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Ernest Bloch, Paul Frankenburger -Ben-Haim,
and the Emergence of a Jewish Choral Style in Art Music

On 18 June 1940 the World Centre for Jewish Music sponsored the first performance in Palestine of Bloch's Avodath Hakodesh (Sacred Service) in Jerusalem, six years after its premieres in Europe and in New York. 
 The performance acquired  the status of a national event, and the chairmen of both the Jewish Agency (HaSokhnut Hayehudit) and the National Committee (Va'ad Leumi) issued a joint statement inviting all Jews of Jerusalem to attend.  Karl Solomon (later named Kar'el Shalmon, 1899-1974), Director of the Music Department of the Palestine Broadcast Service (founded March 1936) conducted the radio orchestra which was doubled to 50 musicians, with the excellent bass singer Vittorio Weinberg.  The concert was broadcast live.  Jerusalem was under black-out due to the imminent danger of Nazi air raids, yet the auditorium was full.  The seventy member choir included Christian Arabs and British who performed in Hebrew.  This was the greatest achievement of the short lived World Centre for Jewish Music. 
 
Six months later, in December 1940, the four year old Palestine Orchestra performed the work once more with Salomon and Weinberg.  Conductor Salomon previewed the work as a `secular Mass which is not intended for synagogue service.  Though based on prayers and on biblical and traditional verses, it has nothing to do with the ritual.  The music is modern in its technique but spiritually Jewish.'  Critic Menashe Ravina wrote that `the Sacred Service is permeated with an Israelite religious spirit and shows the damage caused to Jewish music by the rejection of musical instruments in the synagogue…'  
Composer Paul Paul Ben Haim (1897-1984) 
 was entrusted with writing the detailed programme notes for the concert of the Palestine Orchestra. He wrote that Avodath Hakodesh was conceived `as a musical form of the Sabbath Morning Service but like many composers of the Masses (one calls to mind Beethoven and Bruckner's Masses or Verdi's Requiem) Bloch leaves the narrow liturgical frame or at least so broadens it as to make the work at certain culminating points embrace universal humanity… The greatness of the work lies in the fact that it's appeal is universal and not only specifically Jewish'.  Ben Haim was familiar with some of Bloch's own commentaries to Avodath Hakodesh, from which he quoted Bloch's observation on the joyful Adonai Yimloch: `but this joy is interrupted by almost tragic sounds.  All the misery of suffering humanity appears symbolized in a multitude of poor persecuted people'. Yet, Ben Haim did not know about Bloch's private letter to Lillian Hodghead and Ada Clement in which Bloch had stated: `I do not care any more what people will say… I do not wish it for the Jews – who will probably fight it… not for the critics, not for the "Tradition"! It has become a private affair between God an me' 
.  Although Reuben R. Rinder (1887-1966), cantor of Temple Emanu-El synagogue in San Francisco and founder of the Society for the Advancement of Synagogue Music commissioned Avodath Hakodesh as a specifically functional liturgical work, Bloch's conception turned in the course of composition in the direction of the universal and the cosmic, part of his constant internal conflict between Jewish identity on the one hand and his urge to be recognized as a universally great twentieth century composer on the other. 

