Chapter 14 Climbing Jacob’s Ladder: Modern Musical Reflections of an Ancient Jewish Mystical Text

CHAPTER FOURTEEN—CLIMBING JACOB’S LADDER: Modern musical reflections of an ancient Jewish mystical text

Chapter objectives

In this chapter students will learn about:

· The Jewish diaspora and its effect on the development of diverse Jewish musical cultures

· Musical symbolism and symbolic musical devices (melodic contour, contrasting textures and dynamics, word painting, etc.)

· The importance of music, dance, and joyful celebration in Chassidic practice

· Three diverse performances, all linked to the same ancient Jewish mystical text (the Zohar), illustrating musical symbolism of different kinds 
Overview

Following an introductory examination of the history of Jewish peoples from Biblical times to the modern day, we explore the musical and spiritual symbolism of “climbing Jacob’s Ladder” through a Zoharic chant performance from Uzbekistan. This leads to a discussion of the Jewish cantor Pinchas Pinchick’s 1928 recording of “Roso De Shabbos,” also based on a passage from the ancient Jewish mystical text called The Zohar. Although the final two pieces explored in this chapter were created and performed by people who are Jewish, they are not necessarily tied to some universal standard of Jewish religious practice. Ruth Wieder Magan’s “Roza DeShabbos” contains Jewish religious content, but is controversial because it was created and performed by a woman. The final selection, Zöhar’s “Ehad,” could easily be categorized as strictly a piece of secular popular music despite seeming links to Zoharic traditions.

Getting Started

As a prelude to teaching this chapter, conduct a class survey to determine students’ prior knowledge of Jewish history and music. (Non-Jewish students, particularly those who did not live in or near a major metropolitan area or Jewish community, may have only a cursory understanding of Jewish history limited to Biblical stories and modern history dating from the 1930s to the present. Their knowledge of Jewish music may be limited to a few Hanukkah songs learned in a music classroom, a few children’s choir selections, and a folk dance song such as “Hava Nagila.”) The results of the class survey may serve as a guide in determining the depth of historical background selected for class presentation.

Review music that students know by inviting performances of selected songs and dances suggested by students or through playing recorded examples. 

A Diasporic People

For nearly two millennia following the destruction of the Second Temple and their expulsion from their homeland, Jews were primarily a diasporic people settling throughout Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and eventually the Americas. In diaspora, they both influenced and were influenced by the societies and cultures that surrounded them. During this long period, several streams of Judaism evolved, including the mystical traditions of Kabbalah, out of which the central Kabbalistic text called the Zohar emerged. By the 18th century, Chaddism had evolved in Central and Eastern Europe. Chassidism was strongly inspired by Kabbalistic mysticism, and, with its emphasis on music, dance, joyful celebration, and populist appeal, it contrasted sharply with the more learned, scholarly approaches of Rabbinic Judaism that had largely defined Judaism in the diaspora for centuries. Chassidic approaches to Kabbalah (and the Zohar specifically), combined with the cultural values and practices of Reform Judaism, which first developed in Germany in the 19th century, represent major influences on much of the music discussed in this chapter.  

· How did Jews retain their identity through many centuries of diasporic existence?

· In what ways were diasporic Jews influenced by the societies and cultures surrounding them?

· Identify some of the diverse styles of Jewish musics.
 “V’amazirim,” (Zoharic chant,) Isaac Kataev

“V’amazirim” exemplifies the practice of chanting (melodically intoning) passages of text from the Zohar. Kataev’s performance of “V’amazirim” also illustrates the principle of what is described in your textbook as “Jacob’s Ladder-like ascents and descents” in its melodic contour. This principle symbolizes the concept of ascent, one step at a time, up a “ladder of perfection” until one becomes “one with One” (united in heart and soul with God). After reading pages 334-338, use the following questions and activities.

· What is the origin of the Jacob’s Ladder symbol? How do musical pitches represent the level of climbing this symbolic ladder?

