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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Zvi Ben Yossef (formerly Otto Dressler) was both a 

warrior and a musician. In many ways, Ben Yossef was 

similar to King David. Both men fought for their beliefs 

and expressed themselves through music. They also captured 

audiences with their poetry and musical composition. 

King David was a fierce warrior and leader from 1010 

to 970 B.C.E. Throughout King David's forty-year reign, he 

united the people of Judah, triumphed in battle and paved 

the way for his son Solomon to build and reign over the 

holy temple. Ben Yossef was not a king and he didn't build 

or fortify the holy temple. However, he did fight in the 

War of Independence, leading his troops to victory. Ben 

Yossef was noble and smart and like King David he was a 

leader in battle. 

Both King David and Ben Yossef had the ability to 

express themselves through music and poetry. Rabbinic 

sages claim King David either wrote or edited The Book of 

Psalms, while Ben Yossef wrote poetry for his compositions. 

Prior to David becoming King, he gained the attention of 

King Saul with his lyre. Saul brought David to play music 

during the battle with Goliath. David volunteered himself 

for battle, which resulted in the realization of David's 

abilities as a warrior. Zvi Ben Yossef was a musician as 
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well; he composed and played music on the piano as well as 

the accordion. Upon entering military service, Ben Yossef 

did not abandon his music. Instead he carried his 

accordion into battle, writing music and.entertaining the 

troops to boost moral. 

Zvi Ben Yossef's life story is comprised of happiness 

and heartache, military battles and music. He tried to 

enjoy life, while struggling to suppress his personal pain 

and family problems. His story is unique and powerful 

because it brings strength to Israelis and Jews around the 

world fighting for the rights of freedom. Zvi Ben Yossef's 

music exemplifies European influence on the music of Israel 

prior to its national identity. 

King David is a legend written into the most famous 

book of all time. Zvi Ben Yossef, however is a forgotten 

myth. Musicologists have overlooked his contributions to 

music and the state of Israel. Ben Yossef was an 

innovator, creating music that was complex in composition 

combined with folk melodies. His songs at one time were a 

staple in Israeli folk repertoire, but they have been 

replaced by more modern songs. 

This study will explore the sources of Ben 

Yossef's cultural and musical development. It will 

attempt to focus on the music and poetry composed and 
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used by Ben Yossef. From his childhood in Austria, his 

parents instilled the importance of education and the 

Arts. When he moved to Palestine, Ben Yossef applied 

that education and knowledge to composing music, thus 

making him a prolific composer. However, despite Ben 

Yossef's contributions to Israel's short history of music, 

he never became a well-known name in Israel. Why didn't 

Zvi Ben Yossef become a prominent figure in Israel's 

history and where should Zvi Ben Yossef fit into Israeli 

music history? 
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Chapter 2: Biography 

Otto Dressler was born in the south of Poland on April 

22, 1914. In the early 1900's many Jews in Europe were poor 

and lived very simple lives. The Dressler family, however, 

atypical from their neighbors, was different. Otto 

Dressler's father, Joseph, was in the oil business and was 

surprisingly wealthy. His mother, Sabina, was involved 

with art and music education. Dressler's parents were 

loving and supportive and wanted him to succeed in life. 

Because Dressler's parents valued education and it was 

financially feasible to do so, they sent him to private 

school and gave him the opportunities that most Jews in 

Eastern Europe were not afforded. 

Between the late 1800's and the early part of the 20th 

century, Vienna became the third largest Jewish community 

in Europe, due to the emancipation of Jews in Austria. 

While other countries were prohibiting Jews from practicing 

their religious beliefs, Austria's government allowed them 

religious freedom. Prominent Jews such as Gustav Mahler 

(composer), Arnold Schoenberg (composer), Sigmond Freud 

(psychiatrist), Isaac Mannheimer (reform theologian), and 

Stefan Zweig (author) had moved to or lived in Austria at 

that time. 
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When Dressler was six, the family moved from the south 

of Poland to Vienna, Austria. By moving to Austria, Jews 

felt that they were moving to a place of hope and freedom. 

Ironically, because of the lack of Jewish assimilation into 

Austrian society by the 1920's, Jews were facing the 

beginnings of anti-Semitism. Those Jews who kept to 

themselves and created their own society felt the brunt of 

anti-Semitism. Unlike many others, the Dressler family 

assimilated into society. They had a keen sense for the 

socio-economic and political situations surrounding them. 

In the 1920's, Austria went through a depression. 

There was an inflation of money, which resulted in a new 

form of currency in an attempt to halt the fall of monetary 

value in the country. By 1934, the Nazis took over the 

Austrian government. The Nazi take-over was alarming to 

many Jewish families who were already aware of the 

situation in Germany. In Germany, the concentration camp 

Dachau had been opened, Jewish shops had been boycotted, 

and books with "unGerman" ideas had been burned. 1 

The Dressler family felt confident about their 

economic situation and felt no reason to move at that 

moment. They assumed that the Nazi takeover in Vienna 

would not affect them. However, as time went on, it became 

1 Available from 
http://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/timeline/ww2time.html 
; internet; accessed 10/25/06 
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evident that every Jew in Vienna would be affected by the 

German uprising. 

By 1932, Otto Dressler finished his degree with honors 

in diplomacy at the University of Vienna's Consular 

Academy. He studied several foreign languages including 

French, Italian, Spanish and English, as well as economics 

and geo-politics. Many of Otto Dressler's classmates at the 

Consular Academy were descendants of Viennese nobility. 

They loved to debate and write, thus challenging him and 

fostering his ability to succeed in his career of 

diplomacy. During his studies at The Consular Academy, 

Dressler wrote a book on the congress of Vienna. He 

inherited a love of business and politics from his father, 

who inspired him throughout his education. 

Otto Dressler also gained a keen sense of music from 

his mother. He listened to Mahler with her and learned how 

to play piano at a young age. Over the next few years, he 

studied composition and piano with Ottorino Respighi in 

Italy. However, as he completed his studies in Italy, 

Dressler became torn between the situation in Europe and 

his ideals in supporting Zionism and a Jewish Homeland. It 

is fair to say that Dressler was influenced by the Zionist 

organizations in Vienna, but the exact reason remains 

unclear. 
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Otto Dresler had everything a young man could have 

ever wanted in life: a family that loved him, friends, a 

highly distinguished education, and the ability to use that 

education to further him in life. Ironically, at the time 

when Dressler was on the verge of making a name for himself 

in the world of politics and music he decided to leave 

Europe for Palestine. With the Nazi's taking over German 

and Europe's unstable situation, Otto Dressler was looking 

at ways to help his Jewish brothers in Europe and in the 

hopes of a Jewish homeland. 

Leaving his family was a source of contention because 

they didn't want him to move to another country. The rest 

of the Dressler family would not follow him, and would 

remain in Vienna until the Nazi takeover. Abandoning his 

family must have been hard, but Otto Dressler was a young 

man with ideals and principles. The Zionist groups in 

Europe were very impressionable and influential and as a 

result, Dressler must have been impressed with their 

message. It is the opinion of this author that Zionism 

played a role, however Otto Dressler, alone, made the final 

decision in moving to Palestine. This difficult decision 

would be the first of many decisions that Dressler would 

face in his future. 

In 1936, Otto Dressler moved from his home, which was 

now under Nazi regime, to Palestine, a land that was in the 
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midst of its own battles. Although the British controlled 

the land of Palestine, Jews and Arabs residing there were 

· fighting over land, and Jewish immigration. These issues, 

as well as opposition to British rule produced incessant 

violence over a period of three years. "An Arab attack on a 

Jewish bus lead to a series of incidents that escalated 

into a major Palestinian Rebellion.n 2 This incident 

happened in April of 1936 and over the next few months, the 

relationship between all sides deteriorated. 

Upon moving to Palestine, Dressler made another major 

decision to change his name to Menachem Zvi Ben Yossef. As 

a young man moving to a different land with a new name, 

this moment in his life was dramatic and monumental. He was 

no longer an Austrian Jew, because Menachem Zvi Ben Yossef 

was now part of the Jewish cause yearning for a homeland. 

Soon after his arrival in Palestine, Ben Yossef met a woman 

by the name of Vera Zeltzberger in Jerusalem. Vera and her 

family welcomed Ben Yossef with open arms. Dr. 

Zeltzberger's family lived on Rambam street and rented a 

room to Ben Yossef, giving him shelter and a home-like 

atmosphere. Vera, Dr. Zeltzberger and their daughter Neomi 

loved him. Vera worried about Ben Yossef when he was out, 

just as if he was one of her own children. 

