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PREFACE 

I discovered the music of Cantor Josef Heller in an extraordinary manner. The story 

takes place in Jerusalem, whert: I began my cantorial studies at Hebrew Union College -

Jewish Institute of Religion. It was exciting to spend the 1988-1989 academic year in the 

Holy Land with my wife, Lise, and our children, Anna and David. All of us were learning 

Hebrew and trying to live in this unusual country. And it was in Jerusalem that we met Dr. 

Kurt Stern. 

Dr. Stern is an observant Jew and a physician, whose Life-long passion bas been 

research in immunology. A long-time fiiend of my father, who is also a research 

immunologist, Dr. Stem had spent most of his career in Chicago. But upon retirement in 

the late 1970's, he and his wife, Florence, had moved to Jerusalem where he remains 

active in mt iical research. From time to time, we would visit the Stems on the Sabbath. 

We would talk mainly about our families. ln the spring of 1989. the Stems joined us in 

celebrating Anna' s bat mitzvah. My parents, sister, and my sister's two daughters were 

also able to attend, thus giving the Sterns the pleasure of being with my parents once 

again. We were saddened by Florence' s death a few months later, just before we were to 

return to the United States. 

Aft.er my second year of cantonal studies, a!_ the New York City campus of the 

CoUcge - Institute, I returned to Jerusalem with other students for a two-week concert 

tour. I paid a visit to Dr. Stem in August of 1990, just after the outbreak of war between 

Iraq and Kuwait. Be shoWed me two volumes· of synagogue music, Kol T'hilloh ('">\\> 

n~) pu~whed at the bqpnning of the 20th century in Brno, the capital of Moravia in the 
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Czech Republic. He then revealed to me that the composer of this music was his 

grandfather, Cantor Josef Heller. 

I immediately began to peruse the music, and was delighted to find synagogue music 

written in my tenor range. Heller had written cantorial recitatives, solos with organ 

accompaniment, and four-voice choral pieces with organ accompaniment. Obviously, this 

was music for a liberal congregation 

Dr. Stem had sent this music. about forty years ago, to the Hebrew Union School of 

Education and Sacred Music and to the Jewish Theological Seminary, both in New York, 

as well as to several other American schools of higher education in Judaism. [ discovered 

that one of my teachers, Cantor Chaim Feifel, had studied Heller' s music when he was a 

student at the Seminary, and still rememberee some of it, too! But other teachers of mine 

had never heard of Cantor Josef Heller. The fact that Heller was not generally known at 

my school but still remembered by Cantor Feifel led me to re-examine this music, and 

present it to a new generation of listeners 

iii 
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INTRODUCTION 

The synagogue music of Cantor Josef Heller of Brno. Moravia, was published in 

that city (or Brunn as it was then called in German) in the beginning decades of the 

twentieth century. Heller was the Chief Cantor, from 1889 to 1927, of a largely Liberal 

Jewish community which numbered about nine thousand. He published two volumes of 

synagogue music. Heller set the entire Sabbath service in Kol T'hilloh, Volume I, 

published in 1905, and the entire Rosh Hashanah and Yorn Kippu1 services in Kol 

T'hil/oh, Volume 2, I published in 19 14. A third volume of music for the festival services 

was planned but never completed, according to unpublished biographical notes written by 

his grandson. Dr. Kurt Stern, in 1946.2 Volume 2 contains five appendices: ( 1) J'')~Q 

.,1n{, (2) n~'D \ON"I 011p n1n''.?~. (3) .,1n? nl)~Y.l . (4) IQ'{){ nl)~Y.l . and (5) an untitled 

appendix containing eight miscellaneous musical settings. The pieces are numbered 

consecutively, with the second volume continuing from the end of the first. 

There is great variety in texture and style: we find unaccompanied recitatives using 

traditional modes and motives, solos with organ accompaniment that co~ain a mixture of 

traditional and modern melodies., and four-voice choral settings with organ accom­

paniment that are entirely modem in style. A number of liturgical texts are set more than 

l Josef Heller, Kol T'hilloh ~f' ~» Vierstimmige Ch/Jre und Soli sowie 
Recitative ftlr den isratlitischen Gonesdienst mit und ohne Begleitung der Orgel, 2 vols. 
(Bmo: Cart Wuillcer, 1905;& 1914). 

2Kurt Stem. biographical notes, unpUblished, 1946 . 

.. 



2 

once and in different styles, 3 according to Heller' s personaJ taste 13.Jld his community's 

musical traditions. A mixture of styles is used for some liturgical rubrics. 

Heller' s music emphasizes a sustained, be/ canto melody line in the tenor range of 

2' 11 ~ a or A to a'.4 The recitatives are written with traditional musical modes and 

motives. Prayer texts are set almost entirely syllabically, that is, one tone per syllable In 

contrast to Polish or Ukrainian cantonal styles, Heller's music rarely has melismas, and 

almost never repeats words o:- phrases of te>.1 . Such an avoidance of excessive vocal 

"gymnastics," and an appeal to Western musical taste, was common among liberal 

communities in Germany and Austro-Hungary Today, this style of mausic may be found in 

many Conservative congregations in the United States. 

Dramatic moments are created by word painting, by musical leaps, and by chromatic 

inflections. When the organ is present, its role is an integral part of the music, creating a 

liturgical art song. Accompanied solos combine elements of traditional style and Western 

tonal harmony. Coloraturt.-like passages, when present, are usually fo:.md in the organ 

accompaniment.5 The harmonies are enric~y the use of chromati<; inflections, although 

sometimes these chromaticisms appear o9trusive, and the organ aco:>mpaniment becomes 

unnecessarily busy. 

At various points in the service, Heller uses the choir to express a traditional 

response of the congregation to the prayer leader. Good examples of this are '<ry1; n~~" in 

3The Sabbath texts "liQ~J." with six settings, and "-;r~,.'»!l," with nin~ are the most 

numerous in Kol T'hilloh. 
4Letter notation of pitches follows the standard in Don Randel, ed., The New 

HCITWITd Dictront.y of Music (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, Belknap Press, 
1986), 640. 

SSee, far exaqtk, Kol T'hilloh, vol. I, nos. 126-163, in whi.ch Heller embelliaht$ 

0¥0 ~ of tho Sabblth '19'1> service. 

... 
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the Sabbath evening service, DWD n'{Jni? in the Sabbath ilT'r.>~ . "p:y ·n1y 'nft' in the 

morning service for Rosh Hashanah, and " m;>'{Jt'(" in the Kol Nidre service 

Heller wrote two special pieces e:f music for the memorial service on Yorn Kippur 6 

This service is dedicated to the memory of his daughter, Elsu., who died in childbirth in 

I 9 13. lt opens with an illustrated title page noting her vital statistics. The nioumer' s 

kaddish, No. 721, sets a text that is not usually sung. "Erhebe Seele," No 7 14, is a 

German song. The text of ttus poem may be found, with slight differences, in a nineteenth 

century book ofJewish prayers by Lion Wolff.., Both versions are shown in Figure 1 

Unfortunately, most of Heller' s music lies unsung today. It has not been entirely 

forgotten, however. ln the Cantoria/ Anthology of Gershon Ephros, we find Heller's 

setting for the mourner's kaddish and his recitatives for then~'.!'~ service of Yorn Kippur R 

This project is an attempt to look again at Heller's contribution to synagogue song, and to 

assess its place in the mod<"m repertoire 

6He11er, Kol T'hi/loh, vol. 2, pp. 263-275. 
7Lion Wolff, Agende for de.n Gottesdienst in der S)l11Qgoge: Handbuch ftir a/le.. 

Casualftil/e von der Wiege bis zum Grabe, (Halberstadt: H. Meyer, 1880), JOO. I am 
indebted to Rabbi A. Stanley Dreyfus for locating this source. "Fleucht" in Heller, s 
version, an archaic form of the verb Ufliehen." is used instead of "tlieg(e)," from the verb 
"tliegen." I am indebted to Dr. Susanna Fulmek and Prof. Paul Becker for pointing this 
fact out to me. Professor Beclcer also told me that Heller's spelling of G/ucku and 
Geschickes with two k's is commonly done when German words are broken into syllables 
for musical purposes. 

8CJershon Epbro~ Canlorial Anthology ts\')"' tm"OW~. vot. 3, "Sholosh R'golirn" 
(New York.: Bloch Publisbina Co., 1975), 341 ; idem, Anthology, vol 2, "Yorn Kippur,' 
(New York: Bloch Publishing Co., 1964), 328. 
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Erhebe ~eele 

Heller' s version with English translation• Wolff s version 

Erhebe Seele deine Schwingen, Erhebe, Seele! deine Schwingen. 
Soul Wi your wuigs. 

fleucht hin zu jenern stilleo Kreis. Flieg' hin zu jenem stillen Kreis. 
fly to dut ocher qwet sphere. 

wo nach vollbracbten Kampfen und Ringen Wo nach vollbrachtem Krunpfen. Ringen 
where muggles and strmngs w1U be compleud. 

sanft ruht dcr It'lng.ling wie der Greis. Sanft ruht der Jungling, w1e der Grei i:. 
and the youth gendy rescs l.tkc me old nun 

Ob sie hinieden boch gethroneL Ob SIC ruerueden hochgetbronet, 
Whether they be enthroned on high her~ on ~rth. 

umstrahlet von des Glllkkes Pracht Umstrahlet von des Gluckes Pracht 
b4th.ed in light from the glory o(h~ppinesi.. 

und ob in Hiltteo sie gewohnel. Uod ob in Hutten sie gewobnec, 
or whether they dwell ir hurs, 

um.flort voo des Gesch.ikkes Nar,hc - Urnfiort voo des Gl::scluckes Nacht -
veiled from the night of deso.ny -

Nun schlununem beide in der Erdcn. Nun schlununem Seide in der Erden. 
Henceforth both slull sleep Ill the ~n:h. 

:ier arme Mann wie der vom Thron, Der Huttenmann wie der vom Throo -
me poor man as me one upon the throne. 

was Staub ist, mu6 zu Staube 'verden, "Was Staub ist.. mu6 zu Staube'werdeo!" 
What is dust will be dust. 

bedcnkc dies, o Erdensobn Bedenke dies, o Erdeosobn! 
Consi.dtt chis. 0 Eanhling. 

Figure I 

-The translation is mine. 

.. 



THE LIFE OF JOSEF HELLER 

The most detailed published account about the life of Cantor Josef Heller is given by 

Aron Friedmann in his Lebensbilder be•riJhmter Kantoren, I biographical sketches of 

famous cantors that were written on the O•ccasion of the I OOth anniversary of the birth of 

Louis Lewandowski. A more complete, but unpublished , account was written by Dr Kurt 

Stern. who was raised by HeUer from the age of four In 1946, te-n years after his 

grandfather' s death, Dr Stern wrote eight pages of biographical notes for his wife and 

children. 2 

Josef Heller was born on March 25 , 1864, ir. the village of UjfaJu in the county of 

Szatmar, Hungary, a region that became part of Romania after World War I. Josef was the 

oldest son of a tenant farn er, who was :a tall, austere, and religious man. Through bad 

fortune, he was forced to leave the land for a Uvelihood in business. In more ways than 

one, he steered Josef toward a cantorilll career Josef received a religiously-oriented 

education at local yeshivot. In addition, from the time Josef was seven. his father 
\ 

encouraged his natural musical talents by endorsing his participation in the boys' choirs 

(0'')J1Y>Q) of itinerant cantors. 3 This also helped to supplement the family's income. 

