Hebrew Poetry in Early America
Jonathan D. Sarna
Historians of American Hebrew literature have long neglected
the antebellum period. Max Raisin, writing in 1901, dated the rise
of Hebrew in America to the 1870's; before then he found "no
signs of life" in the language. Ephraim Deinard and most of his
successors dated the flowering of Hebrew in America just one
decade earlier. To this group. Joshua Falk's Sejer Avne Yehoshua
(1860), the first original Hebrew book to be printed in the United
States, marked the true beginning of Hebraica Americana. I Earlier
Hebrew writings - epitaphs, sermons, prayers, religious documents
and letters - when they have been noticed at all, have usually been
dismissed as "oddments."2 Their existence has merely reinforced
the common view that original works in Hebrew have been
produced in America only since the Civil War.
The seven Hebrew poems printed below l were all composed in
the United States before 1860. Each was written for a specific
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Footnotes to History

occasion: (1) The second marriage of Gershom Seixas (to Hannah
Manuel) in 1786.' (2) The 78th anniversary of the consecration of
the first Mill Street Synagogue of Shearith Israel, held on the
seventh day of Passover. 1808.~ (3) & (4) The dedication of the
second Mill Street Synagogue, April 17-18. 1818: (5) Shabbat
Bereshit (the Sabbath which begins the annual Torah cycle), 1820',
and (6) & (7) The memorial services for President William Henry
Harrison at the Crosby Street Synagogue of Shearith Israel and
Bnai Jeshurun Synagogue. May 14, 1841. 8
Who wrote these poems'? In the case of poems (I) and (2) we
simply do not know. although it might be conjectured that
Gershom Mendes Seixas. then hazan of Shearith Israel, composed
poem (2). More is known about poems (3), (4) and (5), which were
authored by an obscure Shearith Israel Hebrew teacher named Dob
Pique. Pique was a French rabbi whom Shearith Israel brought
over from Bordeaux, along with his family in 1817/18. Possibly,
the congregation hoped that Pique would be able to take the place
of the recently deceased Rev. Seixas, thus relieving Moses Peixotto
and Eleazar Lazarus from the burden of serving as part-time,
interim hazanim. Soon after Pique arrived, he began advising the
congregation on ritual matters. He quickly became respected for
his Hebrew scholarship - a scholarship amply demonstrated in his
clever and skillful poetry. Pique, however, proved a poor and
ineffective teacher, and he demonstrated a propensity for strong
drink. This fatal combination had, by 1821, deprived Pique of
most of his students. Since Moses Peixotto had decided to accept
the post of permanent hazan one year earlier, nothing remained for
Pique to do. Not surprisingly, he soon left Shearith Israel. Where
he went is unknown. 9
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Poem (6) was compo!>ed by a more familiar Shearith Israel
figure: Jacques Judah Lyons, elected hazan in 1839 and who served
until his death in 1877. Lyons possessed a good command of
Hebrew, which he learned as a youth in Surinam, and he was
familiar with Jewish texts. But neither his knowledge nor his poetic
talents matched those of Dob Pique. In truth, Lyons was a better
historian than poet, and it is due to his labors that innumerable
documents in American Jewish history including six of the poems
printed here, have been preserved. 10
Among the poems Lyons saved, one (7) was unrelated to
Shearith Israel. It was recited at Bnai Jeshurun (the congregation is
named in the last line of the poem) and was probably composed by
Jacob J. M. Falkenau who served as shohet and later as shammas
of the synagogue." Born in 1804, he came from a distinguished
family in Furth, Bavaria and in his youth received a fine Jewish
education. Immigrating to America in 1838, Falkenau failed in
business but succeeded in impressing American Jews with his
learning. Although he never became a minister, Falkenau did
participate in halachic debates carried on in the Occident, and in
1846 even made a favorable impression on the newly arrived and
hard-to-impress rabbi, Isaac Mayer Wise. Six years later, at the age
of 48, Falkenau passed away, leaving incomplete a work on
Hebrew grammar. It is not known if he produced any other
Hebrew poems. '2
Falkenau's poem, like the other six printed below, is a
devotional poem, replete with biblical and liturgical allusions. Yet
these early American Hebrew poems are more than mere compendia of verses. Somewhere within each, reference is made to the
occasion for which it was composed. The anonymous first poem
praised both the bride and groom - Gershom Seixas and Hannah
Manuel - and then prayed for their happinesss. In spite of its
brevity, this composition included the name 'Gershom' (in various
guises) fully three times, and the name 'Hannah' twice. The second
poet, a less learned and less talented man, used a far simpler form,
and entreated God in a straightforward manner. First he asked that
the anniversary service prove acceptable to the "Overseer of living
creatures." Continuing, he prayed for congregational members
both living and dead; for America and for the American people;
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and, finally, for all the faithful remnant of Israel. Of particular
interest in this poem is the Hebrew name used for "United States."