· Other cultures acknowledge the importance of “becoming one” with a deity or with all living things. For examples, the Navajo believe humanity to be part of a delicately balanced universe in which all forms of life interrelate and interact. This is the concept of hozho (commonly translated as “beauty,” although the concept has little to do with popular Western ideas of physical beauty). When this balance is upset, the Navajo employ special rites involving extended singing, chanting, and dancing to restore an individual to a state of balance and harmony—being one with all living things. Other Native Peoples of the American Southwest believe that humanity is constantly seeking to return to the center of the universe, in which there is perfect balance or oneness. The symbol commonly referred to as “The Man in the Maze” (more properly “Titoi’s Journey” —see image below) represents the journey to balance. Songs and rituals are part of this journey. Advanced students may wish to complete a research project on these and similar beliefs around the world.
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· Provide a brief overview of the historical background of Jewish communities and traditions in Central Asia.

· Before playing the complete performance, select specific points in the performance that illustrate ascending/descending contours symbolic of climbing Jacob’s Ladder. 

· Make an overhead or PowerPoint slide of Figure 14.1 (p. 336) to show both the phrase-by-phrase and overall melodic contour. Project this image during the initial listening to guide students through the performance.
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Figure 14.1

· Have students use the chart below to record comments and observations about identified sections of “V’amazirim.” Focus on the use of melodic contour to symbolize ascent and descent of Jacob’s Ladder. After this listening, invite students to share observations discussing any differences in interpretation of ascents and descents.
	Section
	Comments/Observations

	0:00—0:09 Phrase 1
	

	0:10—0:19 Phrase 2
	

	0:20—0:34 Phrase 3
	

	0:35—0:56 Phrase 4
	

	0:57—1:51 Phrases 5-7
	

	1:52—2:09 Phrase 8
	

	2:10—2:39 Phrase 9
	


Music Symbolism in “We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder”

“We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder,” a Christian spiritual, also illustrates the ladder-like use of melodic symbolism as found in Kataev’s performance of “V’amazirim.” Musical Guided Tour # 8 at the Online Learning Center explores this use of word paining, a technique in which the words of the text are evoked in the sound and design of the music.

· After listening to “We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder,” sing the spiritual. Take note of the rise and fall of the melody and its correspondence to the climbing indicated in the lyrics. (Students may also wish to draw a graphic representation of the melodic contour for each phrase.)

· Compare the melodic contour of each phrase of “We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder” to phrases 1, 2, and 8 of “V’amazirim” as shown in Figure 14.2 (page 338).

· Discuss how the melodic contour of each illustrates “word painting” and symbolizes climbing Jacob’s Ladder.

“Roza DeShabbos,” Ruth Wieder Magan, CD ex. # 3-32

Kabbalistic texts, such as the Zohar, contain the secrets, mysteries, and dimensions of the soul that lie beneath the written text of the Torah. To unlock these mysteries and open themselves to complexly construed divine revelations of the Zohar, Kabbalists employ careful reading, meditation, mystical numerology (gematria), fasting, and more. The passage of the Zohar known as Roza D’Shabbos (The Secret of the Sabbath) forecasts a coming age of universal redemption and provides guidance for bringing about this future age. This text has been the basis of many different musical settings. Pages 339-347 explore the meanings of this passage (including a translation and explanation adapted from Ruth Wieder Magan), examine settings of this passage by Pierre Pinchik and Wieder Magan, and present the life and works of Ruth Wieder Magan as scholar, singer, and feminist activist. 

Background Information on the Zohar and Roza D’Shabbos
· With advanced students, discuss the complex aspects of divinity and creation presented in this section of the chapter. What role do human failings and impurities play? What is believed to be necessary to bring about the age of redemption predicted in the Zohar?

· Is there a parallel between the ascent/descent through the Ten Sefirot and the concept of “climbing Jacob’s Ladder”? 

· Read the translation and explanation of the Roza D’Shabbos passage and invite discussion of the symbolism found in its poetic setting. Can students offer similar examples of mystic writings from other belief systems? 

· Advanced students may wish to explore other systems in which a single deity presents multiple facets to the universe. Two possible systems to serve as topics for research assignments could be Hindu and Apache. (The Hindu system is more readily researched and, arguably, more familiar. In the Apache system, The Creator shifts into different aspects as the needs of the people and the universe require. This is presented in multiple works by Goodwin and Basso.)
Two Settings of Roza D’Shabbos: Setting 1—Pinchas Pinchick

· When is the Roza D’Shabbos text recited as a prayer by Chassidic Jews? How is the passage recited in this context?