1 Aron Fnedrnann, Lebensbilder berllhmter Kantoren, vol. 2 (Berlin: C. Boas, 
1921), 163-166. 

2Kurt Stem, biographical notes, un1published, 1946. Dr. Stem also bas a collection 
of published reviews of Kol T'hilloh, fe'views of Hdler's concerts, and obituaries. I am 
grateful to Dr. Stem for sharing much of this material with me. The biographical notes are 
reproduced in an ~to this report .. 

lThe names of these cantors are no1t known. 

s 
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Josef HeUer received fonnal musical! training at the Music Academy of Debreczen. 

where, in addition to music, he studied literature and history He was graduated at the age 

of 18 with his teachers' recommendation to sing in the chorus of the Royal Opera in 

Budapest, the capital of Hungary. He tried ac; much as he coulc to maintain his religious 

practices, despite being mocked occasionally by his colleagues. In one story about such 

mockery, he told his family that when he returned to his dressing room one evening, after 

performing in Wagner' s Tannhtiuser, he found his )Op n''" adorned by sausages hanging 

from its fringes! Josefs father was worried that the opera life would eventually cause 

Josef to compromise his Jewish practices. During a visit to the capital city, Heller's father 

begged him to leave the opera for a rabbiinical career Although Josef. having completed 

his first year at the opera company, was on the verge of getting his first small role, he 

compromised with his father by promising to become a cantor 

At the age of twenty, Josef became the Chief Cantor (Ober/cantor) of Kaposvar, a 

central Hungarian city with P liberal Jewish community.4 He remained at this post for five 

years, during which time he met and married his wife. The bitter circumstances of this 

meeting are recorded by Dr. Kurt Stem. Josefs mother became ill from cancer. and Josef 

took her to the University of Vienna for treatment . While arranging to have food brought 
\ 

to her from a kosher restaurant, Josef met and fell in love with the restauranteur' s oldest 

daughter. By the time that his mother left the hospital, a few weeks later, Josef announced 

his marriage. But the happiness of the m~wlyweds was lessened by the death of Josef' s 

41 \lie the term "liberal" to refer in 11 general way to the abaence of strict adhaax:e 
to Jewish tnldition. In.Dr. Stsn'a notes, tie uses the term "reform." But that term wu not 
ulUllly applied in Hungary. ltalher, bberal Judaism wu termed "Neolog." 
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mother only months after the family had returned to Hungary. Josef and his wife had one 

child, Elsa, born July 14, 1887.5 

On November 19, 1889, Josef Heller replaced Salomon Schwarz as Chief Cantor of 

Brno. Cantor Schwarz had died in June, after 30 years in that post. 6 Heller wculd serve 

even longer as Chief Cantor: 38 years. During this time, he officiated at worship services 

as cantor and choir director. Heller also organized a cantonal school in Brno, as pan of 

the Jewish pro-seminary. This school (Kamoren-Bildungsanstalt) provided training in 

Judaism and offered a general music education with vocal instruction Heller encouraged 

his students to express the content and the intention of the prayer texts, insisting on his 

students' full knowledge of Hebrew gram.mar and pronunciation. Unnecessary repetitions 

of the text and vocal displays of virtuosity were disliked and to be avmded 7 HelJer also 

helped to organize cantors into professionaJ associations, and he served as president of the 

Moravian cantors' association. 

In 1905 and 1914, Heller pubLished two volumes of cantoriaJ music, entitled Kol 

T'hilloh, 8 containing music for Sabbath and for High Holiday worship services. Reviews 

of the these works praised them highly. A review of the first volume said that Heller's 

music combined a feeling of traditional Judaism with something that was entirely new. Its 
I 

Snates of Elsa's binh and death are given in Kol T'hilloh vol. 2, p. 263. An 
illustrated title page to Jl1n~~ JYJ~lt1 1'JQ dedicates this section of the service to Dr. Elsa 
Cn~J:J) Stem. 

6Moritz Brunner, «Geschichte der Juden in Brunn," in Die Juden und 
Judengemeinden MIJlrens in Vergangcmheit und Gegenwart, ed. Hugo Gold (Brno: 
JudischerBudrundKunstvert.g.1929). 166. 

1stem. biogrlpbicaJ notes. 
IJoae( i\ener-, Kol T'hilloh ~l\ "'9), Vierstimmige ChOre und Soli sowie 

Recitaliw jtr den &rae/Jtisdten Gottesditnst mil rmd ohne Begleitung du Orgel, 2 vols. 
(Brno: Cart Wmibr, 1905 &t 1914) .. 
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reaJ beauty, however, lay below the surface and could be found onJy through deep study.9 

The music in the second volume of Kol T'h1/loh was described as rare and beautiful 
' 

displaying high artistry.10 It is known that Heller also had published a "Jubelhymne" for 

Emperor Franz Joseph I's 70th birthday in 1900, a "Kaiser-Jubiliiums-Hymne" for the 

60th anniversary in 1908 of the Emperor's coronation, and other secular songs. 11 

Josef Heller was honored on January 2, 1915, the 25th anruversary of his tenure as 

Chief Cantor of Brno. The sanctuary was packed. Cantor Goldmann sang with choir and 

organ; he honored Heller with the third il!~~ to the reading of scripture, and he recited a 

special "ifJ:;J~ '•;>'' for him. Rabbi Dr Ludwig Levy uttered words of praise, and presented 

Heller with a silver goblet, a diamond ring. an<i a clock. In his address, Dr. Levy noted 

that Heller had offered funeral services to the poor, without compensation, during the 

years of his tenure in Brno 12 

It should also be noted that Josef Heller continually pursued his personal education 

in Bible, Talmud, and modem Jewish literature, and he maintained a close friendship with 

Dr. Baruch Placzek, the Chief Rabbi of Moravia. In recognition of Heller's scholarship 

and outstanding performance as Chief Cantor, Dr. Placzek conferred upon him a rabbinic 

doctoral title CU)1t>), and the Burial Society (N\!ll1P nun) gave Heller an honorary 

membership.13 

9 Albert Weill, from Dessau, a review of Kol T'hilloh, vol. 1, in Synagogen 
Componist.en und Jhre Weru, an annotated catalogue of synagogue music (Leipzig: i\.1. 
w. Kaufmann, ca. 1910). 

IOArmin Wilkowitsch, Oberkantor in Eger, Hungary, a review (in German) of Kol 
T'hilloh, vol. 2 (from the collection of Dr. Kurt Stem, n.p .. n.d.) . 

11 Thcle hymns were offered for sale in Synagogen Componisten. Photocopies of 
the ''Jubelbymne" and three secular art songs by Josef Heller are available from the Music 
Information Centre, Radnicli, 10, 602 00 Brno, Czech Republic. 

·~icltisdtm W~/t. DO. 2. 8 Jaoull}' 1915. 

l3Fnectmam,~ bn11Mtter Kanloren. 



9 

Josef Heller was an ardent Zionist. He supported Zionist youth organizations and 

wrote rallying songs for them. But he often regrened the lack of religious spirit in these 

organizations. Heller sympathized with the Mizrachi movement, but maintained his 

individualism by not joining party activities. He was very sensitive to anti-Semitic activity 

m Europe. and recognized early that Germany's super-patriotism threatened world peace 

He felt strongly that her anti-semitism was especially vicious and virulent, because it had 

the support of German intellectuals 14 Dunng the First World War. Heller served as a 

chaplain to the wounded in local hospitals. 

Kurt Stem was born to Elsa in 1909 When Elsa died in chJldbirth, four years later, 

Kurt came to live with his grandparents. In 1921. 1-Ieller' s wife died of cancer. Heller 

retired from his position in 1927, largely because his health had been deteriorating due to 

coronary heart disease. His replacement was Cantor lgno Mann from Dzialoszyce 15 

Heller moved to Vienna where his wife 's family lived, and ne and Kurt Stem moved into 

the home of K\lrt 's father, 16Leopold,17 who had remarried 

We know that despite poor health, Heller kept his voice tn good shape. He 

conducted High Holiday services in VieMa in 1928, and on February 16, 1929, presented 

a concert of sacred and secular music with organ accompaniment in the "Small Hall" of 

Vienna' s Music Association (KJ~inen Musikvereinsaal). Reviews of this concert praised 

I 4Stem, biographical notes. 

ISarunner "Geschichte der Juden in Brunn," 172. , 
16Kurt St.em, "The Macrophage in Immunobiology: Explorations of Terra 

lncognita.,, in The Immunologic Revolulion: Facts and Witnesses (Boca Raton, Fla.: CRC 
Press, 1994). 

l 7Kurt Stem and Max Schwager, "Dem Andenken Oberk&ntor JosefHelJer, gestor­
ben am 24. ~ 1936" ("Rememberances of Chief Cantor Josef Heller, deceased on May 
24, 1936j, D- Walrheit (Vaenna), 1936. ' 

.. 
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Heller' s powerful voice and mournful expressions. 18 On January I 7, 193 2, he returned to 

Brno to perfonn a concert of Hebrew music. 

Josef Heller died from a heart attack in Vienna on May 24, 1936. He was buried on 

May 26th in the Jewish Central Cemetery of Vienna. A drawmg of his tombstone is shown 

in the appendix. 

18Josef Reitler, a review in the Neue Freie Presse (Vienna, 1929); an unsigned 
review in Die Walrheit (Vienna, 1929). 



1lfE JE\.\-lSH COMMUNITY rN BRNO 

Brno is the capital of the Historic Land of Moravia Between 1849 and 1918, 

Moravia was an Austrian crown land. At the end of World War I, it became part of the 

newly-formed Czechoslovak Republic. Jewish history in Moravia goes back many 

centuries. Jews were formally invited into Brno in the 13th century, and their rights and 

property were protected by a i.:harter in 1254 A century later, there were about 1,000 

Jews living in their own quarter of Brno with a "Jews' Gate " I Ln 1454 , however, after 

conflicts between the Catholic Church and Hussite reformers. the Jews were expelled from 

Brno and other royal cities. Some settled in the surrounding villages under the protection 

of local lords, while others left for Austria, Bohemia. Silesia., o r Poland.2 They served as 

court-Jews and as military purve' , rs, and later became cloth and wool merchants and 

tailors.3 

Laws and anti-Jewish sentiments among the general population restricted the 

movement and activities of Jews. Individual Jews couJd pay for permission to r ttend the 

markets tn Brno. There was a special inn for Jewish travelers to pass one, and only one, 

night. In 1706, the Jews were specifically prohibited from holding public religious servi~ 

but services in private homes were tolerated. There were fifty-two Jews living in Brno al 

1Ceal Roth and Geoffrey Wigoder, eds. F,ncyclopedia Judaica (New York: 
Macmillan Co., 1971). s. v. "Bmo,n by Isaac 'le'ev Kabane. 

2ffaim Hillel Ben-Sasson, "The Middle Ages," part 5 in A History of the Middle 
Ages, ed. R R Ben-Sasson, trans. George Weidenfeld and Nicolson, Ltd. (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1976). 565. 

3&cyclopedia Jfldaica. s. v. "Moravia." by Meir Lamed 

11 

.. 