2 available from 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/riots36 
.html; internet; accessed 10/13/06 
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Zvi Ben Yossef was an extraordinary young man. He 

came from a background of high social and economic class, 

rich in art, music and politics. uThey were impressed 

with his education and nobility."3 This was evident by his 

dress and the way he carried himself. Neomi Sarel formerly 

Zeltzberger recalls from her childhood, "He was very clean 

and nice. When Zvi was in the bathroom, he would teach me 

how to clean my nose and behind the ears." Cleaning your 

nose and ears was not a normal activity for people living 

in Palestine, yet for Ben Yossef, this was normal practice. 

Yosef Yadin, formerly a member of the Jewish Brigade with 

Ben Yossef, said, 

He was always dressed like an Eastern European (in 
suits and ties) which was not very common (in 
Palestine). Everything (clothing) was always ironed 
and his hair was brushed in the back. 4 

As in his appearance, Zvi Ben Yossef was a 

perfectionist regarding music. While growing up in Vienna 

and studying in Italy with Ottorino Respighi, Zvi learned 

how to play several instruments, however his first 

instrument was piano. While living with the Zeltzberger 

family in Jerusalem, Ben Yossef taught Neomi piano giving 

romantic yet silly made-up names to the scales. 

3 Nachumi Har-Tzion, "The Warrior and the Musician." 
the life of Zvi Ben Yossef. 1986 

4 Gadi Dantzig, The life of Zvi Ben Yossef, (Israel: 
Israeli Broadcasting Authority) Nov, 18th 1980 
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"With me, he had a different type of behavior. He 
used to give the melodies romantic names that I 
remembered for the scales. One of the melodies, he 
called the 'strawberry patch.' 'My Neomi, think that 
you are picking strawberries. " 5 

Yosi Yadin recalls, 

"One day I was in my room playing the accordion. I 
heard a knock on the door and Zvi Ben Yossef was 
standing there. He introduced himself and said, 'I 
heard you playing but you are off key! If you will 
allow me, I will show you your mistakes.' He used to 
come two or three times a week to give me lessons. He 
was very hard to work with. He wanted no mistakes!" 6 

Zvi Ben Yossef's love for music went beyond the realm 

of enjoyment; he wanted perfection. His perfection 

streamed across all types of music and styles from Russian 

cabaret to classical music. He studied music in a strict 

manor and he expected the people around him to do the same. 

When Zvi Ben Yossef moved to the Promise Land, his 

parents sent him money from Vienna every month in order to 

live. "His budget was larger than any students. He didn't 

know what to do with his money. He rode horses and rented 

a piano."7 Sometime before the war, Zvi Ben Yossef's 

parents came to visit him. Vera Zeltzberger recalls, 

"His family came to visit him and asked for Otto 
Dressler. They didn't know he changed his name. They 
liked his room and they bought him a piano. They 
arranged the room before they left. They asked me to 
take care of him. Make sure that Zvi has a good time. 

5 Gadi Dantzig, The life of Zvi Ben Yossef, 
Israeli Broadcasting Authority) Nov, 18th 1980 

6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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They were very rich people from Vienna and they had 
lots of nice things." 8 

Zvi's transition to Jerusalem wasn't easy, although 

his economic status and the home of the Zeltzberger's made 

life easier. Learning Hebrew, communicating with people 

and the conflict between Jews, Palestinians and the British 

added to the pressures of life in Palestine. When the 

Nazis took over Vienna, Ben Yossef's money source was cut 

short. His parents fled Vienna for France looking to find 

safety, unaware that France would soon be Nazi territory. 

The lack of money forced him to find a job. Ben 

Yossef used his musical ability to support himself. He got 

a job playing music in a bar called Hezti in Jerusalem. On 

his accordion, he played jazz, swing, and light music. 9 "Ben 

Yossef could play any type of music; with his talent he was 

able to adapt to any style." 10 

Zvi Ben Yossef's parents were resentful of his move to 

Jerusalem. 

"They were not happy that he left Vienna and also that 
he became a musician. He was very talented, but the 
family didn't see a future in Jerusalem."11 

Although they were unhappy with his move to Jerusalem, 

8 Gadi Dantzig, The life of Zvi Ben Yossef, (Israel: 
Israeli Broadcasting Authority) Nov, 18th 1980. 

9 Ibid. 
10 Nachumi Har Tzion, the life of Zvi Ben Yossef "The 

Warrior and the Musician," Words of Moshe Hillman; 1986 
11 Ibid. 
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they loved him very much and wanted Ben Yossef to make a 

name for himself in whatever he did. Ben Yossef hated his 

job playing music in the bars of Jerusalem however he 

needed to support himself. He therefore moved to Ma'aleh 

Chamisha, a kibbutz on the western side of the Jerusalem 

hills, where he worked with his hands earning enough money 

to live. "There he had a better job, building roads and 

doing every job they asked him. Zvi worked as a laborer." 12 

Even though Ben Yossef financially needed to become a 

laborer, he never lost his love and passion for music. 

As World War II broke out, Zvi Ben Yossef along with 

the other Jewish youth in Palestine, volunteered to fight 

against the Nazi army. He joined the Second Division of the 

British Brigade army in 1941. His main roles included 

guarding military instillations, bases, ports and 

airports. 13 Shlomo Drori (formerly Shlomo Doucher) spent 

time with Ben Yossef in the Jewish Brigade and recalls 

singing, playing and dancing with Ben Yossef while he 

played the accordion, which he brought with him always. 14 

Drori says, 

"I didn't pay attention to him, because he wasn't so 
impressive, but when he played it was an attraction. 
During the week he wasn't allowed to play, except for 

12 Gadi Dantzig, The life of Zvi Ben Yossef, (Israel: 
Israeli Broadcasting Authority) Nov, 18th 1980 

13 Nachumi Har Tzion, the life of Zvi Ben Yossef "The 
Warrior and the Musician." 

14 Ibid. 
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the moments of Shabbat. We lived from Friday night to 
Friday night because he played so well. " 15 

Together, Shlomo Drori and Zvi Ben Yossef moved around from 

place to place guarding installations. One of their stops 

along the way was a kibbutz called Nahalal. At Nahalal, 

Ben Yossef played his accordion at an all girls' school. 

One of the members of the kibbutz asked him to write a song 

for Nahalal in honor of the 20th anniversary of the kibbutz. 

Zvi Ben Yossef took this seriously and asked about 

Nahalal's history and members. He stayed up all night and 

with the help of Shlomo Orori, they performed the new song 

for the kibbutz in the morning. This song became a hit and 

they were invited to perform the piece on Kol Yerushalyim 

(The Voice of Jerusalem), the radio station in Jerusalem. 16 

Zvi Ben Yosef was never considered a major composer in 

the history of Israeli music, but around his friends and 

army division, he was the life of the party. Ben Yossef 

played famous folk dances for everyone to dance and sing. 

He loved the attention and it fueled his love for writing 

music. Because the accordion was so easy to transport, Ben 

Yossef was able to bring it with him wherever he was asked 

to go. 

15 Gadi Dantzig, The life of Zvi Ben Yossef, (Israel: 
Israeli Broadcasting Authority) Nov, 18th 1980 

16 Nachumi Har Tzion, the life of Zvi Ben Yossef "The 
Warrior and the Musician." 1986 
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In 1943, Jewish military groups were formed in order 

to help the Jews of Europe and to fight for the rights of 

Jews in Palestine. The second division, which included Zvi 

Ben Yosef, went to Ben Ghazi, Libya, to help the British 

fight against Germany and Italy. 17 However, the Jewish 

Division was not welcomed, and was sent to the Libyan 

desert sixty kilometers from Ben Ghazi. It was here in the 

Libyan Desert that Zvi Ben Yosef assembled a thirty-member 

orchestra comprised of soldiers who had never played an 

instrument. The British army supplied the instruments and 

Ben Yossef worked diligently, making this "start up" 

orchestra a musical entity of the army. Because of Ben 

Yossef's persistence and work ethic the army promoted him 

to sergeant . 18 

After the start of this group, the most accomplished 

musicians were gathered together and sent to perform in 

Europe for British troops. The official name of the British 

umbrella group was called the Entertainment National 

Service Association (ENSA). The Jewish group that 

eventually traveled to Europe was called "Meh'Ein Zeh," 

(From Where is that) named by one of the founding members 

Yitzchak Chak. The band included Zvi Ben Yossef, Shlomo 

17 Available from: 
http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USA/USA-C-Egypt/index. 
html; internet; accessed 10/22/06 

18 Nachumi Har Tzion, the life of Zvi Ben Yossef "The 
Warrior and the Musician." 1986 
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Drori, Mordechai Zeira, Chana Maron and Yosef Yadin. Zvi 

Ben Yossef played accordion and wrote music, along with 

Mordechai Zeira. Together they visited and played for 

British soldiers in North Africa and Europe. 

