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Di Yiddishe Amerike – Listening Guide

Name of piece:

Composer:

Year composed: Where composed:

1.	 Sonic

A.	 What does this piece “sound like”?

i.	 Language (in what language is it sung?) 

ii.	 Tempo (is it fast or slow?) 

iii.	 Dynamics/Rhythm (How loud or soft is this piece? Is the rhythm pronounced/

staccato/martial, or more legato/smooth?) 

iv.	 Instrumentation (what instrument/s do you hear?) 

B.	 	Do you think this piece sounds more “American” or more “Jewish”? Why? 

2.	 Meaning

A.	 Summarize the message of this piece, through its lyrics and music, in 1-2 sentences. 

 

 

3.	 Context

A.	 	In what way/s do/es this song reflect the composer’s Jewish background? If it doesn’t, 

in what way does it conflict with the composer’s Jewish background? 

 

 

B.	 	What is the composer’s relationship to America? How is that expressed in this piece?
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Israel Beilin / Irving Berlin
(May 11, 1888-September 22, 1989)

Israel Beilin was born in the Russian Empire in 1888 (the exact place is unknown, although his 

family had been living in Tolochin, Byelorussia). His father Moses Beilin was a cantor.  Fleeing from 

pogroms, the family immigrated to America in 1893. They settled in a three-room tenement in the 

Lower East Side. His father, who couldn’t find work as a cantor in New York, took a job as a local 

butcher and gave Hebrew lessons on the side. 

Historians have recorded that “Izzy” took a job selling newspapers in the Bowery where 

he was exposed to music coming from saloons and restaurants in that area. His father died when 

he was just 13 and Israel ultimately left home, living in the lodging houses in the Bowery with 

other homeless boys. He worked as a busker singing for pennies, then as a singing waiter in a 

Chinatown Cafe. In free time after hours, Beilin taught himself to play the piano. This boy, who later 

changed his name to Irving Berlin, published his first song, “Marie from Sunny Italy” in 1907, for 

which he received 33 cents for the publishing rights. Just four years later he would publish his first 

international hit, “Alexander’s Ragtime Band”.

Over the next five decades, Irving Berlin produced an outpouring of ballads, dance numbers, 

novelty tunes and love songs that defined American popular song for much of the 20th century. 

Equally at home writing for Broadway or Hollywood, Berlin is considered one of the greatest 

American Songbook Composers of the 20th century. Famously, Broadway composer Jerome Kern 

noted that “Irving Berlin has no place in American music - he is American music.”

An intuitive business man, Irving Berlin was a co-founder of ASCAP (American Society of Composers, 

Authors and Publishers), founder of his own music publishing company, and with producer Sam 

Harris, builder of his own Broadway theatre, The Music Box.

An unabashed patriot, his love for his country is legendary, acknowledged with such accolades as 

the Army’s Medal of Merit from President Truman in 1945; a Congressional Gold Medal for “God 

Bless America”...from President Eisenhower in 1954; and the Freedom Medal from President Ford in 

1977. In 2002, ... he was commemorated on a U.S. postage stamp.
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Albert Gumm / Albert von Tilzer
(March 29, 1878 – October 1, 1956)

Albert Gumm was born in Indianapolis, Indiana to Polish immigrant parents Jacob Gumbinsky and 

Sarah. Albert’s older brother Harry changed his name to Tilzer (his mother’s maiden name), and 

added the “von” to “Class it Up”. Soon all four brothers become “von Tilzer”.

Albert originally worked at his older brother Harry’s publishing house to distribute sheet music. His 

earliest compositions were published by Harry.  Albert later opened up his own publishing house 

before eventually joining the firm of his brother Will.

Albert von Tilzer was one of the most successful Tin Pan Alley tune writers composing hundreds 

of songs. While you may not know many, and may not recognize his name, you certainly know the 

refrain to his most famous American Songbook tune, “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.”  (Listed as #8 

on the list of Songs of the Century)

Joseph Rumshinsky
(1881-1956)

Joseph Rumshinsky is considered one of the “big four” composers of the American Yiddish Theatre. 