12 

that time. ln 1722, the chiefrepresentative of the Jews of Moravia was granted permission 

to live near the city gate. Rioting or.curred in l 765, when two Jewish brothers were 

permitted to lease homes in Brno. In 1769, the authorities allowed a small Torah to be 

kept in a private home in Brno where religious services wer~ held: but in 1812, the 

keeping ofa Torah was taxed .4 

The Edict of Tolerance issued by Emperor Joseph II in January l 782, although a 

mixed blessing for the Jewish community. helped to integrate the Jews into the general 

population. Jews were taxed less, but the use of Hebrew and Yiddish were forbidden in 

legal documents. There were fewer restrictions placed on Jewish movement and 

habitation, but the Jews were still formally banned from Brno and certain other cities until 

after the revolutions of 1848. 

These revolutions brought a heightened degree of Jewish emancipation in Central 

Europe. The progress towards futl legal equality for the Jews climaxed when the Austro­

Hungarian Monarchy was created in 1867 . B 1t with emancipation and legal equality came 

the expectation that the Jewish community would integrate itself culturally, economically 

and socially into the rest of the population. 

This was made difficult by the rise of European nationalism, because the Jews of 
\ 

Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia-the Historic Lands-found themselves caught between 

the Gennan and Czech cultures. German predominated at that time; it was the language of 

commerce, government and education. By 1848, the Jews were Germanized: they spoke 

German or Judendeutsch, a jargon of German, Czech, and Hebrew. With education., the 

jargon disappeared. In Brno, many Jews spoke German at home, but Czech at the market. 

4Jbid., s. v. "Brno" by lsuG Ze"fN Kahane. 
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with servants, or with Czech friends. 5 People of Czech culture resented this use of 

German, and people of German culture never fully accepted the Jews as equals. 6 

The community that Heller served had its fonnal beginnings in the 1850' s. The first 

'>rder of business included the establishment of a Jewish cemetery, the hiring of a rabbi. 

and the building of a synagogue. A Jewish cemetery was consecrated in 1852. Moritz 

Stossel. a religious school teacher, served as llJ'~ n''::l\!J for the Jewish community from 

1850 to 1857. In 1860, Dr. Baruch Placzek became the rabbi of Brno 's Jewish 

community, serving in that capacity until he was succeeded in 1905 by Dr. Ludwig Levy. 

From 1884 until hif> death in 1922, Dr Placzek also served as Chief Rabbi of Moravia., the 

landesrabbiner. 

Modernity meant that tne new Jewish community would be liberal in its religious 

practice. The Tempel. where Josef Heller would eventually serve, was built in 185 5 on a 

small side-street just outside the city borders. It was a beautiful and monumental building, 

as impressive as the main buildinr s of this capital city. Jt had 3 59 square meters of floor 

space, a women's gallery and an organ. The organ was added at the insistence of the 

younger members of the Jewish community, who convinced the others that an organ 

would make services more festive. 

The style of service in most of the synagogues within the Historic Lands followed 

the liberal customs of the "Vienna Temple." These services were far ,different from the 

Reform service we have today in the United States. It was a kind of modernized 

SFred Hahn, "The Jews Among the Nations in Bohemia and Moravia," in Religion 
and NaJionalism in FAstem Europe and the Soviet Union, ed. Dennis J. Dunn (Boulder, 

Colo.: Lynne Riemer'. 1987). 
, 6RuttJ Kestenberg-Oladstein, "The Jews Between Czechs and Germans in the 

Historic Lands, 1841-1918," ~ 11te Jews of CzechosJCNQ/cia: Historical Stw.li~ and 
Saai.ieys. vol. i. {PIUldelphia: Jewish Publicltioo Society, 1968~ New York: Soclety for 
the History of<:aehollavaklews, 1968), 21-71. 
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orthodoxy, there being no organized movement of Liberal Judaism like that found in 

Germany at the time. Prayer was entirely in Hebrew. Men kept their heads covered. and 

wore their prayer shawls folded around their shoulders Men :IDd women sat in separate 

sections of the sanctuary except at wedding ceremonies, civic assemblies, memorial 

services, or services for n') tR 111JQ\(.I . The service was a shortened version of the traditional 

Ashkenzi ritual "according to the custom of Poland, Bohemia and Moravia." It was 

conducted in a dignified manner in line with Western European standards of culture 

Excellent cantors sang with organ and mixed choir accompaniment, and scholarly sennons 

were preached in Czech or German_ These sermons plus the translations of the weekly 

Torah and Haftarah readings were the main source of adult Jewish education_ 7 

Salomon Schwarz became Chief Cantor of Brno in 1858_ At that time, the temple 

service was officiated by him, :t second cantor, a bass singer, and a 12-boy choir.8 By the 

time of Heller's tenure as Chief Cantor, I 890-1927, there must have been a mixed choir of 

at least four or eight singers, ;-ccording to his music The music' s be/ canto melodies, 

mixed choir and organ pieces with Western harmonies reflect modem standards of taste. 

There are no examples of congregational singing: traditional responses are performed by 

the organ and choir. 

The Jewish population in Brno grew during the 19th century, from the rime that 

Jews were pennitted to resettle there. The Jews of Brno numbered 134 in the year 1834; 

7Hugo Stranlky, "The Religious Life in the Historic Lands," in Jews of 
Czechos/OtJQJda, 330.357; Kurt Stem, biographical notes, unpublished, 1946. Stransky, a 
rabbi and historian, commented that: "Brno . . . had little Jewish traditional life or even 
historical consciousness," as a result of the four hundred years in which Jews were 
ex.eluded from the city. 

BMoritz BNMer, «~cbte der Juden in Brunn," in .Die Juden und 
Judengellfelnden MIJlrens tn Vergangenheit und Gegenwart, ed. Hugo Gold (Brno: 
Jud.iscber Buch- und Kunstverlag, 1929), 158-1 S9. 
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2,230 in 1859; 4,505 in I 869; 7,809 in I 890 (when Heller arrived), and J 0,202 (6.9% of 

the total population) in I 910.9 These values are illustrated in Figure 2 below. 
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Growth of the Jewisb Population in Brno 
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Figure 2 

These last two statistics tell us that the Jewish population grew thirty-one percent during 

the period of Heller' s tenure as Chief Cantor. Brno· s growing Jewish community built in 
\ 

1869 the Tempel in der Neulorgasse to serve its more conservative members, and in 1883 

they built the Polnischer Tempel, with 72 seats for men and 38 gallery seats for women, to 

serve Brno's community ofEastem European Jews.10 The Tempel was enlarged by thirty­

eight percent in 1886, and in 1906 the Jewish community converted a large building in the 

center of Brno into the Neuer Tempel. 

9Kabant\ "Brno." 
l OsIUDDU, "Gescbichte der Juden in Brunn," 165-166 . 

.. 



AN EXAMINATION OF KOL T'HIUOH 

In the prefaces lo lhe volumes of Kol T'hll/oh, Heller describes his music in the 

following manner: " .. .I wish to pour the old Chazzanut Lml1ol into a mold which is 

commensurate with the spirit of modem times and with the form of synagogue service of 

today;" 1 " ... to eliminate everything un-Jewish, to build upon the rock of the precious 

tradition of the old and true Chazzanut. in accordance with modem esthetic fonns of 

art."2 This is the essence of Heller's goal, and l believe that to a great extent he has 

achieved it. I will try to show that Heller's music is thoroughly modem and innovative. yet 

solidly grounded in traditional m310. and esthetically pleasing 

Before we begin our examination of Kol T'hilloh, we should discuss several criter:ia 

for evaluating Jewish liturgical music. The first criterion, which would apply to any vocal 

music, is its overaU esthetic quality. Is the melody line pleasing to hear and to sing? Does 

the meter, rhythm, tempo, and harmonic structure enhance the melody. ls the music 
\ 

inventive or is it banal? Second, we must examine the way the composer treats the text. 

Are the words accentuated in song as they would be in speech? How does the composer 

use tone density, the number of tones per syllable? Does the music tty to interpret ~ 

text? Is there word painting? Third, we uk whether the music is authentic to Jewish 

tradition. Since the music is mearit to be used in a Jewish worship service, we might 

l Josef Heller, Kol T'hi/Joh ti\1\\l\ ''V), Vierstimmige ChOre und Soli sowie 
Recitative ft1T den israelitischen Gottesdienst mil und ohne Begleitung der Orgel, 2 vols. 
(Brno: Cart Wmiker. 1905 & 1914). preW:e to vol. I, translated by.Kurt Stem. 

2Heller. Kol T'lt/lloh, preface to vol.2, translated by Kurt Stem. 
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expect to find the use of traditional melodies and prayer modes These elements link the 

music with the text and the occasion for which it was wntten. Fourth, we examine 

whether the music respects the sacredness of the text. Does it contribute to the feeling or 

intention cnn~> traditionally associated with the text? Fifth, and finally, we should ask how 

this music is to be sung· ls it (a) fo r "perfonnance " P-mphasizing and drawing attention to 

the musical skills of the performers, (b) for "prayer." drawing attention to the text and to 

the worship experience, (c) for "congregational singing," or (d) for "background music" to 

accompany something else occurring in the sanctuary?3 

Heller' s settings for the "llQiq" and "llD'Jt< iott" in the Torah service, Nos. 103-1 06 

in Kol T'hi/loh. Volume 1, show the way he has merged traditional ™>iO with organ 

accompaniment and choral embellishments to fashion a more modern musical style. Here 
I 

we have a sequence of recitative, choral response, recitative, and choral response. The 

choral response, a repetition of the words sung by the cantor, replaces the traditional 

response of the congregation. Figure 3 shows Heller' s recitative and choral settings for th• 

YQiq. Below Heller' s settings is a recitative notated by Abraham Baer in his 1877 

collection of traditional S)'DIBOgue tunes. The final system in Figure 3 reproduces three 

3Some of these ideas were suggested to me by Dr. Herman Bertinski . 

• 
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"Sberna Yisrael,'' Shabbat Torah Service 

J . Heller,h/ r """1Ja, Volame 1, No. 103. 
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cantillation neumes transcribed by Baer for chanting Torah during the High Holidays.4 It 

can be seen from the figure that Heller's recitative closely resembles Baer's. Moreover, 

the motives in both Baer's and Heller's recitatives resemble the neumes for O?X'")~. l 'J:l?, 

and i'\O, ~10 in one particular Ashkenazi trachtion The musical tum in measure 2 of each 

melody resembles the neume of 0?~")~. From the middle of measure 3 to the middle of 

measure 4 in Baer's recitative, the neume of l'J:l? is expressed. Heller's recitative from the 

middle of measure 3 to the middle of measure 5 interposes a few extra notes into this 

motive, but we can still recognize l'J:l? Finally, both Heller and Baer conclude their 

recitatives with the neume of pm~ <)1t>. Dr Kurt Stem wrote that Heller considered his 

recitative for the YQV to be "one of the oldest authenticall) Jewish tunes."5 This analysis 

supports Heller's opinion. 

The soprano lines of Heller's choral arrangements for "YQV" and "rnJ)t< 1Q2:<" show 

no trace of these cantillation motives. yet these choral settings resemble and complement 

his recitatives. Both use ti~ diatonic scale in A major from a' to f I " . The difference in 

the style between recitative and choral settings is achieved by emphasizing the 2nd and 5th 

scale degrees (b' and e " ) in the former, and the 3rd scale degree (q " )in the latter. The 

3rd tone in the scale is important for Western harmony. Heller has han1K>nized the 'ilQv" 

in a classical four-part style. His use of a vii to ii6 chord progression between the 4th 

and 5th measures, indicated below the second system in Figure 3, is an unexpected and 

lovely touch, as is the chromatic movement of the inner voices in the penultimate measure. 