While touring in Europe, the group saw first-hand what 

Hitler and the Nazis had done to the Jews. The group 

including Ben Yossef, took this monumental and historically 

important opportunity to entertain and improve morale for 

everyone. As they attempted to improve the spirit of the 

troops, the music for the troops and eventually the Jewish 

refugees, would be more than just a moral booster. 

"We traveled a lot to Italy, Austria and Poland. We 
went to Tarvizio where the refugees came from 
Auschwitz and Dachau to the meeting place where the 
brigade camped. They would take the people to the 
camps in the night. One night with the troops we were 
singing Hava Nagila. Suddenly it was quiet, and the 
children refugees started to sing because it was the 
only one they knew. And suddenly everyone sang. We 
started to cry together. 19" 

Zvi Ben Yosef and the group Meh'Ein Zeh then knew what kind 

of impact they could make with their music. The emotional 

impact would be indelibly etched in their memory. 

While serving in Italy, Ben Yossef was informed that 

his father was in southern France after fleeing the Nazis 

in Vienna. He went to Nice to find his father and upon 

meeting him, Ben Yossef learned that his mother had been 

19 Gadi Dantzig, The life of Zvi Ben Yossef, 
Israeli Broadcasting Authority) Nov, 18th 1980 
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taken by the Nazis and killed in a concentration camp. His 

brother Robert, immigrated to Venezuela and married a 

Catholic woman; Ben Yossef never forgave him. He also 

learned that his father, who had just been released from 

jail for trying to commit suicide, was unstable and unhappy 

with life. This deeply troubled Ben Yossef, which led to 

many struggles in his life. 

Ben Yossef was troubled by the news about his family, 

but he stayed in the band until it was disbanded in May of 

1946. He went back to Jerusalem and got a job at Kol 

Yerushalayim where he worked in the library and the music 

department. At first, Ben Yossef worked in the library 

filing music and books but as soon as his talents were 

discovered, he was moved to the music department. The 

people he worked with said he played so many different 

instruments and possessed a mastery of music. 20 

While working at Kol Yerushalayim, Ben Yossef composed 

and recorded the majority of his music. With the help of 

Shimshon Bar Noy's (a prominent singer in Israeli history) 

singing, "Rosh Pina" and "Yesh Li Kinneret" were recorded. 

Bar Noy enjoyed working with Ben Yossef and wanted to 

continue the relationship, however he was overly focused on 

composition and the situation over land in Palestine. It 

20 Nachumi Har Tzion, the life of Zvi Ben Yossef "The 
Warrior and the Musician." 1986. 
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is possible that the duo worked together, but it is unclear 

if anything was recorded after "Yesh Li Kinneret." 

During an interview with Neomi Zeltzberger (the 

daughter of Vera Zeltzberger), she mentioned the letters 

and correspondence with Ben Yossef. They connected in 

Jerusalem after his return from Europe. Ben Yossef and 

Neomi Zeltzberger talked about marrying in the corning 

years, while he was away serving in the army. Ben Yossef 

would tell his friends in the army of their love affair and 

the future that they hoped to share. However, there was a 

small problem, Neomi was fourteen years of age which 

troubled his friends and fellow soldiers. 

In December of 1947, Zvi Ben Yossef decided to join 

the army as a commander. This was a way to support the 

ongoing cause for a Jewish homeland. Ben Yossef didn't 

have to serve and the people working at Kol Yerushalayim 

asked him to stay and play music for the troops. But Ben 

Yossef wanted to do more for his people by protecting them 

in the army. This was a tough decision for Ben Yossef. 

Choosing between a career in music and fighting for his 

homeland, only complicated his life. However, protecting 

the Jewish people never stopped Ben Yossef from writing 

music. With the accordion, he would play and write music 

while defending the Jewish people. 

17 



During his army service in February of 1948, Zvi Ben 

Yossef wrote his last song "Chayav Elmavetn (The Immortal 

Army). These were some of the last words composed by Ben 

Yossef. In March of that year, his unit went to Gush Etzion 

to help defend the Russian Monastery. Inside the 

monastery, Ben Yossef played his accordion, wrote music 

(including his last piece, Song on the Monastery) and 

entertained the people. On May 12th , 1948, the Jordanians 

converged on the monastery. 

At 2:00am the division was awakened to take their 
positions and at 3:00 am the attack began. Mesh 
Zilberschmit was the commander, instructed all 
soldiers to retreat towards the Russian hill but the 
Jordanians were at the gate to the monastery. At that 
time, Zvi was standing on the roof shooting with his 
gun in his hand. He was shot and his friend Yitzhak 
Weiss ran back to get him. While he was lying there, 
he muttered the (poetic) words from his song: 

"If I fall in the battle. Friend, my weapon, to my revenge 
you should take it. u 21 

These were his last words. Zvi Ben Yossef died as a 

fighter and pursuer of peace. He lived a life of dedication 

to the Jewish people while in Palestine. Although Ben 

Yossef struggled with the pressures of life, he was able to 

relieve some of the pressures through his music. Early in 

his life, Ben Yossef wrote music in happiness and fortune. 

In his travels, he expressed his passion for life through 

21 Nachumi Har Tzion, the life of Zvi Ben Yossef "The 
Warrior and the Musician." 1986. 
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his music. Upon moving to Palestine, Ben Yossef obtained a 

newfound love for the land of the Jewish people. These 

compositions continued to express happiness, as well as 

devotion for a land and people yearning for a homeland. The 

homeland that Zvi Ben Yossef lived for was also the land 

that he died for. In that moment on top of the Russian 

Monastery, Zvi Ben Yossef died with his music on his lips. 
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Chapter 3: The Musical Life of Zvi Ben Yossef 

Zvi Ben Yossef's musical education was rooted in the 

study of formal European classical and romantic music. 

Although some would argue that Ben Yossef's music is 

written in the folk idiom of Israel, his thorough training 

in piano, composition and conducting gave him the tools to 

create a sophisticated musical language. The romantic 

composers (Gustav Mahler, Robert Schumann and Felix 

Mendelssohn) of lieder and song cycles had the most 

influence on Ben Yossef, though classical music and the 

composers Mozart, Beethoven, and Joseph Haydn also 

influenced him. 

Amazingly enough, the composers of Israel's 

nationalist style, a blend of Eastern and Western European 

styles and Eastern Mediterranean music (Paul Ben-Haim, Tzvi 

Avni, and Modechai Seter) didn't influence Zvi Ben Yossef 

to a great degree. However, after serving time in the 

British Brigade and creating music with other musicians 

from Palestine, the Israeli folk style, •influenced Zvi Ben 

Yossef. 

The story of Zvi Ben Yossef's life is easily portrayed 

through his music. There are rich colors of happiness, 

playfulness, and love in his melodies juxtaposed with the 

pain and struggle in his lyrics. His lyrics and settings 
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of poems by Chaim Nachman Bialik and Shaul Tchernichovsky 

also show the despair as well as the hope of the Jewish 

people. 

Zvi Ben Yossef's compositions were compiled by 

Moshe(Maurice) Hillman, a pedagogue, amateur musician and 

dear friend. Hillman, the Director of high schools in 

Jerusalem (1960's) founded and directed the Rubin Academy 

of Music (Jerusalem). Eliyahu Schleifer adds, (Hillman) 

~played the piano well and had a deep knowledge of 

classical music. He was a very close friend of Zvi Ben 

Yossef and managed his musical heritage after the composers 

death," which are currently housed at the Hebrew University 

Givat Ram Campus in Jerusalem. Zvi's vocal compositions 

are primarily written for baritone and piano or accordion. 

He wrote a few marches (with accordion) and popular songs 

for the Israeli Defense Forces entertainment troops. Other 

compositions include pieces for dueling pianos and songs 

for soprano and alto with piano. The entirety of his 

compositional output was written between 1943 and 1948, 

even though the actual dates of each work are not for 

certain.n 

Zvi Ben Yossef's life can be categorized into two 

distinct parts. His life before Palestine, full of wealth 

22 Alice Tischler, A Descriptive Bibliography of Art· 
Music by Israeli composers. Harmonic Park Press. Michigan, 
1988. 
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and promise and his life in Palestine, which were at times 

very happy, yet accompanied with struggle and pain. Those 

struggles hindered Zvi's ability to become one of the 

prolific composers in Israeli history. Although there were 

other factors (army service and necessity to work during 

and after World War II) that interfered with Zvi Ben 

Yossef's desire to compose, 23 it was his early death that 

ultimately ended his chance at becoming a well-known 

pioneer of Israeli music. Hypothetically, if Zvi Ben 

Yossef had lived past the inception of the state of Israel 

and into the 1950's, he could have made a more prominent 

name for himself. Ben Yossef's genre of composition became 

more popular after the War of Independence as a celebratory 

response. 

