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Few understood and exploited—in the best possible sense—the power of music better 
than Leonard Bernstein. The accomplished composer, conductor, and humanitarian used 
music to respond to the social and political crises of his day, whether he was breaking 
racial barriers in his casting decisions for On the Town or addressing America’s changing 
ideas about race and ethnicity in West Side Story.

The music of his childhood synagogue in Boston—“the first real music I ever heard”—
would serve as his anchor throughout his career, especially during challenging historic 
moments but also when confronting personal crises of faith. Bernstein’s symphonic 
works—Jeremiah and Kaddish, in particular—reveal a composer examining Jewish 
tradition and igniting a dialogue about how we maintain faith in a challenging world. 

In honor of Jewish American Heritage Month (JAHM) and what would have been 
Leonard Bernstein’s centennial year, this publication highlights how countless American 
Jewish composers, conductors, lyricists, musicians, and singers across genres have 
been shaped by American life, society, and culture—and in turn enriched America’s 
musical repertoire.

A first-generation American, Irving Berlin patriotically served his country in World War I, at 
which time he penned a song paying tribute to his homeland. Throughout times of war 
and peace, “God Bless America,” which also turns 100 this year, remains an inspirational 
anthem for our nation.

More recently, legendary singer Barbra Streisand continues to captivate audiences 
worldwide. From Fanny Brice in Funny Girl to the eponymous star of Yentl, Streisand has 
never shied away from portraying Jewish characters and showing pride in her heritage.

The National Museum of American Jewish History is proud to be an official sponsor of 
the 2018 JAHM celebration this May, which focuses on American Jews and Music. We 
offer this publication and the newly revamped JAHM website (www.jahm.us) as a tribute 
to their stories.

Warmly,

Ivy L. Barsky, CEO and Gwen Goodman Director

THE POWER OF MUSIC
“Music…can name the unnameable and communicate  
the unknowable.”  —Leonard Bernstein

On the cover: Piano of Irving Berlin, purchased from Calvin L. Wesser, New York, 1909, Courtesy of Elizabeth Peters with 
Manuscript, God Bless America, Irving Berlin, Library of Congress Music Division, Courtesy of Rodgers & Hammerstein 
Organization. Photo by Karl Seifert. 
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Above: Jascha Heifitz presenting his aluminum violin to Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia of New York City during the World War 
II metal shortage, collection of the National Museum of American Jewish History. 

CLASSICAL 
BREAKTHROUGH

Since the early 20th century, immigrant and U.S.-born Jews have played an outsize 
role in American classical music, serving as conductors and composers, holding 
prominent positions in leading orchestras and chamber ensembles, and staffing 
music education institutions in disproportionately high numbers. 

Even a tiny sampling of distinguished Jewish-American musicians includes 
composers Ernest Bloch, Aaron Copland, George Gershwin, and Phillip Glass; 
conductors Leonard Bernstein, Lukas Foss, Lorin Maazel, and Eugene Ormandy; 
pianists Emanuel Ax, Vladimir Horowitz, Byron Janis, and Ruth Laredo; singers Jan 
Peerce, Robert Merrill, Beverly Sills and Roberta Peters; and violinists Mischa Elman, 
Jascha Heifetz, Itzhak Perlman, and Isaac Stern.

This is remarkable but not that unusual. Jews have made major contributions to 
music in nearly every society in which they have lived, from medieval Spain to 
modern-day Central Asia, even if they were not always treated fairly or fully accepted.

In the United States, however, the combination of religious freedom, social mobility, 
and the relative lack of systemic antisemitism enabled not only Jewish participation 
in the general field of music but also the creation of a substantial musical repertoire 
that is explicitly engaged with the Jewish experience.

The Jeremiah and Kaddish symphonies of Leonard Bernstein are among the most 
well known examples, but there are literally hundreds of others. From Joseph Achron 
to John Zorn, noteworthy American and émigré Jewish composers have created 
symphonies, tone poems, string quartets, song cycles, cantatas, oratorios, and 
operas that make use of the raw materials of Jewish liturgical and vernacular music.

This parallel history has contributed significantly to the development of American 
music. Jewish American musical achievements show what is possible when the 
power of freedom is combined with the creative potential of the human spirit.

Written by JEFF JANECZKO, PH.D., curator and Chief Operating Officer of the Milken Archive 
of Jewish Music, milkenarchive.org. 