4Abraham Baer Baal T'fillah ~~1' 'tfl), oder "Der practische Vorbeter, " 2nd 
edition, reprinted ill Out of Print Clulics Series of Synqogue Music DO. I (Leipzig: 
Breitkopf • l:llrtel, 1881; npr., New Y orfc: Slc:red Mulic Press, lfebrew Union College -
Jewilh Institute of Jleliaion, · 198S), no. S84, upper line, and no. 107, 3rd Weise. The 
music is 1r111pa1• .._die oriaiml key far Olli« comparilon with Heller's mmic. ' 

SKurt $ten. ......... ft01e1, UdplMlhed, 1946 . 

.. 
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This arrangement of ')IQ~," although brief, typifies the role of most of Heller's 

choral arrangements in Kol T'hilloh They complement the cantorial singing, with the 

choir performing what would have been congregational participation in a more traditional 

service. Although the choir was not the central element of Heller's music. during m~v 

~~. the Torah and 'lVltJ services for the Sabbath, the <)~tl service for Rosh Hashanah, 

and the Kol Nidre service, the choral element stood out in a grand style. Heller's choir 

must have been eight or more in number, for there are numerous instances where the 

voices - soprano, alto, tenor, and bass - divide in two 

Psalm 93, "if<Q ??," is recited ... r the conclusion of n~~ n~~v sel'Vlces. Among 

Ashkenazi Jews, there are two musical traditions for this portion of the liturgy. One 

tradition uses a minor mode, caUed n1Jt< l)Q; the other uses a major mode, caUed m ??· 

Heller uses the rnajor mode in recitative No. 25 of Kol T'hilloh, volume I. It is sh0wn in 

Figure 4. We shall compare this to a recitative of Cantor Adolph Katchko,6 shown in 

Figure 5. Katchko, a former teacher at the School of Sacred Music of Hebrew Union 

College - Jewish Institute of Religion, wrote three volumes of highly esteemed cantoriaJ 

music.7 

6Adolph Katchko, A Thesaunls of Cantorial liturgy ~'\lmn "\~, vol. 1, (New 
York: &brew Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion, School of Saqed Music, 
1986). 

1Jn die pre&oe to ICJddako'1 '/ltutlllnU, llUlicologilt Pro( Eric Wemrr wrote that 
this music "could become one ofdle Pedtlosic pi.llan of Ameiiam Cltazamlt . .,. 

.. 
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Adonai malach 
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One is struck, at first, by the differences in meter between these two works. Heller's 

is written in a metric style, while Katchlo 's is written without bar lines, and thus appears 

to be non-metered. But Heller's work is meant to !:>e performed in a style as free of meter 

as Katchko's; the meter is only a concession to the notation of Western music. 

A second obvious difference between the two works is in the use of melisma. If we 

examine the number of tones, T, used to express each syllable, we fi nd that Heller's music 

is almost entirely syllabic· out of I I 0 syllables, 98 are associated with one tone. Katchko' s 

music associates only 83of1 10 syllables with one tone. The remaining syllables in Heller's 

and Katchko's music are associated with 2 to 15 tones, and their distribution is shown in 

Figure 6. 

15 
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Figure 6 

\V!ten Heller departs from syllabic music, be prefers neumatic expressions of 6 tones. 

Katcbko, on the other band, departs more frequently from syllabic music, preferring short 

.. 
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neumatic expressions of 2 tones; occasionally (but much more frequently than Heller) he 

emphasizes the text with a long melisma. 

Let us examine the ways Heller and Katchko treat the text of Psalm 93 Both 

settings present the complete text with no repetitions. In terms of prosody, Heller puts the 

musical stress on the syllables that would normally be stressed when the words are spoken. 

except at the word ;pttT~ in measures 25-26 The stress here should be .,,t?t.l. that is, upon 

the penultimate syllable, but Heller' s music stresses the last syllable. Did Heller not know 

the correct stress, or did he not care in this case? Ev1dence from other recitatives in this 

Friday evening service tell us that Heller knew where the correct stress lay In his 

recitative "n~1 'I'<'' U'tl"t<." for example, Heller places the correct stress on every word. 8 

Thus, we must conclude that in this instance in Psalm 93 he did not care. Katchko's 

prosody is perfect. 

We tum our attention now to HelJer's and Katchko's use of the 1~ ?? mode and to 

the overall musical structure of these pieces. This traditional mode is built on the notes of 

the diatonic major scale with lowered 7th and 10th degrees. 9 Heller' s setting of Psalm 93 

is constructed of four sections: (a) measures 1-8, (b) measures 8-17, (c) measures 17-25, 

and (d) measures 25-32. In the first section, the entire range of the mod~. from degrees 1 

through 10, is expressed using standard musical phrases within the mode.10 Heller 

modulates up one oc:tave in measures 8-1 J , and introduces the taste of the Ukra.inian­

Dorian mode, 11 by means of an e ~' (the augmented 4th degree) in measure 10. 

8He1Jer, Kol T'hi/lolt, vol. 1, no. 91 , p. 62. 
9Banach Joteph Cohon, "The StructuR of the Synagogue Prayer-C~" Journal of 

the AmericanMJISicological Society, 3 (1950): 17-32. 

lOJbid. 
11 JOMpb A. Levine, ~ Sortg in America. (Crown Point, Ind.: White Clitfi 

Media Co., 1919). 112-113. 
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Chromatic inflections of the 3rd and 4th scale degrees, give a Ukrainian· Dorian flavor to 

descending runs in measures 14, 24, and 28. As pointed out earlier, the climax of the 

setting lies in measures 17-25, which conclud€s on the 2nd scale degree. ln the final 

section, measures 26-32 signal a return to the Jina/is, an octave abcwe the opening tone, 

by way of the 9th, 7th and 5th scale degrees of the 1?0 ~? mode. 

Katchlco uses the 1?0 ?? mode in a very similar manner But in three respects his use 

differs from Heller's. First, Katchkc does not express the lowered I 0th degree of the ?? 

1'?0 "scale." The tone is present, in fact, but it is used as the subdominant of C ~ major, 

rather than as the lowered I 0th degree of D ~ major. Second, Katchko modulates to the 

fourth degree of the scale at the words "o)~') o~o n''l'r.>." a common modulation in this 

mode. 12 Third, Katchlco does not modulate up an octave, but returns to the opening tone 

in the final system of his setting. Heller's and Katchko' s settings of Psalm 93 are both 

expressive of the 1?9 ?? mode, although each comµoser has offered a different 

interpretation of it. 

The high point of Psalm 93 lies in measures 18· 25 of Heller's piece, and in systems 

6·8 of Katchlco' s. High pitch and dynamics plus a change in tonality are used to stress the 

words "mm 01,~ ,"Jtt." Katchko modulates up a 4th, whereas Heller ~s off these 

measures by using the oriental-sounding Ukrainian-Dorian mode, distinguished by its 

minor 3rd and augmented 4th degrees.13 

This psalm speaks of God s majesty, strength, and power. It declares that God's 

might is greater that the breakers of the sea. Both composers use word painting to 

emphasize this message. but Heller's is more effective. At measure 11 , with the words 

"n~ ~"Heller bu modulated one octave above the opening tone by expressing a 

12cobon, "S)'nl808Ue Prayer-Chant." 
131..evine, ~Song, 112-113. 
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natural I 0th scale degree. He maintains this "higher-octave" modulation, through the end 

of the piece. The raised "voice" or '"1oices" of the waters are expressed by upward leaps 

of a 5th in measures 14 and 17- 18. The "riVl~rs," ''breaking waves," and "waters" are 

illustrated with melismas in measures 14, 16, 17 and 19 on the words "n11D?," "O?:;>"I," and 

·•o?Q." Katchko' s setting of this text, in systems 4-5. does not effectively use word 

painting except for the ornament on the word "o?n " On the other hand, he does use 

word painting very expressively in ~stems 6.8 with upward leaps of a 4th and a minor 7th 

on the words O'"P'Jt< and 1' 'Jt:'.<, suggesting by the relative size of the leaps that the might 

of God is greater than the might of the sea. HeUer, too, shows this relationship by an 

upward run of a minor 3rd on "0'1''J~" and a leap upward of an augmented 4th on 

'4iY-Jl!(." Heller, overall, word paints more convincingly than Katchko by placing leaps, 

runs, and turns on those words and syllables that most demand them. 

Heller also structures his music according to the structure of the psalm' s poetry. The 

psalm presents three parallel t.~pressions for the might of the sea· .~~ n11D~ U-<'<12 

,o'?1P n11i).~ ll'<\;J) 

.O?~ n11tV U<~? 

Heller sets this text, in measures 11 to 17, with musical phrases that slmost seem to 

be a sequence ending on the 3rd scale degree (measure 13), on the 2nd (measure 15), and 

on the Jina/is (measure 17) of the new "higher-octave" scale. Yet each musical phrase in 

the apparent sequence has a unique melismatic ornamentation that keeps the music 

interesting. Katchko also writes a musical sequence for this text, in system 4. But he uses 

a musical sequence only for the first two lines of text, coloring the second expression in 

this aequence by a cllromatic inflection. In system 5, Katchlco breaks the musical sequence 

to insert two long mclismu on~ and D!1'· Ahhougb Heller's music .. as not u dramatic u 

Katdlko 'a, it is more exptellfve of the poetry. 
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In the 'lV\D services for the High Holidays, the cantor stands before the open ark 

and recites . ..,t<? n~1N." It is a m'tl-;i requesting divine help in finding the words to pray 

on behalf of the congregation. Dating from the ninth century, the text is traditionally sung 

in the n~1117 mode using "')'W" musical motives These motives are central elements in 

Heller's setting of '"'iQ n?,f)1N." No. 498 in Kol T'hilloh, Volume 2 Heller sets the text 

as an accompanied solo, shown in Figure 7 We will examine how he has integrated and 

harmonized these traditional motives into a liturgical art song. We shall also compare 

Heller's setting to a later setting by Cantor Walter A. Davidsvn, 14 who taught for many 

years at the School of Sacred Music of Hebrew Union College - Jewish lnstitute of 

Religion; his setting is shown in Figure 8 

The traditional ''1)'W" motives present in '"Jt<~ n~'f:l1N." are labeled A and B in the 

figures. We aJso find these m0~ives notated in recitative No 1230 of Abraham Baer's Baal 

T'fillah, shown in Figure 9.15 In this figure, motive A appears in measures 1-3, and 

motive B in measures 3-6. Heller's setting and Davidson's also open with these two 

motives (Figure 7, measures 2-10, and Figure 8, measures 2-8). 