Shirei B'tzibur, communal public singing, was a way 

for the Israeli people to collectively express their 

feelings of hope through music. More than merely a song 

session, public singing provided a sense of community and 

prayer. This allowed people to express their collective 

feelings of mourning the losses in the War of Independence 

and the monumental task of creating a homeland. The song 

"Hen Efshar," sung by Yaffa Yarkoni (knows as the singer of 

three wars in Israel) and written by the Chizbatron in 1948 

{the entertainment group for the Israel Defense Forces} 

23 As mentioned on page 7 and 8 of Chapter 2. 
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speaks of the possibility of peace, after the intense 

feelings of war. 

Thru the falling leaves, autwnn already blows 
The dust on the roads slowly falls still 
And the day burns only towards you 
And dreams of a distant meeting 

Yes, it's possible another evening will come 
And the gate will creak quietly 
And your eyes will be so good 
As if there were no war in the world 

Chorus: 
Yes, it's possible, yes, it's possible 
That this will simply happen tomorrow 
Yes, it's possible, on the jeep that passed by -
Young men roared, that it's over 
Yes, it's possible, yes, it's possible 
That this will simply happen tomorrow 

Yes, it's possible that your sad room 
Waits in the paleness of its walls 
And calls the two of us to return 
From battles, from roads and from autwnn 

Yes, it's possible that suddenly we will meet 
At a vantage point, or dirt road 
Yes, it's possible even between smoke and fire 
To dream that everything is already over24 

The Chizbatron, 25 performed for Jewish soldiers at army 

bases and military instillations throughout the country. 

They would sing songs of remembrance and sacrifice as well 

as inspirational songs to help boost moral for the 

soldiers. Most armies have military bands and drum lines, 

however in Palestine during World War II (the entertainment 

group was called Mi Ein Zeh, From Where is That) and during 

24 Available from http://www.hebrewsongs.com/song
henefshar.html; internet; accessed on 11/18/06 

25 Available from 
http://www.jewishagency.org/JewishAgency/English/Jewish+Edu 
cation/Eye+on+Israel/Gallery+of+People+(Biographies)/Hefer+ 
Chaim; internet; accessed on 11/18/06 
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the War of Independence, the Chizbatron the entertainment 

group of the Palmach entertained the soldiers. Although 

not directly memorialized in any song, Zvi Ben Yossef's own 

death in the War of Independence portrays the sacrifices 

that are referred to in so many of these songs. 

Another song that became popular after the War of 

Independence was "Bab El Wad". It tells the story of the 

road from Tel Aviv leading into Jerusalem. This area was 

impassable for convoys and any other traffic for two years, 

preventing food and medicine from entering into the 

Jerusalem area. 

Bab-el-wad, 
Do remember our names forever, 
Convoys broke through, on the way to the City. 
Our deeds lay on the road edges. 
The iron skeleton is silent like my comrade. 26 

"Bab El Wad," memorialized the many soldiers that fell at 

Bab El Wad. "Hen EfsharN and "Bab El Wad'' are examples of 

some of the songs that were sung at Shirei B'tzibur. 

Within the same genre as these popular folk tunes, Ben 

Yossef loved to write music about his own everyday 

experiences, and his love for the land of Israel. Zvi Ben 

Yossef had a passion for pleasing people with his music. 

Despite the pain and struggle in his personal life, Ben 

Yossef lived for infusing music into other peoples lives. 

26 Available from http://www.hebrewsongs.com/song
babelwad.html; internet; accessed on 11/18/06 
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Whether through his founding direction of an orchestra in 

the Libyan desert or the composition of a horah for a 

kibbutz commemoration, Ben Yossef influenced others with 

his musical abilities. He also enjoyed collaborating and 

using poetry of others to enhance his music. Also a poet, 

Ben Yossef wrote the lyrics to a few of his melodies. 

Although Hebrew was his sixth language, his skill in using 

the Hebrew language was remarkable. 

When Zvi Ben Yossef wrote "Horah Nahalal," for the 20th 

anniversary of Kibbutz Nahalal, he collaborated with Shlomo 

Drori. 27 This passion for enriching the lives of others 

allowed Zvi to push aside his struggles with life and enjoy 

the wonders of his musical gifts. 

Zvi Ben Yossef was cultured, well dressed, and a noble 

man. He had a strong face with a mustache and a goatee. 

Shlomo Drori said "he looked like a prince in the world of 

adventure and idealism."28 Zvi was innovative, always 

thinking a step beyond the average individual. Although 

uncommon at that time to residents of Jerusalem and Tel 

Aviv, Zvi owned a piano, which aided him in writing music. 

With ease, Zvi was able to compose, teach piano, and 

perfect his craft. 

v Chapter 2 page 11 
28 Gadi Dantzig, The life of Zvi Ben Yossef, 

Israeli Broadcasting Authority) Nov, 18th 1980 
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Zvi Ben Yossef could play any instrument naturally but 

he mastered the piano and accordion. Because the accordion 

was similar to the piano, yet mobile, Zvi was able to 

transport and play the accordion allowing him to play his 

music in any setting. Although the accordion is not 

indigenous to the Middle East, Jews from Europe brought it 

to Palestine keeping their musical roots alive. The 

accordion was a symbol of music during this time period. 

It is without question that Zvi Ben Yossef's music is 

deeply rooted in Eastern Europe. Those roots were acquired 

from his mother in Vienna and his studies in Italy. He 

studied the music of Richard Wagner, Gustav Mahler, and 

Russian composer Pyotr (Peter) Tchaikovsky. After 

carefully studying these composers and their compositions, 

Ben Yossef formulated his own style. Ben Yossef's European 

style is characterized by romantic, legato melodies 

accompanied by complementary harmonies in the piano. 

However, within those complex romantic harmonies, even 

Israelis without an acute ear for music were able to 

appreciate Zvi Ben Yossef's tunes with ease. This is why 

musicologists have identified Zvi Ben Yossef as a composer 

of folk music. Although most of his songs are strophic and 

easy to the listener, it is the sophisticated accompaniment 

that places Zvi Ben Yossef in a category separate from any 

other composer of folk music. 
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A folk song can be categorized in a fairly simple way, 

yet a precise definition of folk music has been unclear in 

the last 50 years. 

Folk Music, the music with which the people of a 
nation or an ethnic group most specifically identify 
themselves. It consists of songs or pieces taught 
through performance rather than notation (written 
musical notes), and learned by hearing ... 29 

A folk song does not have a standardized form. 
Instead, its words as well as its music exist in more 
than one and sometimes a great many variants, or in 
slightly different versions. Although many folk 
musicians are accomplished artists who have fine 
technique and mastery of many pieces, folk music is 
generally simpler and more compact in style than 
classical, or art, music. Jo 

Israeli folk songs generally are written in a strophic 

style, a refrain, verses and occasionally a bridge. The 

melody for the verse is usually repeated after each chorus 

with different words, some songs feature five or six 

verses. Occasionally, a third section, diverse from the 

others is added to break up the continuous repeating of 

verse and chorus. The third section or bridge, whether 

through music or lyrics, is varied from the verse and 

chorus. Although the bridge contains different material 

there is always a connection between it (the bridge) and 

either the chorus or verse. 

29 Bruno Nettl, M.A., Ph.D.; Available from 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_76l554209_2/Folk_Music. 
html#s12; internet; accessed on 12/2/06 

JO ibid 
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Ben Yossef was an accomplished composer, whose style 

should not be characterized as simple and compact. He used 

a strophic European/Israeli style that was reminiscent of 

Russian and German lieder as well as an Israeli folk song 

style in its early stages. Many composers in Israel were 

working to create a nationalist style. Although in the 

1940's (composition period of Zvi Ben Yossef), the 

nationalistic style was new and unfamiliar, causing some 

composers like Zvi Ben Yossef to draw more heavily from 

their musical roots. 