He was the child of two musicians, and had a vast musical career. In Europe, he apprenticed with 

a number of great musicians and cantors, and in 1897 becomes the choir director for Borisov’s 

Russian opera. In 1899 he was appointed conductor for the new Hazomir Choral Society. In 1903 he 

immigrated to London to avoid Russian conscription, and immigrated to New York in 1904. 

Chaim Niswitszki (nish-VITZ-kee) / Henry Russotto
(1869-1928)

Chaim Niswitszki was born to a musical family in Belarus, and was the son of a Cantor, Alexander 

Eliezer Niswitszki. His brother, Efraim, who moved to then-Palestine, became the choir conductor 

in Haifa and changes his last name to Abileah. Chaim married an Italian girl and changed his name 

to her maiden name, and became Henry Russotto. You may not know that you know his music, but 

if you’ve been to any shul with any choir on High Holy Days you’ve heard his arrangement of Kol 

Nidre, which is the most famous choral setting of that prayer. 
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The Klezmatics (based on the writing of Jeff Tamarkin)

Formed in 1986, the Klezmatics have raised the bar for Eastern European Jewish music, … and 

helped to change the face of contemporary Yiddish culture. Often called a “Jewish roots band,” the 

Klezmatics have led a popular revival of this ages-old, nearly forgotten art form.

They have performed in more than 20 countries and released 12 albums to date (Sept. 2019) … the 

album Apikorsim (Heretics), won a Grammy in 2006. They are also the subject of a feature-length 

documentary film, The Klezmatics: On Holy Ground.

The Klezmatics have collaborated with such brilliant artists as violinist Itzhak Perlman, Pulitzer 

prize-winning playwright Tony Kushner and Israeli vocal icon Chava Alberstein, plus many other 

prominent artists working within multiple genres.

Today, with three original members—Lorin Sklamberg (lead vocals, accordion, guitar, piano), Frank 

London (trumpet, keyboards, vocals) and Paul Morrissett (bass, tsimbl, vocals)—still on board, 

alongside longtime members Matt Darriau (kaval, clarinet, saxophone, vocals) and Lisa Gutkin 

(violin, vocals), the Klezmatics are without a doubt the most successful proponents of klezmer music 

in the world.

The Klezmatics’ music is rooted in but is not a strictly traditional variety of the klezmer genre. Rather 

it is a comfortable hybrid that appeals equally to those with no previous exposure to the music and 

those already familiar with it.

“Klezmer,” says London, “is the unique sound of East European Jewishness. It has the power to 

evoke a feeling of other-worldliness, of being there and then, of nostalgia for a time and place that 

we never knew.”

Although tradition is at the core of what they do, ... the Klezmatics have adapted to the artistic 

sensibilities of a contemporary world.  “Klezmer has everything you want, ethnically, and yet it’s so 

intertwined with American culture,” says Morrissett. “We want to make sure that we are part of a 

living tradition, and living traditions change; they don’t stay in a pickled form.”

… Says London, “By putting forth a consistent and coherent political and aesthetic Yiddish/klezmer 

music that embraces our political values—supporting gay rights, workers’ rights, human rights, 

universal religious and spiritual values expressed through particular art forms—and eschewing the 
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aspects of Yiddish/Jewish culture that are nostalgic, tacky, kitschy, nationalistic and misogynistic, 

we have shown a way for people to embrace Yiddish culture on their own terms as a living, 

breathing part of our world and its political and aesthetic landscape.”

Cantor Sarah Myerson

Cantor Myerson currently serves a variety of Jewish communities in Brooklyn, Manhattan and 

Long Island, New York. Previously, she served as the cantor of Congregation Beth Ohr in Bellmore/

Massapequa, New York, and Congregation Mishkan Tefila in Chestnut Hill (Boston), 

Massachusetts. She was invested as a cantor by the Jewish Theological Seminary of America in 

New York, conferred with the Diploma of Hazzan and Master of Sacred Music. As a cantorial 

student, she interned at Beth Shalom Oceanside Jewish Center in Oceanside, New York, and at 

Kehillat Netzach Israel in Ashkelon, Israel. She received her Bachelor of Music (Composition) 

degree, honors first class, from the Sydney Conservatorium of Music, Australia. Cantor Sarah 

Myerson continues to write and perform new compositions, especially in Yiddish and Hebrew, and 

has developed a profile as a musician, speaker, educator and Yiddish dance teacher and leader. She 

is also an avid rock climber.