14watter A Davidson. Temple Music/or the Holy Days {t)l~"'\'\) O''D' 'l'\).''lJ,/or the 
Union Prayer Book Vohune JI, Revised and Enlarged for Cantor, Mix«/ Choir and 
Organ (New York.: Bloc:h, 1963), 96-97. 

lSBaer, Baal T'ji~ no. 1230, 1st or 2nd Polnische Weise. Baer notated two 
Polish veniom on the mnc ltaft It ii not always dear which notes belong to which 
version. The note1 _,. reMll1b1iaa the mulic of Heller and Davidlon have been aelected • 
in Figµre9. 
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Heller, Davidson, and Baer have each set their music using the key of G minor, so it 

is fairly easy to see the similarities ct.nd differences by referring to the figures. The A 

motives of these composers are nearly identical, but in Heller's setting the note values are 

doubled. This achieves a broad, sustained vocal line. The B motives of Davidson and Baer 

are almost identical. They consist of an opening leap from the l st to the 5th scale degrees. 

a stepwise descent back to the ! st scale degree, e tum, and a downward leap to the 5th 

scale degree. The turn and downw1:Ud leap. g ' -f'-e '-f ' -g '- d ' (Figure 8, measures 5-6, 

and Figure 9, measures 4-5). were encountered by us earlier, in the reverse order d ' - g ' -

f 1 -e '-f' -g ' ; this is the High Holiday neume for O?ll)') ~ (Figure 3) The B motive that Heller 

has written is structurally the same as Baer's and Davidson' s, but there is no opening leap 

and no tum, and the stepwise descent begins on the 3rd degree of the minor scale instead 

of the 5th. However. in measures 16-20, Heller repeats the motive adding a descent from 

the 5th degree (B ' in Figure 7, where the prime indicates the slight difference from his 

initial expression of the motive). This difference gives variety and dramd to Heller's 

setting. 

ln addition to motives A and B, a third motive, C, is found in the settings of Heller 

and Davidson. C mimics a traditional response of the congregation to ~ the last 

words sung by the cantor.16 This motive is not found in Baer' s example. C is 

homophorucally expressed by the organ in Heller's setting, and is monophonically 

expressed by the choir and organ in Davidson's setting. 

Special to Heller' s setting is its thematic structure. Baer' s recitative is structured A 

B A B (Figure 9, meaiUreS 1-11 ), whereas Davidson's setting is structured A B C A B C 

{Figure 8. meuures 2-18). Heller, however, avoids repetition by introducing new material 

in meuures 12-16, a bridge that leads back to the motives B' and C. A climactic section 

161 am indebted to Cantor Israel Goldstein for pointing this out to me . 

.. 
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follows in measures 22-30, which dramatizes the idea that God reigns supreme over 

humankind: "human beings are able to prepare their mind for speech, but God enables the 

tongue to issue the correct response." This section, too, is composed of new musical 

material linked to traditionaJ motives. The climax concludes with the final notes of the B 

motive (Figure 7, measures 26-28) followed by a heightened expression of C by the organ, 

one octave up. No such climax is found either in Davidson' s or in Baer's strictly 

traditional settings. A final contrast be\ween Heller' s setting and the others is a concluding 

phrase that returns to the opening notes of motive A (Figure 7. measures 4~-44) 

With the melody line more or less confined to traditional motives in these settings of 

'"'t<~ n~'f'.'11N," the accompaniments in Heller's and Davidson's senings assume a relatively 

greater role in expressing the meaning of the teXl Ttus is a personal supplication of the 

·n:ll~ 0'~ uttered with apprehension, humility, and expectations of being answered by 

God. How can such feelings be sttmula1ed by the harmonic structure of these pieces? 

Both Heller' s and Davidson's settings are written in the key of G minor. In Heller's 

setting, dissonances in the form of augmented 6th chords are found in several places In 

the key of G minor, augmented 6ths are generally built on the notes E-flat iJid C-sharp, 

the latter being a chromatic inflection. "German" sixth chords (Gr6), spelled e b -g-b b -

Cf ', are found in measures 9, 14, 27 and 32, and "French" sixths (Fr6), e b -g-a-q '. are 

found in measures 1. 2, 9 and 19 (Figure 7). The dissonance betWeen the E-flat and C­

sharp is resolved by the £..ftat moving down a half-step and the C-sharp moving up, both 

to D. The Fradl sixth contains the additional dissonance between g and a , which is 

resolved by either note moving a half-step away from the other. Other chromatic 

inflec:tiom that make Hdler's IOUing of ")tQ n~1~" interesting are an A-flat passing tone 

in meuure 3, G mtjor' chords in measures 7 and 35, and a diminished vii07N chord (with 

.. 
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a C-natural to B-ftat suspension) in measure 24 This diminished chord helps to highlight 

the climax of the piece (measures 22-30, previously discussed) Such chrcimatic inflections 

give the traditional motives a fresh coloring, and fire them with tensioin in the fonn of 

dissonances that demand resolution. 

The most important element in Davidson 's harmony is a moving base. which 

descends - both diatonically and chromatically - from G to D in measures 3-5 (Figure 

8), and ascends from G to q m measures 7-8. One of the inner voices also descends 

along with the base. During repetition of the musical themes. this harmonization is 

repeated almost exactly. lndeed, stepwise movement of the base occ..irn on nearly every 

beat t..roughout this composition. It is like a beating heart. perhaps emphasizing the 

passing of time felt by the i~ I)'~ in waiting for God' s answer to this petition 

The expression of the text of '"Jt<~ n~'f'.111'<" is syllabic and neumatic in these three 

traditional compositions. The longest neumatic expr~ ':>n of the cantor's words occurs in 

Baer's notation; it is eight tones long. Because the melodies adhere to traditional motives, 

word painting is restricted. But there are a few places where the music particularly 

complements the text. On the words, "~~ i1J''<'t<," Baer notates a tum, suggestive of song. 

and Heller's composition rises to the 5th scale degree, emphasizing God 's power. On the 

words, "n~";l n~3tt," Baer, Davidson and Heller each use the run in the B motive to 

Sttggest the pouring forth of song. Finally, in the climactic section of Heller's piece 

(measures 22-30, Figure 7), the melody expresses the dominance of God - ?? - over 

humank:ind-Olt<-

The aca:rm1atioo of syllables in Baer's and Davidson's compc:>sitions is entirely 

correct. But Heller takes liberties on the words "n\Jf.' ~n<" in measures 16-18, "'~?W 

lt' in l'DeUUnl 23·'%4, and~ in meuures 35·36. It must be borne: in mind. however, 



36 

that the text of • ..,t<~ n~1N" does not appear to be the focus of Heller's setting ft is. 

rather, the giving of new life to the traditional musical motives by suggesting - through 

the harmonic structure - the mood or n~!~ of the petitioner 

The poem '')l~ if )1)1 ']l_:(~( is found in the morning services for Rosh Hashanah and 

Yorn Kippur. It is a tribute to the ways God judges humankind. Ascribed to Elazar Ha­

Kallir, it is an alphabetic acrostic in wnich each line ends with ·1,~ :· Heller's setting for 

this poem, Nos. 322-324 in Volume 2 of Kol T'hilloh, is shown in Figure JO. It follows a 

traditional antiphonal structure between the cantor and the chQir or congregation. Both 

parts are without organ accomp~1liment . We shall compare this setting with the 

Lithuanian-Jerusalem tradition notated by Yehoshua L. Ne'eman. Ne'eman' s setting, No. 

141 in Volume I of ~'2 \"'\~\ 17 is shown in Figure 11 Here, the antiphonal structure is 

between the cantor and the congregation. 

17Yehosbua L. Ne'eman, Nasah Lahazan t\® ml>: The ~~onaJ Chant of. the 
Synagogue According to Litbuanian-JCIUSllem Musical Tradition, vol. 1, revised 
(JerugJan: Jnel M••e for Sllftd Mmic, 1972). oo. 141, pp. 84-86. In the figure, I 
have tramcribed Ne'emln•1 pecumr r,.... aotation into standard form . 

.. 
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Y. L. Ne' em an, "Le-el orech din" 
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Both settings begin with an opening call by the cantor to commence tribute to God 

In Heller's setting, this call is repeated homophonicaJly by the choir (C and C' m Figure 

I 0). Thereafter. the cantor and the choir recite alternate verses of the poem ( N through Tl, 

Figure I 0) without repetition: N by the cantor. :i by the choir, l by the cantor, 1 by the 

choir. and so on through verse P The final three verses [1, VJ , ri] are sung as a unit by the 

choir. and then repeated as a unit by the cantor 

Ne'eman's recitative has a .>i~lar structure The verses of the poem are grouped as 

follows: l'< , [l, l], ['T, n], .. . [ :ll, p], (1. VJ, n). After the operung call by the cantor (C, Figure 

11 ), the congregation recites verse N, and the cantor repeats. then it recites l and >. and 

the cantor repeats. This antiphonal pattern continues througn the recitation of the last 

group of verses [1, \!J, n]. 

The music in '1~ l11Y 't<~" is written in the "nr.n~'1" mode. 18 The tonality of the 

nl)'~ mode is minor with an emphasis on the third scaie degree. In Heller' s setting, the 

opening call C and cantonal verse N establish a minor tonality on A Verses > and l typify 

the nr:r>?v mode, with their minor tonality and emphasis of the third scale degree, C 

Verses J and o emphasize C stiU further by expressing the tonality of C major (the relative 

major of A minor). The cantorial verses in between - n, \), o, and !l - are colored by the 

raised 4th and 6th scale degrees of the Ukrainian-Dorian mode. ln sharp contrast to the 

varying tonality and chromatic coloring of the cantorial verses, the choir' s verses alternate 

without variation between the Western keys of A hannonic minor and C major; these are 

called Coro 1 and Coro 2, respectively. The alternation between these Western choruses 

and modal recitatives is arranged so that the cantorial recitatives preceding Coro l end on 

18 A z. ldelllOlm, ./fttfillt Mu1Jc ;,, Its HisJorietil Devekpnent (New York: Holt, 
Rinebut and Wmston, 1929~ Rpf., New YOik: Schodcen, 1967), table 13, no. 9, p. 81. 
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the note A. and those preceding Coro 2 end on the note C or E, the third or fifth scale 

degree. 

The final block of three verses is based ('In a traditional "~Pwr.>" melody found in 

other High Holiday texts, such as " ;?Y,l ?~" in the morning service for Rosh Hashanah. 

"o~n. 111\'t<'' in the Shofar service, and "n~v~f in the Kol Nidre service 19 It has a major 

tonality, and Heller sets it in a new key, two scale degrees below A. Verse i7 sets up this 

modulation by ending on the notes f ' -g ' -a' The choir sings verses 1 , 1:1. and n 

monophonically, and then the cantor repeats. Heller's setting is a skillfull)I crafted blend of 

traditional music with formal Western hannony and on1er 

ln Ne'eman's setting, the nl)1'?V mode is established in the key of E The tonality of 

E minor is finnJy set in the opening call and in verse N Blocks of two verses are recited 

first by the congregation, then by the cantor The characteristic modal emphasis on the 

third scale degree, G, is ach.ievt:d by highlighting the G major triad, and by ending the first 

verse of each block on G. The second verse of the block returns to E Tonal variety is 

achieved in verses l. n, D and o by raising the 4th and 6th scale degrees to give the music 

a Ukrainian-Dorian coloring. Also, in verses )I and~. the lowered 2nd and raised 3rd scale 

degrees gives the modal flavor of ~J TI~Qt<. The final three verses are set in the "iJ~Q ??" 

mode; modulation to the tonality of E major is by chromatic inflection. 

