the country, are doing much work in 

bringing Jewish music, Hebrew, Yiddilah , and English 

to the children under their supervis llon. In 

addition to providing music curricull and program 

suggestions, the Bureaus themselves taponsor choral 

societies . In fact , the Jewish musi1cal training 

which the children receive often sho1ws itself in 

their subsequent participation in Je1rtish musical life, 

whether as choral singers, instrumen•talists , or 

audiences. 

One of the leading singing soci,eties sponsored 

by an Education Bureau is the Halevi Choral Society 

of Chicago, under the aegis of the C'bicago Board of 

Education, (72 East 11th Street, Chicago 5, ILL.). 

Founded in 1927, the group consists of approximately 

80 members, aged 16 to 50 . Harry Coopersmith, then 

Music Director of the Board of Jewish Education, 

and Mr. Hyman Reznick, present director of' the 
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Society, formed the group . Reznick assumed direction 

i n 1930, when Coopersmith left Chicago . 

In 1933 , Halevi was invited t o serve as the 

chorus in "The Romance of a Peop;i.e" , at the World ' s 

Fair in 1933 . In 1936 , Halevi sponsored an 
~ 

"Institute of Jewish Music", a lecture series . 

In addition to spreading the enjoyment of Jewish 

music in Chicago , the Society has contributed to 

music scholarships at the Jerusalem Conservatory of 

Music, an affiliate of the Hebrew Univer sity . 

Halevi bas also helped popularize many of the songs 

of the Cbalutzim, the Haganah, and other aspects of 

Israeli life. 

Four distinguished Jewish composers have written 

and dedicated special numbers to the Halevi Choral 

Society which were sung at its Silver Jubilee Concert. 

They are : Marc Lavry, Shlomo Hofman from Israel , and 
(84) 

Leon Stein and Max Janowski from Chicago . 

The members are largely untrained musically; 
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they sing English, Yiddish, Hebrew. They are rorking 

people , housewives, professionals, businessmen,1 

students. The emphasis is on Hebrew songs. T~1ey 

perform about six times per year, usually with organ 

or p~.ano . Types of music sung include : Yiddis~l folk 

music, oratorios, cantatas , classical choral works , 

Israeli folk music . American born singers pre~Lominate : 
(85) 

about 75~ . 

As a fair indication of the type of chorunes 

sponsored by Jewish Boards of Education, I shaJLl note 

the t'ollowing: 

The Bureau Choral Societz, directed by Rubin S 1• Phillips , 

Associate Director : Herman Hersh. Organized 11~34 . 

Size: 45. Sponsored by the Cincinnati Bureau oJr .rewish 

Education. 

Bureau of Jewish Education Choral Societz of R1oxbury , 

Mass. Director: Evelyn Borofsky-Roskin. Orga10.ized 

1947 . MEl!lbership: 40 . Ages: 18 and up. Thre1s to 

four performances annually. Sponsored by the :Bureau 

of .rewish Education of Boston. Same type repe1rtoire 



as the Halevi Choral Society. 

The Jewish Chorus of New York . 

( 86) 
Weekl,y meetings. 

DiNlctor : Ha.rry 

Coopersmith. Sponsored by the Jewil!1h Education 

Committee ot New York. Their repert~oire sonsists 

ot tolk music , classical chora l worlcs, Israeli tolk 
(87) 

songs. 95% American born singers. 

These few I have listed show the common 

characteristics of a ll : the ac cent ~m Hebrew, the 

overwhelming percentage of American-· born participants , 

repertoir e . They all participate i Jl the celebration 

of National Jewish Music Month. AlJL occasionally 

use paid professional soloists . Al l are supported 

by the Jewish community. The rate c~f personnel 

turnover is fai rly slow, but is muc111 faster than 

that of the long- established frater111al and political 

choruses discussed earlier in this c:hapter . The 

trend of membership varies from sta'~ic to increasing. 