Mandel (Mandy) Bruce Patinkin
(Born November 30, 1952, Chicago)

Mandy Patinkin is an American actor and singer, well known for his portrayal of Inigo Montoya 

in the 1987 movie The Princess Bride. His other film credits include Yentl(1983), Alien Nation 

(1988), Dick Tracy (1990), and Wish I Was Here (2014). He has appeared in major roles in 

television series such as Chicago Hope, Dead Like Me, and Criminal Minds, and currently plays 

Saul Berenson in the Showtime series Homeland.

He is a noted interpreter of the musical works of Stephen Sondheim and is known for his work 

in musical theater, originating iconic roles such as Georges Seurat in Sunday in the Park with 

George and Ché in the original Broadway production of Evita.
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What’s the score?

Six to four!

What do you think of that?

Don’t blame me if I holler,

I bet a half a dollar on the game,

And I’ve got a right to be sore.

Please remove your hat,

Who’s that at the bat?

Did you say it’s Jakey Rosenstein?

Fine!

On his hand he’s got sand,

Look at him at the plate,

Maybe you don’t think that boy is great,

Wait!

Chorus

Jake, now don’t you miss it,

Jake, Go on and kiss it,

Give it a knock and don’t you fake;

Go on and give it a smack, Crack!

That’s a lallapaloosa!

Run, you son of a gun,

Run, you sun of a gun,

What’s that I hear the people shout?

You’re out!

Jake, I lose my half a dollar,

Poison you should swallow;

Jake, Jake,

You’re a regular fake.

Hear them how,

It’s a foul!

What do you think of that?

“Jake! Jake! the Yiddisher Ball Player”
(Irving Berlin, 1911)

Why, he was only fakin’

Now he’ll bring home the bacon,

Oi! that boy,

He’s certainly there with the bat.

It’s not over yet,

I would like to bet,

Only if you bet with me you must trust.

Jake, don’t stall, hit the ball;

play with it like a toy,

Make a half a dollars’ worth of joy,

Oi!
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“Long Live the Land of the Free” / “Sei gebenst du freieh land”
(Joseph Rumshinsky, 1911)

A Jew must express loyalty to

this Land of Freedom with all his limbs

When he comes to settle here,

he’ll know to appreciate

the land that gives him full rights, yes, yes

He won’t long anymore for the whip

He’ll always remember

that he once suffered.

Oh, oh,  Become a citizen, get your papers

Then you’ll always exist

Oh, oh, Just join Uncle Sam’s family

see to it that you can vote

Be mighty with the power of your ballot

No one will be able to harm you

and the world will once again value

the Jewish nation

The American flag protects us

May the Land of the Free be blessed and praised

It’s a good thing, and especially for us Jews

It reaches out a friendly hand to us

and gives us true joy and satisfaction

As soon as you’re a citizen,

your opinion has equal weight

As long as you work hard, you too will make money

and you’ll provide well for your children.

May the Land of the Free be blessed!
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Be thou, New World, by Heav’n blest!

Thy threshold doth on freedom rest.

America! Thou hast my love;

And if my valor thou wouldst prove,

And ask my life as sacrifice,

It shall be yielded in a trice.

No wherefore and no why I ask;

I shall obey whate’er the task.

Chorus

Thy wish is holy, thy command

I deem as writ by God’s own hand.

With thee in peace, with thee in strife,

Blest nourisher of freedom’s life.

I am with thee, with thee, with thee,

Yea, thou art precious unto me.

Thou sanctuary of the earth!

Thy voice to men has sacred worth,

Like that which did from Sinai sound.