American freedom opened the way for 
Jewish musicians to create new classical 
forms that incorporated their heritage
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Top: Outside the Winter Garden Theatre after the Broadway Opening of  West Side Story, photographer unknown. 
Leonard Bernstein Collection, Music Division, Library of Congress. Bottom: The intersection of Broadway and 42nd 
Street, at the south-east corner of Times Square, New York, photograph © Randy Lemoine.

BROADWAY 
MUSICALS

The Broadway musical is one of two quintessentially American genres of music. Like jazz, 
the Broadway show is an art form created by outsiders that has had a profound influence 
on American music. 

The United States provided the opportunity for immigrant Jews to live the American 
dream. Jewish lyricists, composers, and musical book writers returned the favor, giving 
back what some scholars call America’s classical music.

Many Broadway musicals are about outsiders fighting to make their way in the world. 
In dramatizing the stories of others, Jewish writers and composers explored their own 
journeys. Lyrics such as “I want to be in America” from West Side Story or “You’ve got 
to be taught to hate and fear” from South Pacific are clear reflections of the Jewish 
experience. Yet it wasn’t till 1964 that Jews told their own story on stage, in the 
enormously successful Fiddler on the Roof.

American-Jewish composers and lyricists often probed social themes—women’s rights, 
in Annie Get Your Gun; interracial marriage, in Showboat; and love, loss, and hope, in 
Carousel’s “You’ll Never Walk Alone.”  

Today, Broadway musicals continue to 
entertain millions. To quote Stephen 
Sondheim in Follies:

Good times and bum times, 
I’ve seen them all,
And, my dear, I’m still here.
Plush velvet sometimes,
Sometimes just pretzels and beer,
But I’m here.

The Broadway musical is still here. It is the 
Jewish gift to America that keeps on giving.

Written by BARBARA BRILLIANT, a television host and producer, musician, and journalist. She is 
the creator and executive producer of the PBS Great Performances program Broadway Musicals: A 
Jewish Legacy, for which NMAJH also served as a producer. 

Jewish composers and lyricists 
invented this uniquely American 
art form
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Above: Sheet music, “This is the Life,” Irving Berlin, 1922, Collection of the National Museum of American 
Jewish History.

THE GREAT 
AMERICAN 
SONGWRITER

Over his long career, Irving Berlin put his stamp on every 
genre of American music

I n 1949, Irving Berlin premiered his score to the Broadway show Miss Liberty, a 
celebration of the Statue of Liberty. No one understood the statue’s symbolism better: 

In 1893, he had passed by this monument as Israel Baline, a 5-year-old Jewish refugee 
from Russian pogroms, on a ship bound for New York City. In the ensuing half-century, 
the trajectory of Berlin’s career became the ultimate symbol of the American dream.

This one songwriter’s body of work encompasses every genre of American 
entertainment. His early days as a Tin Pan Alley tunesmith for the vaudeville stage 
incorporated varied ethnic songs referencing assimilation. During the Roaring Twenties, 
he contributed ballads (“What’ll I Do?”) and topical songs (“I’ve Got My Captain Working 
for Me Now”) for the popular revues that dominated Broadway and the early days of 
radio. When the Great Depression began, Berlin’s “Let’s Have Another Cup of Coffee” 
was an anthem of optimism. 

In times of national crisis, Berlin embraced his adopted country with fervent patriotism. 
He wrote the lively revue Yip Yip Yaphank during World War I, and when the United States 
entered World War II, his show This Is the Army roused spirits around the globe. After the 
war, Berlin mastered the new art of the narrative musical with Annie Get Your Gun, while 
at the same time revolutionizing the Hollywood musical with such classics as Top Hat, 
Easter Parade, and Holiday Inn, which included “White Christmas,” the biggest hit song in 
American history.

By the time Berlin died in 1989 at the age of 101, he had utterly transformed the 
soundtrack of the 20th century. Other gifted songwriters—most of them with Jewish 
backgrounds as well—had lent their immense talents to the American popular songbook, 
but Berlin towered above them all.

Berlin’s songs exploded into an unprecedented popularity that set benchmarks for 
success that still stand. Although he came to this country as an overwhelmed child of a 
persecuted minority, Berlin ended up expressing the deepest aspirations of the diverse 
American people.

Written by LAURENCE MASLON, an associate professor at NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, and the 
author of numerous books about American musical theater.
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POP STARS OF 
DAVID

No conversation about Jews and American popular music is complete without recognizing 
the contributions of prolific songwriters such as Carole King, née Carol Klein.