· How did Pinchas Pinchick transform presentation of this passage?

· Obtain a copy of Pinchick’s setting of Roza D’Shabbos (see p. 342 of your text for reference to a commercially available recording including it). Listen to this work, identifying the symbolic “soaring flights heavenward” and “chastened returns earthward” that appear to represent climbing the rungs of Jacob’s Ladder.

Two Settings of Roza D’Shabbos: Setting 2—Ruth Wieder Magan

· Discuss the early life and career of Ruth Wieder Magan.

· Wieder Magan’s 1999 CD Songs to the Invisible God culminated nearly a quarter-century of intensive study of the Zohar. In what ways did her study of Kabbalah, public performances with the Theatre Company Jerusalem, and performance of “Roza DeShabbos” break with Jewish tradition?

· Explain the principle of kol isha which, among other things, dictates that women should not sing prayers in the presence of men. What are Wieder Magan’s thoughts on challenging tradition?

· Advanced students may wish to explore other examples in which women performers broke with long-held traditions prohibiting women from various types of performance, or performing on specific instruments, and write a paper on this topic for class presentation. Two possible topics may be women playing Native American flute and West African women joining drum ensembles.

Listening to “Roza De Shabbos”
· Before listening to the entire performance, isolate specific passages that illustrate the ascent/descent symbolism, play them for the class, and briefly discuss the use of melodic contour, dynamics, tempo (acceleration/slowing of tempo), etc., in the passage.

· Use the chart below to record comments and observations regarding specified passages within the performance. In particular, note the use of musical elements to represent heavenward and earthward movement, word painting, and emotions. 

· After listening to the complete performance, fully discuss the performance with a focus on musical symbolism and the vocal techniques employed within the performance.

· Invite students to identify examples of word painting and musical symbolism within Western and non-Western musics.
	Section
	Comments/Observations

	0:40—0:53 Key Example 1
	

	1:00—1:25 Key Example 2
	

	2:21—2:31 Key Example 3
	

	2:32—2:45 Key Example 4
	


“Ehad,” Zohar, CD ex. # 3-33

The techno-Judaic fusion music group Zöhar grew out of a collaboration between Erran Baron Cohen (brother of the well-known actor and comedian Sacha Baron Cohen of Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan fame, and also the composer of the musical score for that film!) and Andrew Kremer. In the musical context of Zöhar, Baron Cohen and Kremer syncretized contemporary musical styles like techno, electronica, rap, hip-hop, and acid jazz with traditional Jewish and Arab musics. Baron Cohen grew up in a Jewish household listening to his parents’ classic Jewish music recordings, possibly including Pinchick’s “Roso De Shabbos.” That recording provided all of the digitally sampled vocal material for Zöhar’s piece “Ehad,” which was originally released as the opening track of the group’s CD onethreeseven. 
Although there is no direct evidence that either Baron Cohen or Kremer are serious students of the Zohar or other aspects of Kabbalah, there are a number of clues that lead to a possible interpretation that “Ehad” is a continuation of the story of universal redemption initiated in the Roza DeShabbos passage of the Zohar. Explain how each of the following might be interpreted as having Kabbalistic orientation or invite students to identify clues and share these with the class:

· The band’s name

· The numerical value onethreeseven as title of the CD

· The song’s title, “Ehad”

· Illustration of the “cosmic tree” of the Sefirot on the CD cover

· Collage of Jewish sacred scriptures on CD cover

· Sampling of Pinchick’s “Roso De Shabbos” at numerous points in the performance

After reading the Zoharic interpretation of “Ehad” on pages 349-352, listen to CD ex. # 3-33, following the guided listening quick summary provided on pages 352-353.

· During several subsequent listenings, use the chart below to record comments and observations about designated passages.

· Discuss the performance, commenting on possible Kabbalistic meanings and the performance techniques including digital manipulation of instruments and excerpts from “Roso De Shabbos.”

· Does the melodic structure parallel that of the examples by Kataev and Wieder Magan? Are other symbolic devices used to generate cosmic ascent-and-descent images? 

· Organize a discussion as to whether “Ehad” is, indeed, inspired by Kabbalistic thought or if it is merely a popular recording making full use of a range of styles and techniques which only coincidentally make use of Kabbalistic symbolism.