The weakening of Yiddish has no appireciable effect 

upon their activities . They usuall1r cooperate with 

other Jewish or non- Jewish musical ~~rgsnizations in 
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the community. Their conductors find it necessary 

to arrange much oft he music themselves, usually about 

one-third . 
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Choruses Sponsored 

£1. 
YMHA's And Jewish Community Centers 

YMHA. ' s and Jewish Community Centers in msny 

parts of the country are now sponsoring chor al 

societies. 

During the 1860 's and 1870 1 s there was a 

developnent of these organizations . In the e111phasis 

they placed on libraries ., lectures ., dramatics . 1 and 

other cultural and intellectual activities ., tlnese 

organizations were similar to their forerunne11·s, the 

literary societies . They fostered Jewish edu<11at ional 

activities and it was only natural that Jewisb1 music 

should become an integral and important part <11f their 
(88} 

programs . 

One of the best known Jewish choruses is the 

Jewish Choral Society of the 92nd Street YMHA of 

New York . Founded in 1917., the Society was fjlrst 

under the direction of Leon Kramer., who had b~1en 

thd director of the Halevi Singing Society ot Now York. 
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In 1917 , A• W. Binder founded the ,Jewish Choral 

Society at the 92nd Street YMHA where h~s directs a 

music school , a symphony orchestra in ac!ldition to 

the Society. As a result of a tour of !Palestine in 

1925, Binder brought back a collection 10! melodies 

sung by the Chalutzim, in addition to Jn1any Yemeni te , 
( 89 ) 

Arabic , and liturgical melodies . 

The Jewish Choral Society of the 92nd Street 

Y was one of the f i rst organizations to encourage 

American young men and women to sing J~wish music . 

It started with twenty- five members , and reached its 

peak with a 95 voi ce mixed chorus at tb,e New York 

World 's Fair . The age range is 18 to 50 , over 75% 

being American born . Their Jewish back:grounds a re 

not exceptionally complete . Few are e~~ert music 

readers . 

Gradually, through the years , the musical 

requirements have been raised for parttcipation in 

the group . Soloists are always paid pt•ofessionals , 

who render their services for a relati1rely 10 .. 1 fee . 
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On important occasions, the chorus is slupplemented 

by professional choral singers to lead the yarioua 

sections, and by orchestra . 

The personnel turnover of the ChoJ~us is about 

one- third yearly. There are two regulor concerts 

a year; in addition, the gr oup sings f Dr special 

occasions . They participate in Jewish Music Month 

programs . 

The repertoire ranges from Yiddislb. and Hebrew 

folk songs to classical choral works ~~d cantatas . 

Several classical oratorios have been 1sung by Mendelsohn ., 

Handel , Bach. Binder bas provided several longer 

choral works: the "Requiem Yizkor" ., "Almos on Times 

Square" , "Israel Reborn". The group bas sung the 

fine music of Bloch, Harris., and Copeland . 

Officers elected by the group lea.d the administr a -

ti ve aspects of the chorus. There are1 nominal dues 
(90) 

in addition to the small Y dues requi~·ed . 

I shall mention but a f ew of the choruse s 

sponsored by Jewish Community Centers and 
11
Y 1 s

11 
in 
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order to show their general charactoristics . 

The Halevi Chorus of Los Angel~~s , founded in 

1946, consists of about 75 men and uomen ranging in 

age fran 20 to 50 . CharacteristicaJlly, they have 

no formal musical training . They ulte paid sol oists 

from time to time, and sing a wide i~ange of music 

from folk music in Yiddish and Hebr4ew to classical 

cantatas and oratorios . The group :Ls organized with 

its o:-n officers , dues : about 10% aire American born 

singers . Average attendance at reh4earsals is about 

85% each week. They concentrate on Hebrew and 

Yiddish music , doing very little Bnjslish. The 

director is Ben Pollack, who also d ;Lrecta the children 1 s 
(91) 

chorus of the Workmen 1 s Circle in L1os A.ngeles . 

The YR-YWHA Choristers of Moun1t; Vernon, New York, 

directed by Janet Kesselman Goldber1s , is a mixed 

adult group of 45 men and women ran1ging in age fran 

22 to 55 . The group was founded in 1937. Half or 

the music sung is Jewish; the other half , general. 