Abraham Idelsohn says in his book entitled Jewish 

Music, Its Historical Development, 

"It is generally known that a composer creates his 
music on the establishment premises of the music 
prevalent in his immediate environment. His tonal 
element he instinctively chooses from the folk and art 
music with which he is filled from his childhood. " 31 

Even though these composers of European decent tried to 

create a relationship with their new environments, "the 

classic music created by Germans has the imprint of German 

folksongs and character; while the Russian music 

unmistakably bears the marks of Russian folksongs and 

character. " 32 Similarly, Zvi Ben Yossef wrote mostly in a 

style that was embedded in his past. His music looked and 

31 Abraham Idelsohn; Jewish Music, Its historical 
Development. Dover Publications Inc.; New York; 1929; pg 
471 

32 ibid. 
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sounded similar to the songs of Russian cabaret clubs in 

the early part of the 20th century. However, the influence 

of his new surroundings in Palestine, opened Ben Yossef to 

a new style of music, the "Israeli folk style." As we 

look deeper into his music, the complexity and texture will 

prove Zvi Ben Yossef was an accomplished composer and 

talented folk musician. 
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Chapter 4: The Music 

The most famous and widely known song written by Zvi 

Ben Yossef is entitled "Yesh Li Kinneret." There exists an 

instantaneous connection between Israelis and the well 

known song, "Yesh Li Kinneret". It is important to note, 

that the words and music were written by Zvi Ben Yossef 

even though Israelis in their collective memory, have no 

connection to the composer and the poet. 

"Yesh Li Kinneret" uses a romantic melody evoking 

emotion through word-painting of hope, sadness, and joy. 

The piece is strophic in ABA form (A, B, B2, A, Bl, A2, B, 

Codetta). The piano introduction (A section) in F major, 

evokes the feeling of the waves of the Kinneret with broken 

chords. 33 This creates a rhythmic drive in the piano. In 

the accompaniment, the constant 8th note chords in the left 

hand of the piano imitates a heart beating. The codetta is 

short, doubling the piano and voice. Parentheses are 

adding in the accompaniment giving the option to sing the 

codetta A cappella. 34 In the first verse (B section), the 

voice through a sequential descending cadence (Bb to A, A 

to G, and G to F,) and use of appoggiaturas (non-harmonic 

33 Appendix A 
34 Appendix A 
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tone on an emphasized beat, providing tension), Zvi 

achieves a sense of longing and yearning. 

Starting in measure 13, Ben Yossef adds tension to the 

piece with a set of richly colored augmented 6th chords. He 

uses a French 6th chord in measure 13, a German 6th chord in 

measure 14, and in measure 15 a series of chords including 

a half diminished, German 6th , C major seven chord (V7), a 

Bb major chord (IV7), and an A7 chord resolving to D minor 

(relative minor). In classical music, augmented 6th chords 

generally serve as leading tone chords to another key, 

however Ben Yossef uses these chords as a way to color the 

vocal line, characteristic of the Romantic style. Ben 

Yossef uses this complex harmonic palette, in order to 

support the melody and give meaning to the text. 

Ben Yossef's harmonic language is reminiscent of a 

composer from the late romantic period. Gustav Mahler, a 

composer of opera, lieder, symphonies in the late 19th 

century and early 20th century used sequences, flowing 

melodies, chromaticism and expansive harmonies to evoke 

emotion from the listener. 35 Although Mahler's compositions 

of lieder (songs for piano and voice) occasionally included 

the melody in the piano, Ben Yossef most always used this 

style of doubling when writing piano compositions. 

35 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians 
edited by Stanley Sadie, Macmillan Publishing 2001, pg 
602, Gustav Mahler. 

31 



The Israeli folk style is most evident in a piece 

called "Horah Nahalal" written by Zvi Ben Yossef. Written 

for Kibbutz Nahalal's 20th anniversary, the story portrays a 

shy girl who lived at the kibbutz and a boy in the army. 

He attempts to dance with her because he knows this is the 

only way he can hold her hand. 

She said-
Only in the course of dancing-
Does she give her hand to the guys of the brigade exclusively. 
She said-
For her the ideal is 
A guy of the male gender and dangerous, namely: a 
Soldier. 36 

In the end of the story they dance together in the 

celebration of Kibbutz Nahalal. 

And behold-
We danced all around, 
We sashayed seven times from Munk to Bentovich. 
And see-
In the lucky circle dance 
My eyes were opened to see what the Hora Nahalal is! 3' 

The music helps to show this relationship between the 

soldier and the girl. 

The tune was written for dancing the horah. The most 

defining characteristic of the horah is the syncopated 

beats on "one" and the "and of two." Zionists coming from 

Europe brought this dance to Palestine in order to 

celebrate life and the hope for a peaceful homeland. The 

horah was danced in Palestine prior to the state of Israel, 

36 Appendix A, Translation by Dr. Stanley Nash 
37 Apendix A, Translation by Dr. Stanley Nash 
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but is associated with the Independence of Israel. Now, 

this is the dance of the Jewish people. 

Danced slowly and solemnly or fast and furiously, 
the horah is the national dance of Israel and has 
been so since that nation's founding in 1948. But 
it was not invented there. It came from Romania, 
where it is also the national dance and has been 
so at least since Romania was the Roman province 
of Dacia nearly two thousand years ago. When 
Romanians want to celebrate a historical moment, 
they dance and sing the "Union Hora," written in 
1855 by poet Vasile Alecsandri 38 • 

"Horah Nahalal" is of the "fast and furious" style mixed 

with the march like sound of an European army. 

This Horah features two different types of rhythmic 

contours within the form of ABA. The A section of this 

piece, also the piano introduction, depicts the soldier 

marching. It is comprised of two measures of B minor with 

emphasis on the rhythm and 2 measures of melody with 

vertical chords. The 4/4 time signature and straight 

forward rhythm give the feeling of the march. The left 

hand of the piano doubles the dotted rhythm (common to the 

march) of the right hand extending down to the octave 

below. In measure two (A2) we see an arpeggiated triplet 

finishing with the octave, again sustaining the march like 

beat. The section ends in Mahlerian fashion with chords in 

38 Avaiable from http://www.answers.com/topic/hora; 
accessed on 11/19/06 
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contrary motion and parallel first inversion chords, 

cleverly alleviating parallel Sths. 

The B section was written to be light and soft, 

creating the imagery of a girl who is youthful and fragile. 

The piano arpeggio each chord while the melody is doubled 

in the right hand. The melody, in B minor, leaps up a 7th 

to an unresolved tone on the 3 rd beat resolving on the 4th 

beat. Zvi Ben Yossef uses this technique of going from the 

"non-harmonic" tone to the harmonic tone or resolution in 

many of his songs. The resolution releases the tension 

from the non-harmonic tone in the previous beat. The 

release of tension gives the sense of coming home. 

The last four measures of this section use a 

progression of descending chords, giving emphasis to the 

sequence. As the sequence ends, the melody ascends once 

again and the piano syncopates the melody, sustaining the 

dance through the end of the section. At the end of the 

piece, the chromaticism is brought back in contrary 

motion. 39 

39 Appendix B 
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Chapter 5: The Significance of Poetry 

Music is the lens through which poetry is viewed by 

the comp~ser. The use of poetry in music can be powerful. 

Setting poetry to music is a way to make a statement or 

simply a way to describe feelings. Whether the music 

portrays the poem abstractly or makes its point directly, 

words bring a separate and meaningful dimension to musical 

language. 

Chaim Nachman Bialik, Moshe Tabenkin, and Shaul 

Tchernichovsky all connect Ben Yossef to the rich Hebraist

Zionist heritage of Eastern European Jewry. Similarly to 

Ben Yossef, these poets spent the early years in Central or 

Eastern Europe and shared the same ideals with regards to 

Socialist Zionism. Ben Yossef set music to their poetry as 

a way to symbolize and personalize his own ideology of 

Zionism. It is also important to note that Ben Yossef used 

these poets as a way to connect back to his heritage and 

his roots in Central Europe. 

Zvi Ben Yossef wanted to make a clear statement with 

his music and choices of poetry. Zionist poets were at the 

core of Zvi Ben Yossef's values. They were influential for 

secular Zionism, excluding religion from its core. The 

enlightenment or Haskalah was the movement of European 

Jews, starting in the 18th century, which pushed for the 
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integration of the Jews into European society through 

education in secular studies and through the study of 

Bible, Hebrew and Jewish History. The main focus of the 

Maskilim was on rejuvenating the Jewish people and their 

values in an effort to bring the Jews into the mainstream 

of European culture. By the late nineteenth century the 

Haskalah's efforts shifted in many cases from achieving 

political emancipation towards definition of the Jews as a 

national entity. Metaphorically, the writers who were Ben 

Yossef's inspiration wanted to create a cultural 

revolution, transferring the dark times of the Jewish 

people into a light of hope. These ideals of the Haskalah 

and of the modern Jewish Renaissance period, The Tehiyyah 

(1880-1920), in particular, became most poignant during the 

Second Aliyah (1904-1914) and the Third Aliyah (1919-1923). 