Thy every span is sacred ground.

What sceptre and what throne shall dare

With thy bright banner to compare?

No other friend but thine I know:

Thy foe — I hate him — is my foe!

Amidst thy cannon’s crash I hear

The voice of freedom calling clear.

I bless thy hosts on land and sea,

God’s chosen home of liberty!

The waves roar hymns to thee my land!

Thou’rt led by the Creator’s hand.

Glad echoes from thy every hill,

With praise of thee set worlds a thrill.

Mayn Amerike (My America)
(Words by Morris Rosenfeld, Music by Henry A. Russotto, 1917)
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Watch Your Step!
(Joseph Rumshinsky, 1922)

America, a land of nothing but “hurry up!”

One is running to do business, one is running to the shop.

One has a date, she’s running late.

One is running to pinochle, then pays “double bête.”

One is running to a poker game.

One is running to pawn his watch and chain.

One is running to a play, one is running to a cabaret.

One is running to the drugstore because of his upset stomach.

“Watch your step,” they shout out plain and simple,

“Watch your step,” you can see it everywhere.

In the subway—in the car, up and down the steps—

One is shouting loudly with all his might, “Watch your step!

America, a land of nothing but “hurry up!”

One is running to do business, one is running to the shop.

One is running to the store, one is running to the train.

One is running to pawn his watch and chain.

One eats khale every day of the week.

One eats only the hole of the bagel.

One is running to a play, one is running to a cabaret.

One is running to the drugstore because of his upset stomach.

Watch your step.…



1 4U N I T  3 :  D I  Y I D D I S H E  A M E R I K E  |  A P P E N D I C E S

Di grine kuzine, The Greenhorn Cousin

My cousin from the old country 

came over here.

She was beautiful as gold, the “greenhorn.”

Her cheeks were rosy like blood oranges;

her feet were just begging to dance.

She skipped instead of walking;

she sang instead of speaking.

Happy and merry was her demeanor.

Such was my cousin.

I went to the lady next door,

who has a little millinery store.

I got my greenhorn cousin a job there—

so long live the Golden Land!

Many years have since past.

My cousin has turned into a wreck.

She slaved away for many years

until nothing was left of her.

Under her blue, beautiful eyes

black bags have appeared.

The cheeks, those ruddy oranges,

have aged and lost their greenhorn glow.

Nowadays, when I meet my cousin

and I ask her, “How are you, greenhorn?”

She answers me with a crooked expression:

“Columbus’s land can go to hell!”

es iz tsu mir gekumen a kuzine,

sheyn vi gold iz zi geven, di grine.

di bekelekh vi royte pomerantsn,

fiselekh vos betn zikh tsum tantsn.

nit gegangen iz zi, nor geshprungen;

nit geredt hot zi, nor gezungen.

freylekh, lustik iz geven ir mine.

ot azoy geven iz mayn kuzine.

ikh bin arayn tsu mayn “nekst-dorke,”

vos zi hot a “milineri-storke.”

a job gekrogn hob ikh far mayn kuzine—

az lebn zol di goldene medine!

avek zaynen fun demolt on shoyn yorn,

fun mayn kuzine iz a tel gevorn.

paydays yorn lang hot zi geklibn,

biz fun ir aleyn iz nisht geblibn.

unter ire bloye sheyne oygn

shvartse pasn hobn zikh farsoygn

di bekelekh, di royte pomerantsn,

hobn zikh shoyn oysgegrint in gantsn.

haynt, az ikh bagegn mayn kuzine,

un ikh freg zi: “vos zhe makhstu grine?”

entfert zi mir mit a krume mine:

“az brenen zol kolombuses medine!”
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Ale Brider (Yiddish Folk Song)
Composers: Arnold Perlmutter and Herman Wohl, Lyrics: Boris Thomashevsky

Un mir zainen ale brider,

Oi, oi, ale brider,

Un mir zingen freileche lider,

Oi, oi, oi!

