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A
n am

ateur m
usician by the nam

e 
of H

artenstein w
as appointed the choir’s 

conductor, but after a few
 rehearsals it 

becam
e apparent that som

eone w
ith m

ore 
professional expertise w

ould be needed. 
It w

as at this point that the eighteen-year-
old Joseph Rum

shinksy w
as engaged to 

becom
e the first perm

anent conductor of 
the chorus. Rum

shinsky later recalled of 
that first rehearsal in his autobiography, 
“W

hen w
e stood up and started to sing, a 

holy m
usical fire w

as kindled by the first 
Jew

ish choral ensem
ble in the w

orld.”
The Lódóz

_
choir know

n as H
a-zam

ir (or 
H

azom
ir) becam

e very successful, and soon 
inspired branches in other m

ajor cities of 
eastern Europe. In the nineteenth century 
choral singing had becom

e m
ore and m

ore 
popular throughout Europe. Enthusiastic 
am

ateurs w
ere creating and joining a type of 

ensem
ble that had never existed before: the 

secular com
m

unity chorus. Som
e of these 

choruses w
ere civic organizations, dedicated 

to perform
ances of the great oratorios. 

Som
e w

ere connected to a w
orkplace 

or to a professional union. O
thers, like 

H
a-zam

ir, w
ere devoted to the expression 

of nationalist sentim
ents through m

usic.
H

a-zam
ir’s anthem

 w
as com

posed circa 
1903 by the W

arsaw
 H

a-zam
ir conductor, 

Leo Low
. The m

usic is in a rousing patriotic 

Zam
ru ’ah.  im

 zam
ru!

U
-va-zim

rah ne‘orer ‘am
.

Sing, brethren, sing!
Then w

ith song w
e w

ill rouse  
the people.
 

(D
avid Frischm

an)

T
ow

ards the end of m
y senior year 

in college I received a phone call 
from

 Stanley Sperber. Stanley had 
been m

y m
usic counselor at C

am
p Yavneh 

in the early 1960s, and w
as responsible 

for m
y transition from

 a guitar-playing 
folkie to a student of classical m

usic and 
an aspiring choral conductor. A

 few
 years 

earlier Stanley had started a youth chorus 
in M

anhattan, dedicated to the perform
ance 

of Israeli and Jew
ish m

usic. Eventually 
they gave their chorus a nam

e: Zam
ir.

Stanley w
as phoning to invite m

e to  
start a Zam

ir C
horale in Boston. A

nd so, w
ith  

naïve enthusiasm
 and youthful determ

ination, 
I accepted and dived right in. In O

ctober 
of 1969 som

e forty students gathered for 
w

hat w
ould be the first of thousands of 

rehearsals of the Zam
ir C

horale of Boston.
N

either Stanley nor I w
as aw

are that 
w

e w
ere actually carrying on a choral 

tradition. W
e had assum

ed that w
e w

ere 
bold innovators, creating a new

 form
 of 

expression for our generation—
Jew

ish 
cultural identification independent of 
the Jew

ish establishm
ent. But w

e w
ere 

w
rong. A

 few
 years later I discovered 

that w
e w

ere not the first Zam
irs. 

In 1899 a Polish attorney, N
. Shapiro, 

petitioned the governor of  Lódóz
_

for 
perm

ission to establish a Jew
ish choral 

organization. A
nticipating the hostile 

reaction w
ith w

hich governm
ent officials 

greeted any gathering that sm
acked of 

political sedition, Shapiro asserted that his 
organization w

ould serve patriotic aim
s by 

keeping the young people of Lódóz
_

aw
ay 

from
 the revolutionary and antigovernm

ent 
assem

blies that w
ere poisoning their m

inds. 
H

e ended his petition w
ith the w

ords, “Let 
these young kids am

use them
selves w

ith 
choral singing, then there w

ill be none of that 
revolutionary foolishness on their m

inds.” 
N

ot only did the governor grant the petition, 
he instructed the police not to interfere w

ith 
the choir’s rehearsals or to interrupt them

 
in any w

ay from
 their “patriotic” w

ork. 

forem
ost Jew

ish choral ensem
ble.” A

nd 
the N

ew
 York Zam

ir Foundation hosts a 
Jew

ish C
horal Festival every sum

m
er that 

attracts hundreds of singers from
 all across 

the content, and has initiated a successful 
franchise of choruses for Jew

ish teenagers.
O

n M
arch 15, 1941, in the N

azi-enforced 
ghetto, the Lódóz

_
H

a-zam
ir gave w

hat w
as 

probably their last concert. I often think of 
those m

en and w
om

en, of w
hat the act of 

singing under such circum
stances m

eant 
for them

. In 1999, to m
ark the centenary 

of the founding of Zam
ir, I took m

y 
chorus on a tribute concert tour to Lódóz,

_
 

w
here w

e w
ere w

elcom
ed by the m

ayor. 
G

o to http://youtu.be/IK
ItPkJV

Fq8 to see 
a video of the Zam

ir C
horale of Boston 

perform
ing the H

a-zam
ir anthem

 in the 
Lódóz
_

Tow
n H

all and H
all of Culture.

A
udio and video exam

ples are included 
in the online version of this article at 
http://perspectives.ajsnet.org.
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Singing a N
ew

 Song
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Im
age of Zam

ir Chorale of Boston. Courtesy of the author.

style, in the bright key of A
 m

ajor, in a joyous 
tem

po, w
ith sharply chiseled rhythm

s and 
rising m

elodic lines. (To hear a recording, go 
to http://perspectives.ajsnet.org.) The lyrics by 
D

avid Frischm
an reflected (as w

ell as inspired) 
an identity shift am

ong the Jew
s of eastern 

Europe: Jew
ishness could be expressed m

ore 
com

fortably as a nationality than as a religion.