Both Hdler and Ne'eman are inventive with their music and offer rich variety, but 

the latter composer has twice as much opportunity to exploit the text. Both composers use 

word painting at various points. In verse ::>, Heller's musical phrase helps to support the 

19He1Jer uses this traditional melody in the settings of these pieces in Kol T'hilloh, 

vol. 2, no. 319, p. 63; no. 410, p. 107~ and no. 561, p. 203 . 
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idea of "holding back God ' s anger" the use of a half note on "v~b'?" gives the feeling of 

"holding back," and the upward run on the word "1u~~" can be seen as the raising of one's 

voice in "anger.'' God's "compassion" is also expressed by the plaintive quality of the 

descending Ukrainian-Dorian scale in verse ~ . Sim1larly. Ne'eman uses word painting in 

verses > l, and Y. That God reveals "profound things-n1pQt' is expressed by the 

descending runs in >. The "awesome-N)1l'' quality of God is expressed by an accentuated 

arpeggio in verse l . In verse Y, we hear ourselves "calling to" or "pleading with" God in a 

melismatic embellishment of the word "''t(l1p " 

Both Heller and Ne'eman set the text of the poem syllabically and neumatically. The 

longest melisma bas six tones in Heller' s setting and eleven tones in Ne'eman 's Both 

composers take a few liberties with the accentuation of syllables. bu t neither setting has 

any egregious errors in accentuation 

Thus, we find that Hell~i's setting has much in common with the Lithuanian­

Jerusalem tradition as recorded by Ne'eman, But Heller shortens the poem's recitation and 

Westernizes the choral-congregational part. Since we keep returning to the same two 

homophonic choral settings, and because every other cantonal verse is s\Jng without 

chromatic embellishments the infusion of Ukrainian-Dorian flavor in the other verses 
• 

stands out especially strong, the examples of word painting are keenly perceived, and the 

entire setting of1Y-J n1>1 .,~,, by Heller is rendered more familiar to Western ears than the 

one by Ne1eman. 
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CONILUSION 

We have barely begun to examine the synagogue music of Cantor Josef Heller Ye1 

our observations have clearly revealed that Heller possessed a profound knowledge and 

respect for m~I') . He attempte1 to modernize and preserve traditional m~o by combining 

it with the hannonic elements of Western music His music was written in a be/ canto style 

for a cantor with a tenor or high baritone voir.e. for a mixed choir with four or eight 

voices, and for organ accompaniment. 

Expression of the prayer texts was always the central element of Heller's music. He 

was good at word painting. He avoided repetition of the text Although he occasionally 

took liberties with the accentuation of the cext, he generally expressed the text the way it 

would be spoken. Coloratura passages were rare, and the voice wa.£ never used in a 

showy fashion. The organ not only supported the vocal line, but added an extra dimension 

to the music, as we saw in Heller' s '"it<~ il~'f)1N." The choir usually complemented the 

cantorial music. It replaced the traditional 0)")~1\!.lQ , and it sang - ' in an esthetically 

elevated fashion - that which would have been sung or davvened by a traditional 

congregation. 

It is a pity that Kol T 'hilloh was never completed. We do not have Heller's music 

for the festivals. It is also unfortunate that Kol T'hilloh does not include simple tunes that 

would lend themselves to congregational singing. Heller' s synagogue community probably 

did not care to engage in formal singing. In many other respects, however, Heller' s music 

seems to be well-suited for today's style of Refonn Judaism, with its renewed interest in . 

44 

.. 



45 

traditional musical modes and its need for well-written, organ-accompanied cantonal 

music. 
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APPENDIX 

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES 

JOSEF HELLER (1864-1 936) 

I have always rcgn:ttcd lhc fact that I never persuaded my grandfather to wnte some 

aurobiograpbical skdch. When I now try to write these notes, I regret again that I did DOl collect the 

material for them while it was still pouible. Thetd'orc this attempt will be fragmentary in scope. uncertain 

in many details and, pcaibiy, ~ inaccurate in others. But al I.be same time I.be ten years that have 

passed since my lalc grand&ther departed from this world have not dimmed one bit I.be vividness of my 

ruolJcctioos but rathc:r have lddcd to the spell cast by his unique personality. This was not confined to my 

formative years but extmdcd far beyond that and lmmcasurably ex>ntributed to all that l have or ever may 

achieve. 

Josef Hdlcr's pcnonality is minored to me in three facets. each with its own cross-reflections: 

first. the grancffidbcr in whole house I gn;.v up after lhc death of my mother when I was four: [second,) 

the profcssiooal man - Cantor and composer; [and third,) the Jew and man whose influence on me was the 

dccpcst I have ever experienced. 

k>&d HcUcr wu born in 1864 in the southern par1 of Hungary (Szatmar), which became a pan 

Rumania after Wortd War L He was the oldest son of a tenant farmer. Hard luck bad forced \ny grtJU· 

gnindfathcr to leave the land and eagqe in h11Ancss I recall the photograph my. grandfather always bad 

in his room m dais 1a11, 11111ae man. My granclf'Jfha DC'VCI' failed to mention that this' picture c:A his father 

was takm sw1tiplitioully while OD a visit HiJ &dla adhering llricdy to the lccter oC the t.rldition would 

not agree to MYe .. "imlle" m bimdf ... My graMfltber c:bcrisbcd the greatest lff"ectioo for his 

falhcr, and radiJy ••nect 10 Cbc dcciliYe i.aftucace be bid ccertcd upoo his life in connec:tioo with his 

choice « o • ..-• ne oc..,.;c di•• ••a m die 6mi1J brulgbl it lbout that alraldy the IC\'al 

year old c:ldld w .....,.t ID awm ... ID ill .... by matiq me o( bis DlbU'll musiclJ talenL M 

was cM _, • die ame_ ,.... ...,,. widl pW wices _. ap the dloir cl many a traYding c:aator, 

and this - - ... ,, 1 , .... - ., ,. ... ill die wadd rl .... Al Cbc --Um. he did Dal 
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ocglcct bis eclieca«ioo but laid the solid foundation for bis Jewish knowledge by studying in renowned 

ycshivot. After finishing normal ICbooling, be went to one of lbc bigger towns of lhe province, Debreczen. 

and tbete be eala'ed the Music Academy He studied bard and by bimscl( in addition to lhe regular 

curriculum. matterCld a great many subjects, RICh as lil.Clatwe\and history. which at that time were far 

rcmc:Md &om tbc ICOl)C ot an entwhik yuhiva bodr11r. Nor did be abandon one iota of bis orthodox way 

r:A life and adbcrcDcc to its principles; this rare combination of onbodox and liberal worldliness. together 

with a strongly ltreacd lttitude ot moral and physical independence. Josef HeJJer acquired during his 

early youth and rdained throughout bis life. His music teachers took great interest in him, one of them 

providing him. after gnduatioo. with a much coveted privilege - ad.mission to the choir of the Royal 

Opera in Budapest. t.bcn known throughout Europe as ooe of lbc centers of operatic music. 

This was quite a change for the eighteen year old boy. which might have caused others in similar 

positions--and actually did in many instances-to radically revolutionize their outlook and practice. Not 

so with Josef Heller. Even in this oew life, with his place on the stage. its shifting scenel') and garb of 

picturesque oost4.ae. be clung to his traditional ideas and ideals. notwithstanding mockery by his youthfw 

and prankish colleagues. I remember ooe story be told me about the night when he returned 10 his 

drcssi.og room afta the performa.occ of "Tannbluser." Obseiving side glances and surreptitious grins on 

lbe faces ot many of bis fi'ieods.. be soon knew the reason why: when be went to change his monk's robe 

for bis daily garb, be noticed that bis talitJr katan, the traditiooal fringed garment, worn under his coat, 

bad some veiy odd attw:hments 1 pair ot pork sauages was dangling "rom its fringes! But it was not 

I.bis, or other similar prub, tbal caused my granctfltber lO give up, after a little more than a year. a 

promising m,e c:an:icr. He lmd just been offered small partS in opera when be announce to the director bis 

dccisioa to leave. Tbe din:dlor tried to penuldc him to change bis mind. But be bad made bis decision. 

Hii &tbcr Ud come to lbc capilal for the ~ ot solc:mn1y co.lrea1iog him to do so. His main concern 
' 

was the Jcwilh ~of dais IOO wb.icb be was fearful must be lost eventually by anyone connected with 

the tbeatrica1 world. A comp1omile rc:su1tcd. Wbile bis father wished fervcotJy for a rabbinical career for 

his son. be yielded and did not 1ee bis ~ fulfi!lc:d I.mad, bis soo promised to devote bimsclf to the 

ca.ntoria1 ~..-.on. Tllia _.. for my gra•thfbcr the poaibi.lity at least to continue in an activity 

clOldy allied widl llllllic ad lbc oppcll1Uity to culDvlle bis bcmtiful voice. 

w-. ·-._,,...old. lie .:>fl*l'I - first c:anlOrial lppoinl!DC'.ld in. small. but wdl-

,.... c 1 f;y ill c...a 6-J by 1M mme « KlpaMr. IC was cs ot the )'OUQ8Cll 

"~-CllillrC 11 If •llil.-ellecWWlllbonwidD&*"11imc. . 
5oa. ..... illnld la J1!11 MW palili«-, I fliilal cYC111 uccanW wbic:b IO lhia faitbfiJJ student ol 

die n I '9 fl w ...... w6md w fldllir GM..,._ '"fte Lord pnflftl die bllm ti kaliDg 

.. 
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bc:fon: be strikes a painful wound .. " My grandfatber's mother. to whom be clung with most tender love, 

took sick. In a manner cbanaerist.ic of his initiative, be decided that only the best would be good enough 

for my grcat-granc:tmodaer, and be took her to Vienna. which was at that time the Mecca of mcdicmc of 
\ 

the whole world. UnfortaDlldy, the most advanced an of healing was helpless to check the cancerous 

growth. even with the aid al ooc al the grea1CSt surgeons of that day. Professor Btllroth, a pioneer in the 

field who was called Ill> the ca1e. During the 5tay of my great-grandrlotbcr at the hospital of the University 

of VICD.D&, another pn.,._:m bid to be solved: that of providing her with food prepal'Cd according to ~ 

strict observaooe ti the dicWy laws. For lhi.s purpose. my grandfather arranged with Vienna's most 

reputed Kosher restaurant to have alJ food sent to the hospital. He himself ate there. too. It must have been 

DOI only love at first sight but also a tremendous mutual attract.ion and understanding for each other that 

brought it about thlt be and the oldcsl daughter of the restaurateur were formally engaged when the few 

weeks of the bolpita1 stay lenninatrd Bride and groom had barely passed their teens when they were 

nwried shortly after. Tbirty.tx years of marriage wc:rc not long enough to include any leisure to repent 

their seeming baste. It was a most happy and congenial marriage. Tne deep unde.rstanding of my 

grandmother for her husband was of invaluable assistance 10 him and supported him in many biner hours 

of his life. IJl pa.rticular, the new happiness softened the bard blow of the dealh of llis mother a few 

monchs after their return to Hungary. 

The young couple spent five happy years in the smaJI town of Kaposvar. There, Elsa-my 

mother- was born. She Wll to remain only child. Soon afterwards, the f.amily was transplanted to 

entirely new IUn'OUDdiap. Tbc RpDdon al the young cantor, bis beautiful voice, bis musical genius and 

Jewish wUdom broqlat all::n from many pllca. At last he fd1 it was time to Ir.ave the narrow confines of 

tbc small Haapriln Q•• .. •ity for a wider field. IJl 1889 be aca:pted the position of Chief Cantor in 

Bmcnn (Brno), &k Clpilll fl Moravia, lhcn a proviocc al Austria. which after World War I ~ pan 

oftbc Ou:bo11cwat Replblic 

It may strike oac a a puadox that both positions-in KapoMr and in Brueon--with the latter 

one filled by him up to bis rdiremeot, were NOT in orthodox but in so<alled reform oom.munities. 