From Ben Yossef's biography we can tell that he found these 

ideals embodied most fully in the kibbutz movement in 

Israel. 

The rise of capitalism, the influx of Jews into Russia 

proper, the radical ideas of the Haskalah and the national 

Zionist movements all prompted hatred towards Jews. The 

Pogrom of 1903 in Kishinev was just one of the most 

atrocious acts towards Jews. The poet Chaim Bialik was 

sent to Kishinev as part of the Historical Counsel in 

Odessa. This group was put together by Shimon Dubnov and 
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Ahad Ha'am in order to investigate the pogrom in Kishinev. 

The report of Bialik was never published but he wrote two 

famous poems entitled "On the Slaughter" (a short poem 

written after hearing of the pogrom) and "In the City of 

Slaughter," a longer, vivid description after talking with 

the people of Kishinev. 

One of the poem's more memorable lines is: 

For God called up the slaughter 
and the spring together 
The slayer slew, the blossom burst, 
and it was sunny weather•0 

One would think, Bialik suggested, that on a day when 

people were slaughtered, the weather should be dark and 

dreary, however it was .sunny. The harsh irony of rebirth 

(spring) and renewal makes this grim description of death 

hard for the poet to endure. It was an insult to the 

suffering humanity that the sun should go on shining as if 

nothing had happened. Bialik felt the pain of Kishinev and 

knew that something needed to change for the Jewish people. 

As a result of Bialik's harsh description of how "the 

sons of the Maccabees fled like mice," Jewish self-defense 

groups sprang up throughout Russia. And Bialik anger at 

God also led him to be angry at those Jews who passively 

accepted and blamed themselves for their suffering. 

40 translated by Abraham Klein 
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While in Kishinev, Bialik wrote another poem, "Im 

Shemesh" which was not related to the pogrom. "Im 

Shemesh" used the metaphor of the sunlight differently, in 

much the same way as this metaphor had been developed 

during the Haskalah period. For the Haskalah, the metaphor 

of light, spring, and rebirth described the new 

intellectual movement, as well as the awakening national 

hopes of the return to Zion. Zvi Ben Yossef uses the 

words of this poem to compose his music. This poem, does 

not use the vivid description of the pogrom, however it 

focuses on "the light'' of the sun as a metaphor for wisdom 

and self knowledge. "And your brother of the dark night 

will rise and bestir himself and search for the sun, the 

sun. ,,41 

Bialik says that religion and God are what cause Jews 

to be passive. If we stand by and watch our brethren die 

accepting the cruel fate which God has given us, then we 

have become passive. Bialik rails against this spiritual 

passivity or quietism. The metaphors used by Bialik of 

death and darkness versus hope and light tell the reader of 

Bialik's religious past and his newly found ideals of 

Zionism. Zionism had marginalized prayer and God. Bialik a 

Maskil and Zionist says, "pray for the sun, the sun. (Im 

41 Appendix B "Im Shemesh" 
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Shemesh)" In the poem "Im Shemesh," Bialik mimics the idea 

of prayer to make his point stronger for enlightenment. 

Ben Yossef utilized the poetry of the Zionist poet and 

teacher Moshe Tabenkin (1917-1979). Tabenkin, from Kibbutz 

Ein Herod in the north of Israel, was a strong supporter of 

the youth movements and military activities in Israel. Ben 

Yossef composes music for Tabenkin's poem, "Al Ha-Yaldah 

be'chaluk ha'kacholn to show his fondness for Neomi 

Zeltzberger, daughter of Vera Zeltzberger. During Ben 

Yossef's stay with the Zeltzberger's in Jerusalem, Neomi 

would walk around the house in a blue bathrobe. Aware of 

the poem by Tabenkin, Ben Yossef playfully wrote a tune to 

go with the poem for Neomi Zeltzberger. Through the theme 

of blue, perhaps alluding to Zionism, perhaps not, Tabenkin 

conveys an atmosphere of playfulness, as the young girl 

plays in the sand with her grandfather. 42 The 

lightheartedness of this ditty tells us something about Ben 

Yossef's boisterous spirit. 

In the tune, Horah Nahalal composed for dancing the 

horah, Ben Yossef poetically ~plays" with the idea of 

romantic involvement. As the song articulates playfully, 

the girl, a kibbutznik is forbidden to touch another man 

although she is allowed to dance the horah, enabling them 

to hold hands while dancing. She admits that her ideal man 

42 Appendix B Al Ha-Yeldah Beh'chaluk ha'kachol 
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is a dangerous soldier as they stroll into the darkened 

fields. 

She said many more things 
And caused me pangs of conscience; 
But with the descent of night 
We went out to stroll 
The two of us together to the fields 

Ben Yossef, a gentleman, always dealt with love from a 

distance. This playful nature of his and his musical 

talent always attracted women toward him, but somehow real 

love always alluded Ben Yossef. The Bialik poem, "Ayyech" 

asks the question of that special love, "where are you?n 

"Reveal yourself to me," as if to say that love is so 

distant, I feel incomplete. Bialik, wrote this poem 

"Ayyech11 as well as "Im Dimldumei ha-Hammah" (''At 

Twilight," in 1908). There is speculation that Bialik had 

an affair with, or at least a crush on, Ira Yan, one of the 

first Hebrew artists and photographers, and a sometime 

Hebrew writer, and that this connection sparked the ideas 

for these poems. The element of distance in Bialik's poems 

embodies his desire to seek what is not achievable for the 

repressed Jewish intellectual. The allusion to remote, 

hidden islands in·"At Twilight" is used as a metaphor for 

that desired, unreachable goal of romantic love, but the 

island is also used to show feelings of abandonment and 

aloneness. 

They are the islands of gold for which we thirsted 
As for a homeland 
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About which all the night-stars hinted 
With the light of the quivering ray 

On them (the islands) we remained 
(were left) without friendship or companion 
Like two flowers in a desert 
Like two lost ones in a foreign land 
Forever seeking something lost43 

"Ayyech," too, represents this struggle and pain of feeling 

abandoned, but Bialik, although disillusioned with love, 

poetically gives the feeling of hope ironically through 

prayer. 

In the most perfect of my prayers 
And the purest of my thoughts 
In the most pleasant of my musings 
And in the greatest of my torments 
My soul sought for nothing 
but for you to reveal yourself, 
Only you, you, you44 

Zvi Ben Yossef also used poetry by Shaul 

Tchernichovsky (1875-1943). Tchernichovsky, generally 

regarded with Bialik as the most important poets of the 

modern Hebrew Renaissance grew up near Siberia in rural 

Russia. Somehow he learned Hebrew magnificently, although 

he was far removed from the yeshivah-dominated society in 

which Bialik and virtually all of the great Hebrew authors 

of the period grew up. Tchernichovsky, in addition to his 

enduring poetry, translated books such as the Iliad and the 

Odyssey into Hebrew, and Tchernichovsky also helped to 

43 Appendix B "At Twilight" Chaim Nachman Bialik 
44 Appendix B "Ayyech" Translated by Dr. Stanley Nash 
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broaden the scope of the Hebrew language. 45 Shalom Spiegel 

wrote in his book, Hebrew Reborn that Tchernichovsky was 

the ''bard of Hebrew paganism" but his ideas were not as 

radical is it might sound. In the later part of the book, 

Spiegel points out how Tchernichovsky was attempting to 

awaken the Jewish psyche, that had been dormant for so 

long. Tchernichovsky believed Jews needed to become more 

free spirited having natural instincts and less bookish. 

Although these ideas seem simple, Jews marginalized 

Tchernichovsky. Dr Stanley Nash says, ~this caused 

Tchernichovsky to feel as if he was speaking to deaf ears, 

and that he was born before his time." In his later years, 

Tchernichovsky lived and worked as a doctor in Palestine. 

Researcher Robert Alter says, some of his best serious 

poetry was written during his later years. He wrote about 

the physical presence of the land of Israel and to the 

human efforts of its re-builders. 46 

Ben Yossef composed music for the poem "V'et Shemech 

Ani Esah, 0 (I shall carry your name) written by Shaul 

Tchernichovsky. 47 The poem describes a passionate love for 

a girl, however the love for this girl is in a future 

generation; a generation that will truly love this woman. 