90% of the membership is American b1orn, the preponderance 
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(92) 
being professionals , housewives: Up1,er middle olaaaes. 

The Br ooklyn .Tewish Center Choll'Us , under the 

direction of Sholom Secunda , was 1'011mded in 1949 . 

It consists 01' 75 mixed voices ra.nglng fran 18 to 50 . 

75% of t he singers are American born. Their repertoire 

is br oad : folk music , liturgical , cllassical --- in 
(93( 

Hebrew, Yiddish, and English. 

There are also youth choruaes ~1ponaored by tty ' s". 

The 92nd Street Y sponsors the 11Y11 1~outh Chorus , 

with mixed voices ranging f r om 16 to 35 . 90:( are 

American born . There is a growing ts.ste for singing 

.Tewish music , wh ich now forms about two- thirds of 
(94) 

the repertoire . Director is Arthur Sherman. 

Suffice it to say, that choral activity is ever 

widening its scope in the educational and cultural 

programs of the Y's and Centers . Wjlth the popular

ization of .rewish Music :Month, whicl:l is sponsored 

by the National Jewish Welfare Boarci through its 

National Jewish Music Council , many Centers are 

devoting increasing attention to Je1J1:sh music in 
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general and to Jewish choral singing in particular . 
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Chapter IV 

a) Conductors and their influence . 

In interviewing the leadi ng Jewish choral 

conductors , I found they have a vast amount of 

enthusiasm for their work. 

Almost without exception, Jewish amateur chorus 

conductors cannot devote their full time to the work 

because of the very limited financial emoluments 

involved. The outstanding Jewish choral conductors 

in New York, and in other large cities , are employed 

as choir masters in the larger synagogues , where 

they usually direct a professional liturgical choir . 

Every first- rank Jewish choral conductor : 

Leo Low, A. W. Binder , Vladimir Heifetz , Samuel 

Bugatch, Leo Kopf, Lazar Weiner , Michal Gelbart , 

the lat~ Zavel Zilverts and others mentioned in this 

paper have had a thorough musical training in some 

recognized academy of higher musical education . In 

addition, they are all people thoroughly versed in 



Jewish lore and tradition. They all believe strongly 

in Jewish culture and its possibil1tjles for the 

enrichment of Jewish life . 

In view of the fact that these 1nen are synagogue 

musicians, they are intimately conne•~ted with Jewish 

life. The influence of synagogue mulsic makes itself 

felt very strongly in the choice of 1repertoire for 

the amateur chorus . 

The paucity of Jewish choral mu1sic by Jewish 

composers at the beginning of the ce1ntury, made it 

necessary for the choral conductors 'to compose anq 

arrange much of the material themsel'ves. Actually, 

at least one-third of the music sung by any substantial 

chorus is arranged or composed by its director. This 

I found in every interview and in virtually every 

questionnaire wh i ch was returned . 

The personalities of these men is extremely 

important, as they band.le volunteer singers who are, 

as a rule, almost illiterate musical,ly. Thdr 

singers are people whos e main aim it, is to enjoy 
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themselves • Thus , in order to reach and mailntain 

a high musical standard of performance , the 

conductor must exert enough moral power over the 

group to demand real application and attend~hce , 

without them feeling unduly pressured . 

The conductors all have thoroughgoing classical 

musical backgrounds , with a knowledge of the 

classical choral literature . This influence1 too , 

bears heavily on the chorus; it is very conm11on 

indeed that sane of the larger choruses sine~ the 

larger works of Mendelsohn, Bach, Handel . 

Actually, the total of Jewish choral co1nductors 

is a very limited one , since each uauall)' Mmducts 

at least two or three choruses , in addition to his 

synagogue work. 

In my interviews with them, I inquired as to 

why there was no central professional assodlation 

or organization of Jewish choral conductors 1• The 

answer seems to be that first, they are a 811~11 , 

limited group; second, the clash of personalities 
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is very marked . 

Several of the men felt that the?'e should be 

a united choral federation of some kilild. Previous 

attempts to accomplish this are descrjlbed in the 

next chapter . 

Leo Low is considered by all the "father" of 

Jewish choral music in America . 