PareolbeticaUy, it ._.be ex:pltined the '"rd'orm" bad in tbe&e parts ct Europe an entirely diffmnt 

Q>McQtion than in tbe Uailed Sala. The ~ ~ in ~ Europe was much more 

OOIDpU'lble to the CODlel\'llM oae fa the Unil&d Siiia. Bc:brew was the exclusive language of prayer. 

Men bid brads <lCMftd. J!'9 an ~ daan in the Americln comcrvative sesvice. men and 

~ RtW I 0 ......... Bu4 BK refom (I ·g d...., ill die exdusioo al certain parts 

of the libqy, hMIMll llllut ...... tllll90 ....... ADd-Gis -- jt again ~ ciolclY n:llfed to 

American ............ Mii .p.a dlloi( MIC~ ia1o Ille ICIVicc. Tmc. tome ct.-_ features 

. -
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are in strict c:ooandicOoa to tr.ditional ritual and law. But bcrc again the ~g individualism and 

iridq!e'ndcoo: of my gnndfMber came to the fOl'C. He bad rccogniud early that the orthodox community 

rclep1ed the canroc to a IUbonb.na.tc position. both professionally and socially. He never could have been 

S8lisficd with suc:b a 1111.e of affairs. It must be inserted here that in Germany alone the situation was 

d:ffcrcnt. that is, the dcconun of orthodox service and servants was on a higher plane. But at that time, my 

gandfarher was guided by c:oaditions in Im imnwtiate environment. On the other hand, be felt sufficient 

strength in himlclC to maint1in not only his convictions and obscrvanocs in st.range swroundin~. but also 

to imbue them with his own lpiriL And in both rcspcas be succeeded. He slrillfully ~instituted by his 

awn activity much of the ritoa1 dilcardcd by "rdorm" in the synagogue. In I.his be was helped greatly by a 

close friendship he enjoyed with the Chic{ Rabbi of Moravia who. although an outspoken adherent of 

reform ideas. yiddcd to the ideals of my grandfather. The high appreciation in which Chief Rabbi Dr. B. 

Placzek held the Jewish scbolarsbip of Josef HeJJer is attested by the fact that he confem:d on him the 

degree of "Mormw," the rmibinic:al doctor title. My grandfather's orthodoxy never wavered. His fighting 

spirit did DOl weaken with adva.nci.ng years nor did be shy from castigating Jewish derelictions whenever 

be found them prelClll 

For 38 years, close to a gcncralion. Josef Heller fiJJed the position of Chief Cantor (Oberkantor) in 

Brucnn (Brno). He oould haw occupied to mutual benefit, wit.bout doutx, equivalent positions in many 

larger COIDJDUDitica, e.g., in either of the w capltals of the old monarchy, Vienna or Budapest, only a few 

hours of rail road ~ from Brucon.. ActuaUy, be had applied for one of the most sougbt..for positions 

Budapest, about the hqimring of the oentwy; bad it DOl been for some .. politics" of the too-familiar 

.. uhilla type." the job would haw beeo his by merit of qualifications and the public's preference. But, due 

ID such CXlJWiOUI factor&. be .. IOlt out" and never in the fubR CYeD attempted another ~· He 

remubd c*n. a a 1n1e .... of tbe tafmgctjc plliloMlphy of .. Gam ZJI I 'IOW1"-dU.s.. too. ii for the 

best-that be co111sidual it a pell a.c.. NOT to hive obCained the Bumpcst politioll. There be felt be 
I 

would have bcca dnrWD am die .. IOCial wbirf'" of the mdrOpOlis, the spirit C'I whicll WIS IO c:ongenitl CO 

him and the IDlllY dillrattiw dllCl'e miahl lmc bpi lliln from canyiq oul his wost. In Bruenn. 

~ . .a ..... - .........., ~'- • T1leR. witboul ay di-;etto- of cacrgica. Joetl 
Beller coald _...ca ....... plw _. ..... tbem des 10 ~ Eva)'OOC who knew my 

P .... w. n11im1 dlll lie..._....., ........ in 1bc _.. bmcfic:ial way. Walliag C'I tis or 

boredom WM M ..... IDJia M' It "to• &llim. 

WUl WC1e a.t .._.. •.witidel 111111 •mst'ct&"y ftDed biS W.7 

Tbc v.- ...... fllil- lill lowed ..... - ---...... ltl'CllD,. woald be 
• • > il W pclllllle ID dilccf'8 d9rCIC mliD cxpccted from a pa .... 'Q • .. . I$ If hAI • 
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c:ootn1lutorics: (1) his pnifcasion; (l) his work in and for Jewishness; (3) his creative wo1:k in the field of 

muDc. In Clds m thele fields. lleady sclf..(mprovcment and discipline were his motto. Thiis was especially 

cvidcot in his camorial c:ared. He was not satisfied with bis natural gift of a beautiful vo1icc and absolute 

musicality, bul be ce•k:asly polished those gems until they sbooc far beyond their original lustre. He 

trcalCd his voice 11 a virtuOlo trc:uurcs his most precious instrument A characteristic illustration of this 

as well as of his tremeMO'Js will power may be found in the following fact : he was extreinely food cigars. 

NevcrtbeJess, be abstained from CObacco for more than seven weeks each year-namely, from Rosh 

Hodult (new Moon) m E1ltll, t.be month preceding the New Year. until the end of the fa.JU holiday season. 

in order to avoid expolUR to t.be irritating effects of smoking. But more than such exterior manifestations. 

his every service revcalingJy demonstralcd that. whenever he ascended to the bimah, be considered 

himself a messenger scot by his congregation and people to present supplications and than.ks before the 

throne of the good Lord. This deep and sincere religiosity prevented him from falling into the trap of 

"prima donna-likc stardom" 11 many other famous cantors did. His de\'Otion was the same whether he was 

in the midst of a crowded and fashionable synagogue on the High Holy Days, or whether-as it often 

bappcncd--bc stood in an improvised minyan offering one the weekday prayers befon: simple men in a 

little town in Hungary. 

The CODCqJt m t.be camorsbip-CJramm11t in the true traditional sense-had regr'Cttably all but 

vanished in his dlyl from Ccalnl ~To reinstitute it was one of bis chief aims, aiDd for this purpose 

be orpniud in BIUelUl a Canloria1 School. From it there emamted a host of oew members wbo became 

rcc:ogniz.cd and were an MICt to their pnifcssion. In order to raise the standard of cantol's, be insisted upon 

tbei.r following a curric:ulum repeeet"i"& quite an inDovatioo at that time. Their sil>Cial standing was 

secured by die oecality for a higher leYd m sencraJ cducalion; the Jewish integrity was ensured by a 

. ~-· their thorough trai.niDg Judlilm. A ..,.a murical ooune and voice training was insUumelltal in .......,,mg 

scMca OD a high and aabelic plane. Spccific:ally, be talgbl them to lbbor aad to forsake certain abuses 
I 

widdy pncticed. .:ta • -pcdlnniDg'" with tbeir wica purely ar1isdcally, witboul tt:prd to the c:ootcDl 

and intent m tbe pnycn; "t111pc:ze artilll" Ml bis deaopbY desipatioo for suc:b m&JeWtors who 

repeated c:adlcmly die ._ p1n1c. wbc:a t.be •spirit" mawd them to do so, or who sub;upu.d tbe spirit of 

the Bdnw word'° '-ip me'adiea, wbic:ll by .eceaity appeara1 a parody to him wlho w aware oftbe 

naning of die prl)ler. He ...... ..., Oil ftdl ....... of pllDIDll' aad proauacilldoo of the Hebrew 

text, IO tbM .me .... wmdl wae.........., wedlW ID ... other. For all dais 1iaching, be used to 

grat ...... •a llmd '-*.Ilia_. OMll' l)lltioN, of 'tWlaD I will tdf morc llllet. 



SI 

Fonner pupils of Josef Heller occupied honored positions all over Europe and other countries. 

Many proCeaiooal mc:n--pbysjciao dentist. lawyers-bad successfully gone through his school making 
\ 

use of their taJeaa and knowledge bc:forc cmbarlring on their careers. 

Josef Hdlcr's uowavering belief in social justice kept him on a never-ending crusade against the 

ecooomic exploitatioo to which a great many car.tors were subjected by unscrupulous ~Leaders" of 

communities. He WU instrumcotal in the first banding togoccbcr of cantors into professional orfanizations 

for the furtbetance and prOO:ctioo of their intcrcsu and for the elevation of their position. 

ID truth, all these activities were only pan of Josef Heller's paramount interest in life, that is. the 

promotion of Judaism to the all-embracing position which by right of the spirit of our tradition it sbouJd 

occupy. In corrcctJy asanning that personal example is the most forceful method of propaganda, his own 

life was molded in strict adbcrenc:e to the spirit and letter of Juda.ism. This in itself was oo small feat. The 

conditions in Bruenn were most unfavorable for orthodox observan<»-kashrut, Sabbath observance. and 

the other main tcoets of Jewish law were almost extinct. Continuous efforts, many privations and 

sacrifiocs of financial and social natwe were the price my grandfather paid without reluctance toward this 

end. Fully convinced that ignorance is the most harmful factor in modem Jewish Life, be combatted this 

condition with all his means. He himself devoted many hours of the day to unceasing study of bible, 

lalmod and modern .Jewish litetatwe; be actively supported institutions of learning which gradually began 

to sprins up: be ISIUJDCd m...4Y of the duties and responsibilities incumbent on the rabbi. this making up 

for the shortcomings of IOIDC of his a>lk.agucs in the pulpit Deeds, not words, resulted from his deep 

convictions. MOit clearty, this was mani.festcd by his generosity and charitable help toward all those who 

needed it. Duriag World War I. be de'YOCed almost every hour free from cantorial duties to relieving the 

need and IOf1'0W ol his people; be ac:tcd as chaplain, visiting Jewish soldiers in\ the hospitals of Bruenn 

and gave comfoft ad miMancX: to the rdUpes from the East. 