It follows that the three commentators – Salomon, Ravina, and Ben Haim - discovered the property of univeralism in Avodath Hakodesh on their own.  In the specific case of Ben Haim it went much beyond Ben Haim's program notes, since he himself was moving along the same track of spiritual development as Bloch's.  I propose that Avodath Hakodesh  became Ben Haim's model for his most important choral work written in Israel , The Liturgical Cantata.  
The liturgical Cantata was the final stage of a spiritual process Ben Haim has gone through since his earliest choral-orchestral work.  In September 1922, while still in Munich and soon after graduating from the Hochschule, the twenty five year old composer, still named Paul Frankenburger, composed Psalm 22, Mein Gott, Mein Gott, warum hast du mich verlassen (My God, my God, why hast Though Forsaken me) , for tenor solo, an 8 part chorus, organ, and a huge orchestra similar in size to that of the largest Mahler ensembles.  Psalm 22 is a large scale choral work in two parts, which is the first full representation of Frankenburger's two principal sources of influences: Johann Sebastian Bach whom he admired all his life as, in his words, `the greatest composer who ever lived', and the late romantic expression of Gustav Mahler and Richard Strauss.  The music explicitly represents the direct influence of Bach.  The principal motive of the work is a modified quotation of the B-A-C-H motive which Bach himself first used in the final Contrapunctus of his monumental Kunst der Fuge (Art of Fugue) and then used by several romantic composers as token of admiration.  The next section is a mirror canon.  The work is embedded in extreme chromaticism and powerful emotional outbursts.  The choice of text reflects the Christian imagery in the work and its roots in German Protestant religious music.  
The composition of the enormous score took Frankenburger an entire year, from September 1921 to August 1922, and the orchestration yet another year.  Soon after its completion he received a prestigious appointment as Kapellmeister of the Augsburg Opera which kept him exceedingly busy. In 1928 he met the Jewish composer Heinrich Schalit, ten years his senior, who had dedicated himself completely to the case of Jewish music since 1916, having gone through a spiritual crisis during World War I. 
 Schalit praised Frankenburger's maturity as composer, yet he commented that in the younger composer's music there was `no trace of our ancestral Jewish heritage'.  Under the missionary influence of Schalit, Frankenburger composed five a-capella choruses on biblical texts, reaching the apex with the successful premiere of his exceedingly demanding Psalm 126 for 8 part male chorus at the presitigious Nürnberg Choral Festival in 1931.  In the same year Papst, the newly appointed Nazi director of the Augsburg Opera, terminated Frankenburger's contract at the end of the season (together with all other Jewish employees of the Augsburg Opera).  Hoping like many other Jews that the Nazi madness would be a passing dark episode, Frankenburger returned to his father's home in Munich.  There he composed his magnum opus (in his own words)– the magnificent Oratorio Joram to Rudolf Borchardt's poetic book.  The Oratorio was completed in February 1933, precisely when Hitler took over Germany.  The Oratorio represents his last desparate attempt to cling to his cherished German heritage as initiated in Psalm 22.  Joram received it first full and authentic premiere only in November 2008 in Munich. 
   Psalm 22 remain unperformed to the present day.  

In October 1933 Frankenburger settled in Tel Aviv and changed his name to Ben Haim (the Hebrew name of his father, Heinrich). In 1935 Ben Haim resumed composition with a cycle of Hebrew Lieder from Song of Songs, the String Quartet, Variations on a Hebrew Tune for violin, cello and piano, and his first arrangements for the great Yemenite singer Bracha Zefira whose influence on his composition was considerable.  All were remote from the spiritual world of Psalm 22 and of Joram.  I propose that his encounter with the powerful Avodath Hakodesh renewed his interest in religious choral writing. 
Yet, it took six years before an opportunity presented itself.  During those six years Ben Haim composed several of his major compositions, most notably the Piano Concerto, Symphony no. 2, Five Piano Pieces and the Sonatina for piano.  In 1946 the Palestine Broadcast Service commissioned Ben Haim to compose a short composition on the prayer Ma tovu for choir and organ, intended to open the broadcast every weekday morning.  Ben Haim apparently misunderstood the given time limit of two minutes allocated to him and instead wrote a seven minute movement, which could not be used for the purpose of the radio. Ben Haim then orchestrated the organ part and the piece was performed in 1947 at a concert of the Society for Contemporary Music. 

In 1948 Ben Haim was commissioned by Park Avenue Synagogue  in New York to compose Psalm 93, The Lord Reigneth, (Adonai malakh) which he completed in January 1949.  At that point the model of Avodath Hakodesh started to exert itself and Ben Haim decided to link Ma Tovu and Psalm 93 and to add three additional movemnts: Psalm 92, `It is a good thing to give thanks unto the Lord', (Tov le'hodot l'Adonai) Adon Olam, and a concluding Halleluia , entitled altogether Liturgical Cantata, which was completed in October 1949.  The formal model of Avodath Hakodesh is obvious: both works consist of five movements and are scored for baritone-cantor, a mixed choir and a symphony orchestra.  The term `Liturgical' was intentional.  While the Orthodox synagogue in Israel was out of bounds for any new art music, especially with instruments, this was not the case with the American reform synagogue which had commissioned Psalm 93,  and Ben-Haim was hoping to establish ties with the reform movement in America. 
Bloch's Avodath Hakodesh also affected Ben Haim's musical conception.  The two Ma tovu movements are in G mixolydian with occasional leading tone.  My illustrations of Bloch's Sacred Service are taken from Bloch's own historical recording of 1949.
Audio Example  1 Bloch 
The next example is the choral entry of Ben Haim's Ma tovu.
Audio Example 2 Ben Haim
Bloch soon reaches one of his most breathtaking climaxes.
Audio Example 3  Bloch
 Ben Haim proceeds in the same pattern, though his own climax has the more controlled nature typical of his work in general.
 