By their constant emphasis upon i~ood music, by 

their continual stressing of proper d!lctio:i and 

phrasing , by their arrangements and c•ompositions for 

chorus , the conductors have made a ge1riu1ne art form 

out of Jewish folk songs . In addi tioir1, they have 

introduced to music- loving men and wo1nen the great 

classics of the masters , whether they be in cantata 

or oratorio form . 

With the influence of Zionism antd the creation 

of the State of Israel , and the great sympathy which 

most of the conductors have for Israel, they have 

done much to arrange and perform Israeli worll:ers and 
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folk songs. They nave used to a great extent the 

native compositions ot Israel. 
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b) Composers and Re pertoire 

The earlier Jewish choral s 1ocieties in America, 

such as the Halevi Singing Socie!:z in New York and 

the Meyerbeer Singing Society in Baltimore , following 

the paths of the non-Jewish choral groups both in 

this country and in Europe , limited their repertoire 

mainly to the presentation of th1e choral works of 

the great masters. 

In addition they sang hymns in German or English 

in 1-itation or the Protestant church music . 

With the rise of the choral gr oups of the 

f raternal orders , t he socialists,, and the Zionists , 

the repertoire turned to the mus1ic of the people, 

the folk songs , both Yiddish and, Hebrew. However, 

virtually every f air-sized choruts has sung at least 

selections from Mendelsobn 1 s 11El.1jah11
, cantatas of 

Bach (sometimes translated into Yiddish) , Mozart , 

Shubert, and the like . 

Since most of the conductot•s were engaged in 

==-------
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liturgical Jewish music as well, the 01horuses have 

often utilized synagogue music , often entire religious 

services . 

On the program of every concert 1fhere are usually 

at least several of the compositions ~'r arrangements 

of the director . 

Most often sung among the YiddislL folk songs 

are the works of canposers like: MeyeJ~ Posner , Jacob 

Shaefer, Zavel Zilberts , Michal Gelbai•t , Vladimir 

Heifetz , Lazar Weiner, Max Janowski , ~~amuel ~tch, 

Reuben Kosakorr . 

The Hebrew repertoire is arrange<l and composed 

mainly by A. w. Binder , Joseph Aohron 1, J . Chajes . 

Israeli composers who have crell.ted mu1sic for the 

Jewish choral groups a.re: Maro Lavry, Zaira, Nardi , 

PUgatchov . 

Liturgical music which is often 1sung has b een 

created by such composers as A. W. Bi!tlder , )(ax Heltman, 

Lazare Saminsky. 



The repertoire, or course , reflects the 

particular period of any choral gro'l!1p' s existence . 

When t he Arbeiter Ring choruses wero firs t founded, 

~hen t he Far band choruses , and the ~rewiah Music 

Alliance groups began to function, 1•he repertoire 

was overwhelmingly devoted to "prop1tganda" songs, 

songs of labor and of the class war 1. 

However , by the 1930 ' s , t he membership of the 

choruses was no longer limited stri1ctly to workers , 

or to wholehearted devotees of the 1socialist or 

labor cause . New members came from. the ranks of 

housewives , students , small businessmen, professional 

people, men and women who wished to partake of Jewish 

cultural pursuits . 

With the influx of new members of this type , 

and with the rise in the musical ta.ate and standards 

or the members , the repertoire grewr richer , and 

broader , not limiting its elf to the1 "propaganda" 

music or just Yiddish folk songs . An effort was 

made to utilize the classics , eithe~r in the original 

tongues or in Yiddish translation . 
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Some of the outstanding music which was sung 

was: 9'ubert 1s Oratorio : "Miriam's Triumph"T ~ 
Mozart 's "Requiem", translated into Hebrew. 