Just 17 years old when she had her first number one hit, “Will You Love Me Tomorrow,” 
King went on to record 18 albums, be inducted into the Songwriters Hall of Fame in 2002, 
and receive a Kennedy Center Honor in 2015.

King’s work arose from the specific cultural context in which she lived, both broadly 
and personally. In her 2015 memoir A Natural Woman, the singer-songwriter discussed 
the influence of her grandparents’ immigrant experiences, her childhood in a Jewish 
neighborhood in Brooklyn, and the fast-paced social change she witnessed in postwar 
America. She noted how popular music was “the field with the most fertile soil for radical 
transformation and the greatest ability to capture the attention of young people.”

King was certainly not alone. In the offices of Aldon Music and the music-publishing 
companies in the Brill Building, Jewish songwriting teams such as Jerry Lieber and Mike 
Stoller, Cynthia Mann and Barry Weil, Tom and Jerry (aka Art Garfunkel and Paul Simon) 
and, yes, Carole King and her husband Gerry Goffin wrote much of the soundtrack to the 
baby boom generation. While they weren’t the only or necessarily the most prominent 
songwriters to give voice to the weightiness of their changing times—Bob Dylan, anyone?—
they leaned on their outsider identity as Jews as they developed a new kind of music.

What will be the legacy of these musical Jewish stars? Will their outsider identity still 
have meaning to new Jewish pop musicians, most of them far removed from immigrant 
ancestors? And will the music of these singer-songwriters be seen, as Carole King herself 
might have asked, as “a lasting treasure...or just a moment’s pleasure?”

Surely scholars and curators of American Jewish musical history will continue to explore 
those questions as we move through the 21st century.

Written by EMILY AUGUST, Director of Communications and Public Engagement, National Museum 
of American Jewish History

Above: Carole King performs during a concert honoring her in the East Room of the White House, May 22, 2013. 
President Barack Obama presented King with the 2013 Library of Congress Gershwin Prize for Popular Song. Carole 
King: The Library of Congress Gershwin Prize in Performance at the White House can be viewed at pbs.org. White 
House photo by David Lienemann.

Carole King is one of the many 
Jewish singer-songwriters 
who made pop and rock-and-
roll history
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If Jewish American Heritage Month 2018 has inspired you to dig deeper into Jewish 
music and history, check out the ideas and resources below. You’ll find a giant trove of 
intriguing information, including more web links, at jahm.us.

1.  Visit institutions specializing in Jewish-American history. For a list of Jewish-
themed museums, bookstores, archives, theaters, and community centers,  
visit cajm.net.

2.  Sample musical treasures from the Milken Archive of Jewish Music. This is the 
largest collection of Jewish-American music ever assembled—600 recorded 
works, more than 800 hours of oral histories, nearly 50,000 photographs 
and historical documents, and thousands of hours of video footage. Visit 
milkenarchive.org to explore these resources…and much more.

3.  Discover JAHM events across the country planned for May. You’ll find a list of 
happenings at jahm.us/events.

4.  Read a concise history of Jewish song in America. Go to the Library of Congress 
website at bit.ly/jewishsongs for a great introduction to this topic.

5.  Learn more about the Jewish influence on Broadway from the PBS program 
Broadway Musicals: A Jewish Legacy, available at bit.ly/broadwaymusicals.

6.  Read the stories of great American Jewish music and musicians. You’ll find short 
biographies of Leonard Bernstein, George Gershwin, Barbra Streisand, Sophie 
Tucker, and many more at jahm.us/people. You’ll also find lists of books about 
Jewish contributions to American music at jahm.us/education.

7.  Celebrate the centennial of Leonard Bernstein’s birth. Events, including  
concerts and panel discussions, are planned around the world. Go to 
leonardbernstein.com/at100 to find a Bernstein event near you or to submit a 
recollection to the Leonard Bernstein Memory Project.

FIND OUT MORE...

Above:  The Deglin family’s violin. Collection of NMAJH, Gift of the Blitzstein and Deglin families in memory of Ruth and Morris Deglin
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JAHM.us  |  215.923.3811
On Historic Independence Mall,  
Philadelphia
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ONLY IN AMERICA® GALLERY /  
HALL OF FAME AT THE  
NATIONAL MUSEUM OF  
AMERICAN JEWISH HISTORY
The Only in America® Gallery / Hall of 
Fame honors a select group of American 
Jews whose lives were filled with 
remarkable achievements. 

Learn more about these distinguished Jewish Americans and many others at survey.NMAJH.org.
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