~Spicehandler, Ezra; The Modern Hebrew Poet Itself; 
Wayne State University Press, Detroit, Michigan, 2003 

46 Spicehandler, Ezra; The Modern Hebrew Poet Itself; 
Wayne State University Press, Detroit, Michigan, 2003 

n See Appendix B "V'et Shemeich Ani Esah" 
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Tchernichovsky suggests that he must carry the name of his 

beloved "on the wings of poetry" to a better time and 

place. Only the future generation will be able to find her 

rightful place. 

And like the preciousness of pearls 
Amidst the recesses of the great deep 
Like a trembling kiss given to a bride 
I will make it into an eternal keepsake 
For a better time and a much elevated generation 

In a conversation with Dr. Stanley Nash, he says: 

"With this poem, Tchernichovsky describes a potential 
new Jewish way of life, however no one in this 
generation will be able to appreciate it. Only after 
they are gone, in a another time and another place, 
his girlfriends name will resonate in the time to 
come." 

Tchernichovsky's poem makes this point to his 

contemporaries; you are not in a position to love a woman, 

correctly. Dr. Stanley Nash continues, "Tchernichovsky 

wanted to express, that a woman should be loved freely 

without guilt, in happiness." Nash also adds, 

"most people in the Jewish world were simply not ready 
to embrace this theory. There was the idea that when 
you return to the land, that maybe there will be a 
generation that will be capable of living more 
spontaneously." 

Enhancing this argument, Tchernichovsky, in his poem 

~Ani Ma'amim," {{I Believe} or better known as 'Sachki, 

Sachki,' {Laugh oh Laugh}) which has been used in Reform 

liturgy, directly mentions his dreams of this future 

generation in an utopian time. 
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Laugh, O Laugh at all my visions, 
I the dreamer, tell you true; 
Laugh, for I believe in man still, 
For I still believe in you 

For my soul still yearns for freedom, 
Unbartered to the calf of gold 
for I still believe in mankind, 
in his spirit, strong and bold 

Man shall rise to the heights of glory. 
Vanity's fetters from him shed; 
The worker then will starve no longer 
Spirit-freed, and hunger-fed 

Laugh, in friendship too my faith is, 
Somewhere yet I'll find a heart. 
One to share my every hope with 
Feeling fortune, knowing smart 

I believe, too, in the future, 
Though the day's not close at hand. 
It will come-then peace and blessing 
Will be borne from land to land 

My people, too, again will flower 
On the land a breed will rise 
That will cast their chains from off them 
See the light before their eyes 

Living, Loving, working, doing, 
On the earth alive indeed 
Not hereafter-hope of heaven 
Not content with empty creed. 48 

The themes of the poem Ani Ma'amim show the idealism of a 

man focused on the visions of universalism (equality, 

liberty and fraternity). The poem Ve'et Shemech Ani Esah 

demonstrates that love was part of the equation as well. 

Tchernichovsky's ideas of the future and universalism, and 

his vision of love, resonated in Ben Yossef's own 

worldview. 

48 Silberschlag, Eisig; Shaul Tchernichovsky, Poet of 
the Revolt; Cornell University Press, Ithica New York; 1968 
Hebrew Translation in Appendix B 



In accordance with our hypothesis that the kibbutz 

epitomized and was a culmination of the ideals of the 

Modern Hebrew Renaissance and the Second and Third Aliyot, 

we can point to Ben Yossef's own composition of "Yesh Li 

Kinneret,n49 as a wonderful composite of the many influences 

we have already cited and also of the influence of A.D. 

Gordon's "Religion of Labor." "Yesh Li Kinneret" is written 

in an extremely ornate Hebrew style. The poem is based on 

a Hebrew pun. Dr. Stanley Nash explains the word Kinneret, 

obviously referring to the Lake Kinneret or the Sea of 

Galilee, as also a variant on the word kinnor, a stringed 

instrument. The Lake Kinneret gained its fame in the 

poetry of Rachel Bluvstein (known to the Hebrew literary 

world simply by the affectionate name "Rachel"). Songs 

referring to the Kinneret such as "Ve' Ulai" (lo hayu 

devarim me' olam ... ) are etched into the Israeli consciousness 

by the pioneering cause identified with the Second Aliyah 

(1904-1914). Equally, to illustrate the point from a well-

known modern example, Naomi Shemer's ~Yerushalayim shel 

Zahav" uses the word "kinnor," as in the refrain "halo le

chol shirayich ani chinor" ("Behold I am a violin for all 

your songsn) suggests a kind of poetic ecstasy. In all, 

they go back to the metaphor originally drawn by Yehudah 

Halevi in the eleventh century A.C.E. 

49 Appendix B "Yesh Li Kinneret" 
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Ben Yossef's "Yesh Li Kinneret" encompasses these 

imageries mixing the metaphors of musical sound and of 

sunrays reflecting through water and creating a rainbow in 

the water-drenched mist. Each sound of the "two thousand 

strings" brings together colors of the rainbow, 

metaphorically mixing the senses of sight and sound. Ben 

Yossef's usage of the word "niglosha" we will stream or 

flow or slide down to the Jordan evokes a clear linguistic 

association with Rachel's poem entitled "Kinneret." Rachel 

had longed for the kind of mystical-religious 

transformation of Jewish body and soul through physical 

labor and return to the soil that Aaron David Gordon had 

preached and exemplified in his own life. Ben Yossef's 

fluid transitions from joy to sorrow and back again also 

resonate with the poet Rachel's melancholy in her poems 

lamenting her illness and her inability to continue her 

agricultural "mission" along the shores of Lake Kinneret in 

her kibbutz Degania. 

The poetry of these well known and famous poets inform 

the ideals of Zvi Ben Yossef. Ben Yossef, an educated and 

idealistic man, used these poet's writings to embellish his 

compositions, portray his message and also to illustrate 

the important figures and events that permeate his mental 

and artistic life. The music of Ben Yossef is a reflection 

of his mind and a lens that gives us the ability to peer 
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time when Jews living in Palestine were close to acquiring 

a Jewish state, Ben Yossef's opportunity to shine as a 

composer of serious music was cut short. However, his 

legacy as a fallen warrior will be remembered. 
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Horah Nahalal 
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Appendix B 

Poem By Shaul Tchernichovsky 

Music By Zvi Ben Yossef 

I shall carry your name upon the wings of song 

I shall plant it beyond the borders of eternities 

And to the distance of the future replete with mysteries 

I ahall bring it so full of pleasantness and radiance 

-

n1~~~3.:1 N,~o ,.,~~o P07~?~ 
~~t(':J.ij 1'll O}f) N,>? 

And like the preciousness of pearls amidst the recesses of the great deep ,n.r~!:' n1,o M\?'~~~ 
Like a trembling kiss given to a bride 

I will make it into an eternal keepsake 

For a better time and for a much elevated.generation 

~3~{1~ ')~)t( 0')?;1)' l11J;l~);) 

.n7)?J 1NJ? ,1,:,~ n~1t> itii' l1)!? 

Then will your name live and flourish, and its springtime-forever, ,nl~~ 1, 1l=l1\;'~ ninl~~-

4=f1i ?~ Y1?~1 :,.~ ?~ ?]~? t, 
Through the radiance of its crown so beauteous, 

Every heart w11i supplicate ~t and every knee will bend to it 

In the kingdom of beauty and love 
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Im Shemesh 

Awake at Sunrise to the mountains. 
And find the good and fine gold. 

And you will be the first 
to see the sun's light, 
And each man will draw his fill of it 
for his soul and heart. 

And a precious God's morning, 
still fresh and moist 
Will pass over you, 
flooding over you again and again. 

And all that is.old and withered 
in your heart-will be made new 
And all things foul 
and defective will be made holy. 

VJ~f 0).1 

Ct)?q~i 0'>10/ lt)':;>\}tiJ VJQ~-0).' 

. o~;,01 J.it>iJ J.i)!D 
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. iJ.~('l il11;)~~ N,)? 'll'~ 'll'~ 

,:i \:>11 \U10 "lii)J~, ,~-itt:i 1Q'l 

, "lb'?'1 1:i~ t-Q-0~1~~~ 
And you shall store away and guard this, 
your treasure of gold, !w10,;,~ c;,~7~ n7~1 )'q'U-,;,1 

! VJ1Ql;l~ l:l ,10 ~n ,il~-,~1 
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And it will be a repository 
to nourish your heart 
And if you started out heavily 
in debt and impoverished, 

You shall return rich and unencumbered, 

Oh, you decayed and rotted 
ones of the night. 
Pray for the sun, for the sun! 