Now, the choruses sponsored particularly by 

the •ty' s 11 and the Bureaus of Jewish Education have 

put their accent on Hebrew rather than on Yiddish 

songs , in cognizance of the rise of Zionism and the 

new State of Israel. The Bureaus of course , are 

devoted to teaching Hebrew, and so would emphasize 

Hebrew music. The fraternal - sponsored choruses , 

t oo , although not to as great an extent , has been 

singing more and more Hebrew folk songs . 
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c) Nature of Chorus Make-up 

Today, the Jewish amateur choral societies are 

made up of men and women -- ranging in age from 

about 18 to 60 , who have had little , if any, formal 

musical training. All that is required for member

ship, as a rule , is a fair voice, a receptive ear , 

and the love of Jewish music . 

The fact is that , generally, the devotion of 

the singers to the chorus , their loyalty and 

willingness to work hard are very marked . In most 

of the older groups, it is not a t all unusual for 

members to have belonged as much as twenty or thirtir 

years. Their attendance at rehearsals is remarkabl1r 

good. 

Most of the groups are organized as regular 

societies or clubs, with elected officers, executive 

committee, librarian, and various committees. The 

members of the chorus take it upon themselves to 

help sell the tickets for their performances . 
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The rehearsals are looked forward to not onl~ 

tor the musical satisfaction derived , bu1t also becauae 

of the aocial aspects of the gathering. Choruses 

will often hold parties, all kinds of so1cial affairs 1 

outings , picnics , and the like . 

Bff orts are being made constantly tlio recruit 

younger members , in order to perpetuate the organiza-

tions . 

It is a common practice to obtain i>rofessional 

singers on occasion to lead the various sections at 

special events . Professional soloists, whether 

instrumental or vocal, are usually included on the 

programs . 

Since the dues are nominal, ueuall1r not even 

enough to pay for the services of the c1onductor 1 most 

of the independent groups rely upon ben1efit concerts 

once or twice during the year in order 'to subsist . 

Rehearsals are held weekly normall11 , Very often 

the groups are rehearsed section by section, because 

of their i nability to read musical notatior. t:> any 
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real extent . 

The peI'centage or American-born si1ugers is 

rather small among the rraternal-sponso:l~ed choruses 

(except in their Youth choruses) but in the groups 

sponsored by the Y's and the Bureaus of Educatj on, 

the percentage is about 75% native AmerlLcans. 



d) I nfluence of the Jewish Choral Movement on 

American Jewish Cultural Pattel~n 
~ 

It is, of course , difficult 1to appraise the 

i nfluence of the Jewish Choral Mo117ement on American 

Jewish cultural life . However , I think it fair to 

say that only a r elatively limit~~ number of Jews 

have ever had the opportun1 ty of )hearing performances 

by Jewish choruses much less of j1oining them. 

During the time that inmigration was relatively 

open to Jews into the United States , the Yi ddish 

speaking audiences were not wanting . The firs t 

gener ation of Jews born i n America s till were brought 

up in Yiddish- speaking homes , and still enjoy and 

appreciate, to some extent , Jewish folk music . Their 

parents and grandparents• i nfluen1ce and the old- home 

traditions are still strong enouaih to lay a basis 

tor appreciation of Jewish folk nnusic . 

With the second generation 01f American- born 

Jews , however , where Yiddish, andl the European Jewish 

customs have lost their influence1 to a great extent, 



the potential audiences for Jewish Cl~horuses is small. 

The same holds true of the Jewish t~teater, which is 

dying, not only because of the low level of 1 ts 

productions , but also because of thEI lack Of properly 

oriented audiences . 

Thus 1 the influence of the Cho1~al Movement has 

been very 11mi ted, as such. They ctirmot compete in 

competence with the outstanding non··Jewish choral 

groups such as the Oratorio Society or the Schola 

Cantorum, simply because the musicaJL abilities of 

the latter are so much higher , and 1t:be reservoir of 

singers from which they can choose jls so much vaster . 

With the coming of the televidon, and mass 

education, Jewish culture generally has been found 

too limited in the eyes of the you~~ people . For 

that matter, the culture of any min1ority group in 

this country is invariably relegate•l1 to a subsidiary 

position in the lives of its member1e . 

In the larger cities , like New York, Philadelphia , 

Chicago, where there is a relativel'Y' large settlement 
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of Jews , there is little doubt that; the Jewish 

Choral Movement has had its strong effect . Young 

people who are joining the chorusee1 , particularly 

those associated with the educatio~lal agencies and 

the Community Centers and Y's , are very much 

interested in singing Hebrew and Yjlddiah s ongs . 