Un mir haltn zich in einem

Oi, oi, zich in einem,

Azelches iz nito bai keinem,

Oi, oi, oi

Un mir zainen ale einik

Oi, oi, ale einik

Tzi mir zainen fil tzi veinik,

Oi, oi, oi

Un mir libn zich doch ale,

Oi, oi zich doch ale,

Vi a chosn mit a kale

Oi, oi, oi!

Un mir zainen freilach munter,

Oi, oi, freilach munter,

Zingen lider tantsn unter

Oi, oi, oi!

Un mir zainen ale shvester,

Oi, oi, ale shvester,

Azoi vi Rochl, Ruth, un Ester

Oi, oi, oi

We are all brothers

And sing happy songs

We stick together

Like nobody else does!

We are all united

Whether we are many or few

And we love each other

Like bride and groom!

We’re happy and cheerful

Singing songs, tapping our feet

And we are all sisters

Like Rachel, Ruth, and Esther



1 6U N I T  3 :  D I  Y I D D I S H E  A M E R I K E  |  A P P E N D I C E S

A Khazn, A Froy
Cantor Sarah Myerson

What do you mean, you’re a hazzan 

[cantor]?  

Do you mean a hazzante [feminine Yiddish 

but also traditionally a cantor’s wife]? 

A hazzanit [feminine Hebrew but also 

traditionally a cantor’s wife, and a 

diminutive ]? 

Because, you’re a woman.  

You’re correct, I’m a woman, a woman-

hazzan, a hazzan-woman.  

Not a hazzante, because I don’t have a 

husband who’s a hazzan. 

Not a hazzanit, though I’m a small hazzan. 

A hazzan-woman, a woman-hazzan.  

Madam Hazzan, you don’t look like a 

hazzan, with your purple suit, red shoes, 

and manicured fingernails.   

You’re correct, I lay my prayer shawl over 

a purple suit, I pray standing in red shoes, 

I wrap my phylacteries around manicured 

fingers.  

Tell me, Madam Hazzan, why did you enter 

a male profession?  

You’re correct, I entered a male profession, 

just like all of the female doctors, lawyers, 

architects, police officers,  engineers, 

postal workers, astronauts, musicians. . . 

(a ha!) 

Vos meynt ir, ir zayt a khazn? 

Meynt ir a khaznte? a khazanit? 

vayl ir zayt a froy. 

Ir zayt gerekht, ikh bin a froy, 

a froy a khazn, a khazn a froy. 

Nisht keyn khaznte, 

vayl ikh hob nisht keyn khazn a man. 

Nisht keyn khazanit, 

khotsh ikh bin a khazn a kleyner. 

A khazn, a froy. A froy, a khazn. 

Madam Khazn, ir zet nisht oys vi a khazn, 

mit ayer lilianem kostium, royte shikh, 

un manikurirte fingernegl. 

Ir zayt gerekht, 

ikh leyg mayn tales af a lilianem kostium, 

ikh daven trogndik royte shikh, 

ikh vikl arum mayne tefiln 

arum manikurirte fingers. 

Zog zhe, Madam Khazn, 

far vos zayt ir e-pes arayngeshprungn 

in a menlekhn fakh? 

Ir zayt gerekht, 

ikh bin arayn geshprungn in a menlekhn 

fakh, 

glaykh vi di froyen vos zaynen haynt tsu tog 

doktoyrim, advokatn, arkhitektn, 

politsiantn, 

enzhinirn, brivtregers, astronoytn, 

muzikers... aha!
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Tell me, Madam Hazzan, may a woman-

hazzan marry?  I have a nephew whose 

brother’s a doctor.  

You’re correct, a hazzan, of whatever 

gender, may marry.  Your nephew should 

find his partner. Perhaps I’ll be a witness at 

his wedding.

Zog zhe, Madam Khazn, 

meg a froy a khazn hobn khasene? 

Kh’hob a plimenik, vemens bruder iz a 

doktor. 

Ir zayt gerekht, 

a khazn, fun vos far a min, 

meg khasene hobn. 

Ayer plimenik zol gefinen zayn ziveg.

Efsher vel ikh an eydes zayn af zayn 

khasene.