	Section
	Comments/Observations

	0:00—0:13 Introduction
	

	0:14—1:18 Earthward Descent I
	

	1:19—1:36 Heavenward Ascent I
	

	1:37—2:40 Earthly Descent II
	

	2:41-3:12 Heavenward Ascent II
	

	3:13—End-- Earthward Descent III and Heavenward Ascent III
	


Something Extra

Two leading American-born operatic tenors were also renowned for their lifelong dedication to Jewish religious music and traditional songs. Richard Tucker (born Rubin Ticker) and Jan Peerce (born Jacob Pincus Peremuth) recorded albums of cantorial singing and traditional songs as well as their recordings of operatic and other Western art music. Both frequently conducted services in synagogues around the world in addition to their operatic and concert appearances. Tucker once remarked on the similar demands of operatic and cantorial singing, “They both demand blood and guts.”

Both Peerce and Tucker were born in New York, began their careers as secular performers, gained recognition through their radio performances, and moved into operatic performances in the early 1940s. Although Tucker held major positions as a cantor, including at the prestigious Brooklyn Jewish Center, Peerce never held a full-time role, choosing, instead, to lead services as a guest cantor in many synagogues. Jewish composer Sholom Secunda composed many works for Tucker, while Peerce maintained a close relationship with Abraham Ellstein, a leading composer of liturgical pieces and works for the Yiddish theater. Later in his career, Peerce returned to the realm of popular music when he took the role of Tevye in the Broadway musical Fiddler on the Roof. (Peerce gained a wide following prior to his operatic career with his hit recording of the popular song, “Bluebird of Happiness.”) Coincidentally, Peerce and Tucker were brothers-in-law. Tucker married Peerce’s sister in 1934.

Obtain a recording by one, or both, of these performers and create a lesson for class focusing upon the similarities and differences between Jewish liturgical singing and operatic singing. Compare the singing of Peerce and Tucker with that of Isaac Kataev and Ruth Wieder Magan. Selected recordings are listed in “Additional Resources” and a more complete listing for each singer may be found online at www.amazon.com.
Additional Resources

Visit the Online Learning Center at www.mhhe.com/bakan1 for additional learning aids, study help, and resources that supplement the content of this chapter.

Visit www.smithsonianglobalsound.org and explore other audio and video examples from the cultures and styles discussed in this chapter.

Visit http://internationalmuzic.net and explore other audio and video examples from the cultures and styles discussed in this chapter.

Audio Resources
The Art of the Cantor. Jan Peerce. Vanguard.  ASIN B000000EFR

Jan Peerce Sings Hebrew Melodies, Jan Peerce. RCA. ASIN B000003FHC

Welcoming the Sabbath. Richard Tucker. Sony ASIN B0000029M8

Websites
http://www.chazzanut.com/articles/peerce.html
http://www.chazzanut.com/articles/tucker.html

Chapter 14 Journal

Part 1: Information
	Key terms
	Definitions or explanations or comments

	Zohar
	

	Kabbalah
	

	Deveikut
	

	Torah
	

	Hebrew Bible
	

	Jewish diaspora
	

	Hebrew (language)
	

	Rabbinic Judaism
	

	Synagogue


	

	Rabbi
	

	Aramaic
	

	Chassidism


	

	Yiddish


	

	Reform Judaism


	

	Holocaust


	

	Word painting


	

	Gematria


	

	Roza D’Shabbos (passage of Zohar)


	

	Hashem


	

	Ain Sof


	

	Ten Sefirot


	

	Malchut


	

	Shechinah


	

	Cantor


	

	Kol isha
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Part 2: Reflections

	What, in this chapter, was new to me?
	

	What, in this chapter, would I like to know more about?
	

	Of the musical examples in this chapter, which did I enjoy the most? Why?
	

	Of the musical examples in this chapter, which did I enjoy the least? Why?
	

	Other thoughts or comments about Chapter 14
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Music Listening

“My favorite examples from this chapter”
	Title
	
	
	

	CD Track #
	
	
	

	Performer(s)
	
	
	

	Style or culture
	
	
	

	Description (include instrumentation, tempo, form, etc.)
	
	
	

	Why I chose this as a favorite
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