Furthermore , the Hebrew schools of t he newer type 

emphasize Hebrew folk songs and dances . The young 

people have had the opportunity of singing Hebrew 

as part of their religious and cul1;ural training . 

Youth Zionist organizations , auch as the 

Hadassah Youth, the Habonim, the lU~shomer Hazair, 

the Poale Zion, and the Hapoel Hamjlzraoh1 have , at 

all times , encouraged and utilized Israeli singing, 

and have built an audience which cnn appreciate and 

love Jewish choral music . 

For Jews away from the Jewish centers of life, 

however , the choral movement has dci>ne very little , 

except for an occasional Haddash s JLnging group, or 

the like. 
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The non-Jewish choral activity in this country 

has had a considerable effect upon Jewish choral 

work. The high musical standards which obtain in 

the better general singing societies have inspired. 

Jewish conductors and through them, the Jewish 

singers , to strive for the attairunent ot a higher 

musical standard of appreciation and performance . 

There is much Jewish participation in the general 

choral groups, as in orchestral musical activity. 
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Chanter V 

outlook for the Future 

One of the prime weaknesses of the Jewish choral 

movement in America is that it is so de<11entral1zed . 

There is no main, central organization c'r agency which 

ties the groups together for the advant1lge of the 

movement . There is no clearing house f~>r publishing 

and making available to choruses the finest in Jewish 

choral music . There is no agency to en4~ourage Jewish 

composers to create for the Jewish chorul medium. 

Nor is there much meeting of the minds cm the part 

of the leaders of the movement . 

The obvious remedy, in great part, for the 

troubles besetting the Jewish choral mo1~ement is the 

creation of a federation of choruses , uio.der a single 

cultural and musical direction . 

Actually, following the tendency ot the non

Jewish singing societies to form f edera1tions 
~ ~ 

(1 . e . the Bund of the IJ/\1ertafel Societies in Germany 

and others) the Jewish groups undertook , in 1921, to 
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form the "United Jewish Choral Societies o1' America 

and Canada" . This was done at the initiati1ve of the 

Paterson Singing Society, then directed by Jacob 

Beimel . 

Their aim was to i mprove existing choJ•al societies 

and establish new ones , to publish choral c1omposi tions 

in Yiddish, Hebrew, and English, (the lattor to have 

a Jewish textual content) . 

In 19221 Leo Low was elected presiden1~ . In 

1923
1 
th~ organization reached its climax 1r1th a 

great , 600 voice chorus , consisting of nin~~ choral 

groups perf orming at the Hippodrome . 

However , due to internal jealousy and friction 

among the members of the Executive of t~e :Federati on, 

the activity grew ever weaker , and finally the 

Federation dissolved entirely. 

The one sure way to build up the Jewish choral 

activity on its highest possible level is to 

reestablish a United Federation of Jewish Choral 
(95) 

Societies. 
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One of the main drawbacks to Jewish composer• 

is the small probability that their creations will 

be utilized by choruses , or even ~ublished. Actually, 

the choruses are constantly seek11ng the best poasible 

musical material , and are hard pult to find suitable 

music . The publishers , too , would be ready to produce 

Jewish choral music --- if only t lhey could be assured 

that a reasonable number of copie1s could be sold to 

cover their expenses. The creat1.on of a United Chor al 

Federat ion would certainly add mutch towards the 

solution of this problem . 

This centralized agency could interchange com-

positions among the various condliLctors and composers , 

commission good Jewish music, do research into the 
(96) 

various fields of Jewish music , 'md so forth. 

The outlook for the future c~f Jewish cultural 

activity seems to lie in the socjleties connected with 

the Y's and the Bureaus of Jewisb Education. It is 

in these organizations that the Jrounger element of 

American born singers participatt9. They si.ng a 

considerable amount of English t~9xts in their Jewish 

music. 