Audio Example 4 Ben Haim
Bloch's influence is even more pronounced in the Adon Olam movement, as in the next two examples: 
Audio Example 5 Bloch
Audio Example 6 Ben Haim
At that point Bloch begins the long section that includes the silent devotion, taking the scroll from the arc, returning the scroll, and the functional English Prayer. Here Ben Haim completely deviate from Bloch, turning to verses from Psalms 113 and 148, both of them Halleluia chapters.  With the verses "Both young men, and maidens/ old men, and children/ Let them praise the name of the Lord/ for his name alone is excellent" (Ps/ 148. 12-13) Ben Haim turns to the most local musical symbol of the young state of Israel, the Horra dance.

Audio Example 7  Ben Haim
Both Avodath Hakodesh and the Liturgical Cantata were written by immigrant composers who were at a second stage of resettlement. Fourteen years after his immigration, Bloch's financial position in San Francisco was finally secured by several funds that allowed him to resign his position as director of the San Francisco Conservatory and devote himself to composition. He chose to return temporarily to Europe, settling in Italy for the composition of Avodath Hakodesh.  As David Kushner wrote: "And so it was that Ernest Bloch, a Swiss Jew who became an American citizen and directed two American conservatories, returned to his roots at a time when the Old World was on the brink of disaster and the New World was in a state of panic as a result of the Great Depression. " 
.  Bloch still admired the German culture and at that time he still refused to comprehend the looming threat of Hitler.  
Thirteen years after his expulsion from Germany, Ben Haim's position as a major composer and teacher in Israel was established. The commission from New York and the composition of the Liturgical Cantata expressed Ben Haim's preservation of his European roots as well as his identification with the new, Israeli pioneer spirit in the Halleluia movement, the composition of which coincided with the establishment of the State of Israel.

In 1959 Ben Haim composed Hazono shel Navi, (A Vision of a Prophet), to Ezekiel's Vision of the Dry Bones, for tenor solo, a mixed choir and orchestra, a dramatic work totally different from the Liturgical Cantata.  The Hymn from the Desert of 1962 to verses from the Dead Sea Scrolls was scored for two vocal soloists with chorus and orchestra. He turned to actual liturgical music only once in 1968, when the National Federation of Temple youth commissioned from him Kabbalat Shabbat based on the Union Prayer Book, yet this became a functional work for a cantor, soprano solo, choir and an organ.  The Liturgical Cantata thus remained a unique monument in Ben Haim's works, a homage to Bloch more than a link in Ben Haim's own prolific output.  
� J. Hirshberg, Music in the Jewish Community of Palestine 1880 - 1948 A Social History (Oxford University Press, 1995),


� Philip V. Bohlman, The World Centre for Jewish Music in Palestine 1936-1940 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992)


� Paul Ben-Haim, his Life and Works (an expanded and revised English version of #3), trans. Norman Friedgut, ed. Bathja Bayer (second edition, IMI, Tel Aviv, 2010).


� David Kushner, The Bloch Companion, (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 2002) p. 87


� For a penetrating discussion see Klára Móricz. Jewish Identities (University of California Press, 2008), pp. 170ff


� J. Hirshberg, `Heinrich Schalit and Paul Ben-Haim in Munich', Yuval 4 (1982), pp. 131-149.





�An abridged and unsatisfactory performance in David Frichmann's Hebrew translation took place in Jerusalem in May 1979.  The Munich performance in the original Lutheran German of Borchardt was a historical event, taking place on the eve of the 75th anniversary of the Kristallnacht.  It was first initiated by Jehoash Hirshberg and realized thanks to the dedication of Dr. Thea Vignau of the Münchner Mottetenchor and its conductor, Hayko Siemens.  Two additional performances followed in Dresden and Nuremberg in June 2010.  The concert was recorded by the Bayerische Rundfunk.


�   The manuscript score of Psalm 22 is found at the Ben Haim archive at the Music Department, National Library in Jerusalem.  The vocal score of Joram has been published by Israeli Musc Publications (later by IMI) and the score is at the Ben Haim archive.


� Kushner, p. 80