And moistened by the radiant 
dew return to your brethren 
And they will be moistened 
by you and bear fruit; 

And bear, each man of you, . 
the good tidings of this expansiveness 
To t~e house of his fathers and brothers. 

And go forth and sow 
your light all about 
And it will shine upon all the members 
of your of generation; 

. C'~t'~l 0'1'~~ O{l~ \!11 

, 'l'~~o '~v.11 1"1htJ 'G'>'J~, in 

!'l.19""'' 'l)~"'' 1't~l;\T.1 
, ,:i,YJlj o;,,ti~,, n,,,~-!\j ''-~,, 

And it will descend to find 
in the dark cellar 
Your downtrodden and miserably 
benighted brother. 

; lJ.l)?l O~)? lJ. '?11 

''0~ r,,~-,~ VJ'~1 ''~t( n>~-,?$ YJ'~l 
And the light will quiver 
on his heart and cling to it 
And silently it will come 
tapping at his heart •. 
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Wake up my brother and pray, 
there is room for prayer 
There is room for hope - so do hope! 

And your brother of the dark night 
will rise and bestir himself 
And thirst for the sun, for the sun! 

And if fruitlessly you have sought 
the sun's light for your eye-
Go out and create it for yourself 
out of nothingness! 

Carve it, excavate it 
from huge rocks and boulders, 
Draw it forth 
from the recesses of your heart. 

The God of light, 
once have been disclosed 
So will He spread forth 
and never be diminished! 

Your exiled ones, too, 
will rise up and come 
Raising up and reaching out 
with their souls to you. 

And in your bosom will they lay 
all of their holy longings 
And they will pass them on 
to their children 

And generations upon generations 
_will pass on this legacy: 
Live! Work hard! And Hope! 

Oh! People weaned from the darkness, 
released from the night--
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Let the sun be a beacon over your heads, 
let your beacon be the sun! 
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Yesh Li Kineret 

I have the Lake Kineret 
Two thousand strings 
Of the sun's rays 
Flowing heavens 

I have the Lake Kineret 
Seven fold sound 
On every string 
Of sadness and their happiness 

I also have a bow 
In which there is firmaments rainpow 
And burnished in it with every radience 
Of color and hue 

I have a bow 
Seven times the sound 
From the beginning of the dawn 
Until the completion of the blue sky 

When the Spring comes _ 
I will play the music of Hope 
And the youthfulness will pour forth into the 
When the fall comes, the sadness of silence 
My song will be silent 
My string will doze from frost 

Jordan 
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Then surely spring will come and we will play music 
Young people we will indeed flow forth into the Jordan 
And no (longer) silence 

,n'<lw '!:' \!J?. 
?ip O?U~;t~· 
10W l"l'W1.Q 

.,in~n 01-1 ,~, And no longer sadness of Autumn 
My song, Our song, will shine together 

But on every string, there is delicate pleasure 
Joy, Singing, Happiness. 
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Music By Zvi Ben Yossef 
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Poem By Chaim Nachman Bialik 

Ayyech 

From the place where you were hiding, 

oh my life's chosen one 

And the sanctuary of my longings 

Reveal yourself, please, 

and come hurriedly, come 

To my hiding place; 

And while these is yet salvation 

for me go forth and redeem 

And reign over my fate 

1!~ 
'!f) 3"11'1:'?, 0~ Tl1t;l'i'~ l;i~~f Oii'tp~ 
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And one day restore to me my stolen youth 

And bring my demise 

'?~~~ .,~~ '? Tl;'l'!~ YJ~ 1·1)'~~ 
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,N.,~°'IN .,~-.,., 1?1"" ,.,J, 
at the moment of my springtime 

And beneath your lips may the spark 

of my life be extinguished 
. 

And between your breast 

let me my day expire 

As a butterfly.perishes 

among fragrant flowers. 

With the. fall of evening 
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Where are you? 

When I did not know who you are 

. or what you are 

Your name trembled upon my lips 

And like a burning ember 

at night upon my bed 

You glowed in my heart; 

And I cried in sleepless tossing at night, 

and gnawed at my pillow 

?"J!l!( 
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While my flesh longed at the thought of you; 

And all the day among the letters of the gemara 

In a ray of sunlight, ,N1QtiJ n~JJlN ,,~ Ol''>i)-,~1 
in the pure figure of a cloud, 

In the most perfect of my prayers 

and the purest of my thoughts, 

In the most pleasant of my musings 

and in the greatest of my torments 

My soul sought for nothing 

but for you to reveal yourself, 

Only you, you, you ... 
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The Horah ofNahalal 

By Zvi Ben Yossef 

I was one who was a shirker 
And I wasn't at all ashamed: 
Until I seized some daring 
And acquired some verve 
In the dance ofNahalal. 

I was a 11bimkom," a replacement; here's how: 
The farmer's son was in the army for quite a while; 
But the work was abundant to overflowing, 
The young lady was getting exhausted 
So I came to her assistance. 

She was 
A beauty of a girl: 
Her hair a stonn in an ocean of flowing grain. 
She was legendary: 
A thousand and one nights from the book of stories. 

After all I am a guy 
And I became ignited like a kettle from a match. 
I chewed the fat, 
I grabbed her hand 
But she said it was not allowed! 

Shesaid-
Only in the course of dancing
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Does she give her hand to the guys of the brigade exclusively. 
She said-- iln~ '~~ C)10 '}10 ,ll 
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For her the ideal is 
A guy of the male gender and dangerous, namely: a soldier. 

She said many other things 
And cause me pangs of conscience; 
But with the descent of night 
We went out for a stroll 
In the fields, just the two of us. 

And behold--
We danced around and around, 
Seven times sashaying from Munk to Bentovich. 
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And lo and behold--
In the circle dance of chance 
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A swing entered my feet, 
A pinch of excitement finally entering my blood: 
Finally, I was signing up for the cause, 
Finally, I was turning into a hardy human being. 

Yes, I was one who had been a shirker 
But I took up the hint of fate: 
And in my heart of hearts
Already there was my beloved 
Already the Hora of Nahalal. 
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I Believe (Laugh O' Laugh) 

By: Shaul Tchernichovsky 

Laugh, 0 Laugh at all my visions, 
I the dreamer, tell you true; 
Laugh, for I believe in man still, 
For I still believe in you 

For my soul still yearns for freedom, 
Unbartered to the calf of gold 
for I still believe in mankind, 
in his spirit, strong and bqld 

Man shall rise to the heights of glory. 
Vanity's fetters from him shed; 
The worker then will starve no longer 
Spirit-freed, and hunger-fed 

Laugh, in friendship too my faith is, 
Somewhere yet I'll find a heart. 
One to share my every hope with 
Feeling fortune, knowing smart 

I believe, too, in the future, 
Though the day's not close at hand. 
It will come-then peace and blessing 
Will be borne from land to land 

My people, too, again will flower 
On the land a breed will rise 
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That wi+l cast their chains from off them 
See the light before their eyes 
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Living, Loving, working, doing, 
On the earth alive indeed 
Not hereafter-hope of heaven 
Not content with empty creed. 

Then a new song will one poet sing, 
To the beautiful and sublime 
his heart sensitive; 
For him, for that yoqng poet, 
from upon ID¥ grave 
They will gather flowers 
for his laurel wreath~ 
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Al Yeldah Bechaluk Hakachol 

By: Moshe Tabenkin 

About a young girl there is a tale, a tale, 

About a young girl in a blue smock 

In her blue smock, 

she loved more than anything 

the great ocean (shore) 

to play, oh to play in the sand 

In her one hand she had a star-cover~d pail 
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In her other a little blue spoon :1+1WjJ-jJ-jJ rlt;,1~~ n~~~ 0?1J 
The sea would be struck RQ~?O ,·~ '.?l1 CP~\;> 
by her boisterous la-la-laugh 

,1nn N~n :irn 
And strollers (be struck by the blue of her smock) - ... 

Gold is the sand 

The smock is (so) blue 

And her eyes (ever) darkening brown 

Without any respite 

She is baking (some) cookies 

And digging tunnels upon tunnels 

And an old man 

who was there alone and bereft 

Sat across facing her upon the sand 

Silently gazing jealous and sad 

At the girl all in blue 

And then the girl lifted 

her eyes at him 

And called out help me, 

oh help me granddad!! 
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Playing until the time to depart 

For the night had cast darkness on all 

Then did the old man bless her 

(Saying) It should (only) grow with you 

The smock oh so blue, oh so blue. 
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