..., 
~ , 
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Certainly, the influence of the rise of the new 

State of Israel will be a great in the encouragement 

of Hebrew folk singing. The new songs o! the Israeli 

life, the Haganah, the songs of the concentration 

camps Qnd of the ghettos , the labor songs, -- all of 

these have combined to enrich the Hebrew repertoire . 

The cultural leaders of the Yiddish- speaking 

people, namely the Arbeiter Ring , the Farband, the 

Jewish Music Alliance, the Kultur Gezelsbaft Chor -

consisting mainly of older , European born singers , 

are not too hopeful for the future . The weakening 

of Yiddish as a force in Jewish life is striking bard 

at the very roots of these organizations . Thus , 

many are trying, increasingly, to sing more English, 

and to encourage younger people to participate . To 

this end, they have organized special youth choruses , 

'tlbich allow for more singing in English. 

The choruses of the Y's and the Bureaus are 

relatively untouched by the decline of Yiddish, their 

prime emphasis being upon Hebrew. 
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Perhaps the one greatest factor i111 deteI'lllining 

the future of the Jewish choral moveme111t is the 

quality of its leadership . There is t111e necessity 

tor highly trained conductors , people nho are not 

merely interested in Jewish music , but who have a 

profound knowledge of music in general1• 

Outside of the large Jewish areas like New York , 

the general training ot Jewish choral 4~onductors is 

relatively weak. What the Jewish comm1mity must do 

is provide schools to train Jewish coru!uctors , as 

cantors and teachers are being trained by the Hebrew 

Union School of Sacred Music . 



~ particular political connotation to chorus 7 l'lhich 1 

Chorus organized as club ? Of'!icers ? Dues ? 
President's name and address -

Vo you use pro£essional soloists on occasion ? Paid how much ? 

Repertoire - Types of lllWlic sungi folk music, oratorios, cantatas, 
classical choral 1'0rlal, Israeli folk music, other ? 

( Pi.ease use back of questionnaire for further information) 

that proportion of Jewish to general music ? 

Ttbat languages sung ? Hebrew 1 Yiddish, English, others 1 

'r.hat language Co th$ singer prefer ? 

fihat percentage of American born singers ? 

General econoi'\ic stat us of singers ? i/orkers , professionals ? 

Ahe you participants in the celebration o.t National Jewish WUsic "r,nth 1 

What ldl aise aid t1J>8 ot audience ? 

Does the J..Uh COlllNlity suppart 70u tinancialq ar .,ra~ T 

1tte ot tum-over in lll9llbera of the cborua ~ 

,:verege attendance at rehearsals -

Whit is the outlook tar future of t. he chorus in nat. t• ,.n f , 
''- [!. 
Doei~~ decline ot Y1dd18b han ~ ettect an the ri.tality ot o._.. t 

Cbo"18 cooperate art.18tical.q with other ,Jl!ll'fisti or ncn-JCJIFiah -ioal. 
orpnbationa in the comaunit;y 1 PJ.oase indicate 1lh ioh -



,- I"-· - -- --- --·· ·- - - - ·-·-·- - - - ·- ·.- - ·--

The Conductori 

"1sical training and background -

Length of time with chorus -

Pertinent bi ographical data ( sources !or biographical in!OMl&t ion) 

( Pi.ease UH back of questionnaire for further information) 

Do you !ind it necesaary to arrange J1111Ch of the 11WJic yourself 7 
.H°" much ? 

How do you r ehearse 7 Section by section ? 

Please indicate names and addreeses of other choira or choruaea which 
you direct. 

Do you know any other choruses 1n yaur locali t7 or elanhere which 
should be interviewed ? Please list name of conductor or president -

D0 7ou haYe an:t !irat-hand knowledge ot ear)T dnelaplent ot .1•111' 
choral actirttr either in America or 1n Europe ? Do 7CN 
know ot arv SCJW"Cea !or pthering that data 7 

'\ 

late a I aball be ll08t ptetul tor &f1¥ further intorMtion or o-' 
JOU care to add. I • trJinl to •ke thi• atudr ot the chONl.,,.. 
.mt aa detinitin u poeaible. Tbank you tor 1 oar coopwatie. 

...... w 
N 
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