Jolcfl:ldlcr, bowau, w no .. Jewilll iJolltioaisr " Pni.hP>aal,and social duties brought him into 

cbe COllla:t willa tbe ..,..Jcwilb world. Fna tbcm be WOil I.be bigbclt rapc:d and esteem in spilt of: or 

poaibly became fl. bis rdlmJ to 8llopt all)' ol the "'pic&liTC coloring" cbolcD by IO many fl his 

aw• aeip»•& ia anler ID cmcral ~ Jew8 _..,,ound. No, my gra,..,,.,hcr could DOI paaibly join or 

~ CC10111m cm_,......., ye bmf m44w• ia Ceaba1 .S Wa:laD Earope in lbe l9da cealllly. Long 

.... Ille t<g ,,,. '-II cw .., Ill allc:ill I & lie ... 7.ioaill. ........ OdkOIN ol bis 

..... , 

7 

• d fllll ................ ZiaDill,... ........ 
111.-- ..... t•i: ........... lbe prcllell oldie lllid, 

1 ii' 't PS ..,..., 2111flllt). FauMal oldie cq ·,.-..be 01 .. omrd tbe ralt,iaa 
• 

..... ... .. .. ... - ill .. poMll' IO i!6-... lbe -- time with rdigious fcnor, fat biJn 
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iodivisible from the reawakening ol the Jewish people. He lhcn:forc regretted the lack of religjous spirit in 

Zionism, apparent in ~ de\iclopments. but he never withdrew active suppon of all efforts c:ooncctcd 

with the up-building ol the home land. By nature individualistic and beoc:c DO( prone lo political routine 

work, be did not putictpale in party activities. but bis sympathies leaned toward the Mizracb.i movement 

In all these rcspccts, be may stiJJ have been ooc among a great many of our people who, thanks lo 

Providence, rallied at that critical time to the flag of the eternal nation. However. I cannot help bul 

attnl>ute lo him an almost unique foresight and perspicacity in connection with one specific political 

aspccl I am talking of bis evaluation of Germany and the Germans. Anybody familiar with Europe of that 

time will lcstify to the fact that Jews of Germany~ Austria. and Hungary did not yield to anybody in 

patriotism and devotion to their rcspectiv~ countries. Even in the United States, Jews of German 

extraction oocoriously rq>rc:seo!cd one of the most pro-German clements up to the cntl)' of the Un.iled 

States into the first wortd war. My grandfather's attitude was in striking contrast to that of those super­

patriots. Even bc:forc the outbreak of the war in 1914. he often exp~ bis opinion that Germany 

represented the most drcadfu.I danger to world peace. And during the war. I recall bow deeply impressed I. 

stiU a child. was by my gm>d&thcr's utteta.oc:cs expressed frequently with the fire of deep conviction: "'I 

have one prayer which I am repeating day by day--Oermaoy must not win the war. she mu.st be defeated 

even if this means our personal dcsttuctioo together witll her. for a victorious Germany would mean the 

end of all thal we as Jews and h"bc' JY·lovin& men cherish." Lt required oouragc, much of it, in addition to 

insight, to express such tho11ghrs al that time. Germany for him rcprcscntcd the rcsurrccud Amaldc-the 

cterna1 enemy m God, m ISl1ld and ol true ideals of humanity. He often admitted that Germany was to be 

respccfM for bc:r Clplbi.litics and QODlributions to tccbnical advaDccmcot and progress in various fields of 

civi1izltiDn. But tbc anopnce. the supcrciliom claim ol superiority over all other D1tions, the ldu1alioo of 

miliWism and itl ICrVUls, all these were traits which caused him to detest those who t\orc thCm. And in 

regard to the Jewisb problem. be WIS coaviDCcd tbll Gennu anti-ScmitP WIS ol the most vicious type 

bccalK it Ud tbc qport cX tbc molt adwDced intdlcc:tual circks. He also plla:m:d proo( upoo proo( for 

the ccdt»fioa tbll it MS tbc Ga:mlm wbo llJlad the viJU1 cXdlis bS prqiepnch all~ the world. ti 

All dlil, I _.. ipia to np:11. refers to the time ol the fiJlt world war. ID the faldul twcnbcl ud 

thiniea m tMs Clellblly. it w ctearty ,..,,..aizwt t111t die military victors were in ICrioas cluF m losiltg 

the .-cc. My ......... w - 111mc no Wll'DOd tpimt die atiUipoce m die~ peril He 

toat Nazim •ilNlll),.... die'• ........... 11111 it would iDeYillbly cmbnlil tbc Cllbrc ..... 

iaa a--. _. ...... lllGfl llldl. 7? 'C\ for llim, lie WAI ...,ed from l_iViatl to ICC witk lllil Oft 

e,. IM ....a ...-wWdl ._IJ ft_ 0'9 llil ;,.;ePjca 
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If I have, with some measure of~. done justice to Josef HeUer. the man. and the Jew, J have 

my serious doubts if I can accomplish this with regard to Josef HcUcr the musician. My knowledge in this 

field iJ indeed inadequate. On the other band.. my testimony is of small significance. His life wort. the two 

volumes of Kol T 'hlllolt, speak for him. J will therefore refrain from evaluating this ambitious work which 

comes cloec to being a a>dificalion of the entire Jewish liturgy. I want to us:e only his own words to 

indicate the high goal be aimed to reach: .... .I wish to pour the old Chazzanut (ti:8Dtorial art) into a mold. 

which ii c:ommensurate with the spirit of modem times and with the fonn of ~ynagogue service of today 

(Preface of Part l , l 90S) .. and ..... to eliminate everything un-Jcwish. to build upc1n the rock of the precious 

tradition oftbc old and true Chazzanut, in accordance with modem csthetic form15 of art (Part 2. 1914)." 

His compositions were appreciated highly by experts in cantonal music. Likewise, they exerted a 

great attraction upon audieoccs wherever presented. True, his compositions had to contend with a pseudo-­

tradition, works of Sulzer and Lewandowski. While HeUer did not deny the high musical value of many 

compositions of thc:sc authors, he pointed with justification to the often lacking J'ewish basis of lhcir work. 

As a matter of fact, it was openly known that Sulzer had enjoyed the advice and collaboration of his 

contemporary, Schubert. the great rnu9cal genius. However, Schubert was a complete stranger to Jewish 

music. 

The work o! Hdlcr did not lack originality. It includes most beautiful co mpositions filled with the 
devotiooal clement, so indispeMablc for liturgical music. and with appealing 10111ality of modern character. 

The fact that the composer himself was a virtuoso singer greatly enhanced tthcir rendition. One firm 

conviction of my grandfather prevented him from immortalizing his own rendition of his compositions, 

that is, to RICOtd them. By contrast to others who made use of this advance of tJcchoology, he frowned on 

this practice and would not lead himself to it He reasoned that once rec:ordi.ng:s or\turgi~ music were 

made, oontrol wu not in his or other bands as to where or under ,what circwnstanoes they might be 

reproduced. TbiJ be reguded a proCanation of lhc most sacred rcligi0us si~t which he oould not 

condone. Tbul die Grip.I rmditioa af hil compolitiom and his bautiftll voice survive only IS I memory 

in die can fAdlme wllo wc:re privi.lepd ~bear him-Pd who~. never can forget it 

The .....;..; •• 1 ·~ L--=- r--· o .. 1u a frlctioo of his tocal wodc. Its CMllsbnw:ling -...- CXJGlllOll-~ . ...... ~ I», 
feature c:aD be - iD die ellborllC rccilll:M compolitiom wbicb failh(uJJy Id down tbe trdrional 

mdoda in IDOdenl array, CJUGllllilin& die Clllirc lelVice aeadcrcd by the CIDIOr. ffcDcc Kol T'lll/Jolr 

exbtils a 118iqae qllllily. tt am llmOll iqUce die pnl)'CI' boai siJlcc it ~ all af the Clllb'•a redllls 

and die~·· 1-.a s la ..,ucaJar. Joeef Beller ldhaed to iJlllelligml paeivalion ~ 
tnditioNI • 6 +• (•q i r of tmca>. wbicb c:blrlc:taiDll lhc various fe11tive oocaioo1 of the )'Cit 

and~....,... 
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A word as to the use of the organ and mixed choir in Heller' s compositions is in place here. He 

frequently ~ the fact ,that his work was equally applicable to orthodox and reform types of service. 

Natunilly, for orthodox observance the organ and choir compositions were l10l intended. ln most instances 

they are recorded also without these adjuvants. However. I believe my grandfather was justified in making 

the statement, which was borne out by his own service u..<ing organ and cbotr. that he utilized these 

mll5ical instruments in a w.y f.ar removed from the role they play in church music. He u Juda.i.zed" th::m 

or, as be ot\cn poignantly explained. in his compositions they played the role of umesbor'rim. .. the 

traditional male or boy choir underscoring the chazza.o's renditions. This should in no way cause one to 

lose sight of the met that be preferred unequivocally the unadulterated traditional mode of synagogue 

service. But be felt that if the innovation of organ and mixed choir were indispensable for wide circles of 

worshippers, t.bco they must conform as far as possible to the Jewish spirit. His masterful hands succeeded 

well in applying this nccdcd touch. Like Midas, !he king of ancient times. who was said to have turned 

everything into gold by the touch of his hand. so Josef Heller imbued with unmistakable Jewish character 

objects of alien origin. 

It lS iDdccd unfortunate that Heller was not destined 10 fulfill his great ambition. Only two of the 

lh.rce planned volumcs-tbe Sabbath Service and the High Holiday Service-were completed. The 

third-Service for the Three Major Holidays-remained unwritten. The strain of the war yea.rs (1 914-

1918) and its aftermath, and deterio Uing health pnM:d insurmountable obstacles. lt is also regrettable 

that be did DO( record for posterity many of his investigations and theories on the development of Jewish 

music. From the little 1 have retained from his discourses, I mention of oft repealed opinion that 

traditiooal melodics reselVCd for the opening of !he ark on Sabbath morning, especially the UShema, .. 

rcprescotcd one ofthe oldest authentically Jewish tunes. In particular. be was interested in the comparison 
~ 

of the mdodics m Oricotal Jews with the Western counterparts and he studied the remark.able 

rcsemblancc between the GfC&Orian tunes of the early Church and Jewish liturgy. 

Hil penoaal life MS not m unmixed happiness The heaviest blow fcU OD him Shortly before the 

outbreU: m World War I-the untimdy death m bis oo1y daughter, my mother. Wbcn scarcely 2S years 

old. lbe lost bc:r life wbeo lbe should have given it to her &COOOd child. Five years after the war's cod, 

when the OUllidc wortd SWted to 80 1JP to n0rmaJ cooditioos, be WU again strickcD--tbiJ time by the 

pwiDg m bis belowd wife der a short and bitter illness. His own bea1tb was ecriously endangered for 

the ... &ea years fl bis life. due to coroaary heart dilealc. Only the suictat sdf-disciplinc and adbercacc 

to tM ldYice fl 1Ua p11y1iciw, eaptber witb bis IOUDd ClOllltitlJlion and iron will to ~ helped him lo Fl 

ow:r..aaimllllKb. 
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ln 1927. be retin:d from his position in Brucnn. He moved 10 Vienna where most of his beloved 

wife's family li,ved and to which city he had always felt attracted, mainly because of the Jewish and art 

centers located there. He was in his middle sixties. His voice had lost little of its luster and his art 

mellowed with age. This was proven to the Jews of Vienna when, in 1928. he held High Holiday services 

in one of its largest assemblies. Once more he was acclaimed by music iovers of Vienna when he gave a 

concert of sacred and profane music in the town 's largest c:oocc.n hall in 1929. 

He was forced to spend the followi.ng seven years free from any outside obligations because of his 

physical impairment But his spirit remained indomi13ble. He participated in all Jewish and humanitarian 

activities open to him. He saw the cl~ gathering on the political horizon and interpreted them 

c:orrcctly. 

A severe heart attack forced him to bed rest for many weeks in November 1935. He recovered and 

resumed his carefully regulated way of life .. May 28, 1936, was a beautiful spring day. He wen! for one of 

his customary walks. On the street he was overcome: by a mortal attack and his noble heaI1 ceased 10 beat 

To all those who lcncw him, his memory is a blrssing; ms worb an imperishable testimony to his laleDl 

and ideals; his soul is reunited with our Maker. 

NOTE: These oc ;s were written by Kurt Stem in 1946 in order to transmit the facts lo his wife 

and cbildrcn. 

• 
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