Zam
ru ’ah.  im

 zam
ru!

U
-va-zim

rah ne‘orer ‘am
.

Sing, brethren, sing!
Then w

ith song w
e w

ill rouse the people.

The opening lines of the anthem
 reveal a 

secularization of the w
ell-know

n verse from
 

Psalm
 47.

Zam
ru le-’elohim

 zam
eru,

Zam
ru le-m

alkenu zam
eru.

Sing to G
od, Sing!

Sing to our K
ing, sing!

 
(Psalm

 47:7)

The song is no longer directed to G
od, the 

H
eavenly K

ing. N
ow

 it is a call to social 
action—

it is song that w
ill aw

aken the Jew
ish 

people from
 its “dark ages” and into the 

enlightenm
ent. The appeal to “brothers” 

evokes the ideals of the European 
Enlightenm

ent, echoing the w
ell-know

n 

Im
age of Zam

ir Chorale in _Lódóz  ghetto, 1941. Courtesy of the author.

increased, Yiddish and Zionist choruses 
began to appear all across the U

nited States. 
A

m
ong them

 w
ere the Boston Jew

ish Folk 
C

horus (1924) directed by M
isha C

efkin, 
the N

ew
 H

aven Jew
ish Folk C

horus, the 
Philadelphia Jew

ish Folk C
horus (1923) 

and the D
etroit Jew

ish Folk C
horus (1924), 

both directed by H
arvey Schreibm

an, the 
Los A

ngeles Jew
ish Folk C

horus directed by 
A

rthur A
tkins, the A

m
erican-Jew

ish C
horal 

Society of Los A
ngeles directed by M

iriam
 

Brada, the N
ew

 York 92nd St. Y C
horal 

Society (1917) directed by A
. W

. Binder, the 
N

ew
 York W

orkm
en’s C

ircle C
hoir (1925) 

directed by Lazar W
einer, the N

ew
 York 

Jew
ish Philharm

onic C
horus directed by 

M
ax H

elfm
an, the M

iam
i Jew

ish Folk C
horus 

(1943) directed by Bernard Briskin, the N
ew

ark 
Jew

ish Folk C
horus (1928) directed by Sam

uel 
G

oldm
an, and the San Francisco Jew

ish Folk 
C

horus (1933) directed by Zari G
ottfried.

But by the m
iddle of the tw

entieth 
century, after the tapering of im

m
igration 

and w
ith the assim

ilation of Jew
s into the 

cultural fabric of A
m

erican life, one by one 
the Yiddish Folk C

horuses began to die 
out. So in the 1960s, even though w

e w
ere 

proudly singing Leo Low
’s H

a-zam
ir anthem

, 
Stanley and I and our singers w

ere totally 
ignorant of the H

a-zam
ir phenom

enon 
that w

e w
ere inadvertently reviving.

Today the Zam
ir m

ovem
ent continues 

to flourish. The A
m

erican Record G
uide 

dubbed the Boston branch, “A
m

erica’s 

egalitarian and com
m

unal sentim
ents of  

the French Revolution, “Liberté, Egalité, 
Fraternité,” and of Schiller’s O

de to Joy, m
ade 

fam
ous by Beethoven, “A

lle M
enschen w

erden 
Brüder.” These m

usical m
askilim

 w
ere 

dedicated to the idea that m
usic had the  

pow
er to inspire people, to create a sense of 

com
m

unity and to change their lives for  
the better.

The anthem
 continues, 

U
-va-‘am

 ne‘orer libot,
U

-va-libot regesh ram
.

Va-kam
 ha-‘am

 ve-ne’or
Ve-h.  ayim

 be-h.  ayim
 yam

ir.
Then w

e w
ill aw

aken the 
hearts of the nation
A

nd in their hearts an exalted sentim
ent.

A
nd the people w

ill aw
aken 

and be enlightened,
A

nd w
ill exchange old life for new

.

H
ere again Frischm

an is riffing off a biblical 
base. The idea of w

akening the Jew
ish 

nation from
 its slum

ber and seeing the 
light is found several tim

es in Isaiah.

H
a-‘am

 ha-holekhim
 ba-h.  oshekh  

ra’u ’or gadol.
The people that w

alked in darkness 
have seen a great light. (Isa. 9:1)

The m
ystical sixteenth-century rabbi Shlom

o 
A

lkabetz picked up on this idea in his 
beautiful poem

 Lekha D
odi (itself inspired by 

Isaiah 60:1 and 51:9):

Kum
i ’ori ki va’orekh

‘U
ri, ‘uri, shir daberi

A
rise, shine for your light as daw

ned!
Aw

ake, aw
ake, sing a song!

But w
hile A

lkabetz w
as singing to the 

G
od of Israel, Frischm

an’s sentim
ents w

ere 
directed to the resuscitation of the Jew

s as a 
m

odern nation.

H
avu ’ah.  im

 zam
ru. 

H
eyey ve-ha-h.          ayey, ha-zam

ir.
Brothers, let us sing.
Viva H

a-Zam
ir, G

ive life!

The H
a-zam

ir m
ovem

ent even spread across 
the A

tlantic. In 1914 the first Jew
ish choirs 

in the U
nited States w

ere founded: the 
C

hicago Jew
ish Folk C

horus, directed by 
Jacob Schaefer, and the Paterson (N

ew
 Jersey) 

Jew
ish Folk C

horus, directed by Jacob Beim
el. 

A
s im

m
igration of Jew

s from
 eastern Europe 