In 1808, no Hebrew equivalent for the country's name had as yet
been coined. The poet, therefore, translated the name literally and awkwardly.
Dob Pique was more skillful than both of his predecessors. In
poem (3), for example, he nor only mentioned the new house of
prayer built by Shearith Israel of New York; he also mentioned the
Hebrew names of the synagogue's president (Naphtali Phillips),
trustees (Moses Peixotto, Naphtali Judah, Eleazar S. Lazarus,
Moses L. Moses and Aaron Levy) and treasurer (Cary Judah). 13 In
poem (4) Pique displayed similar talents. His themes - gratitude
and supplication - were fitting for a dedication; his mention of
President" Jimmy" Monroe and Vice President Daniel Tompkins
was suitably patriotic; and his refrain, "out of the mouths of infants and sucklings" (Psalms 8:3), was most appropriate for a
poem recited, as this probably was, by school children. Pique wrote
this entire poem in the form of an acrostic. Using the first letter of
the first three lines of each stanza, he spelled his own name for·
wards and backwards. In the last of his three known poems, poem
(5), Pique again made use of his own name, this time in much more
elaborate fashion. He began and ended every line after the first
with a syllable from his complete Hebrew paterfamilial appellation.
In the body of the poem, Pique, as usual, related content to occasion. He alluded both to the Garden of Eden and to the story of
Adam, themes taken from those chapters of Genesis read on the
Sabbath for which the poem was composed. In poem (5), however,
content was secondary. It is the external appearance of the poem
which is much more striking.
The later poets, Falkenau and especially Lyons, could not match
Pique's talent. Neither in form nor in language was their poetry
nearly as sophisticated. The two poems in memory of President
William Henry Harrison were, nevertheless, still suitable in tone to
the occasion for which they were written. Lyons, in poem (6),
utilized the tragedy to stress the frailty of man. He expressed
Shearith Israel's sorrow at the President's death, and turned to
God for aid and comfort. Falkenau (poem 7) was more pessimistic.
He saw the President's death as punishment for the nation's sins
and he called on the country to banish evil from its midst. Both
poets tempered their sorrow, urging God to exalt America's"
13 Form of Service . .. (1818), introduclion.
14 The Ashkenazi Falkenau spelled "America" wilh an eXIra "ayin" and "yud,"
reflecling lhe influence of Yiddish .
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glory, and invoked Divine blessings on the country's rulers and
leaders.
The effort made to relate the content of Hebrew poems to the
occasions for which they were composed demonstrates that long
before the Civil War some Jews in America tried to make Hebrew
into a living language - one in which original compositions could be
written. Of course the survival of seven examples of Hebrew poetry
over a span of fifty-four years does not warrant the conclusion that
Hebrew culture flourished in early America. What these poems do
suggest is that to a far greater extent than has been realized early
American Jews respected the Hebrew language. They wanted to
celebrate special occasions with original, specially written. Hebrew
works. For early American Jews, Hebrew seems to have served as
an identity symbol: a Jewish contribution to Western culture. Jews,
therefore, lamented the increasingly widespread ignorance of
Hebrew and were upset when Hebrew requirements disappeared
from colleges and universities. Needleess to say, the antebellum
Jewish community was too small and too ignorant to stage a
Hebrew renaissance of its own. But it at least patronized to some
degree the few figures who carried on the old traditions. The
original Hebrew works produced by these early figures, while
scant, should not be dismissed. They represent the earliest flowering of Hebrew culture in America, and they adumbrate the vastly
more important developments of a later era. I!
A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATIONS

The translations of poems (3) and (4) are from the Form of Service
al Ihe Dedication of Ihe New Synagogue of Ihe Kahal Kadosh
Shearilh Israel (New York: 1818). Poem (6) was originally printed
along with a translation. Lyons may have been the translator as
well as the composer. Poems (1), (2) and (7) are freely translated by
the author of this article. Poem (5), which is notable more for its
form than for its content, is left untranslated.

15 Other Hebrew poems were apparently written and lost. lyons mentions a poem
by I. B. Kursheedt on the consecration of Bnai Jeshurun, PAJHS. 27 (1920),
399.
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Upon seeing the second household built by Gershom Seixas on
[illegible] Heshvan. Wednesday. of the year [5)547 my thoughts
were aroused and I was inspired to compose the following poem. I
took up my theme and sang:
A SONG OF FRIENDSHIP

o Most

High, 0 Supremely Exahed One, from your holy habitation heed
the cry of your servant.
Fulfill the wish of the Gersomite your priest, and prosper him with your
blessings - him who labors on behalf of your people.
Grant him the strength to shoulder the burden, and may he see offspring
who busy themselves in the work of God.
Speedily answer the cry of GER SHOM who dwells in Shearith IsraeL
His treasure is grace cast with perfect beauty. Who can count her virtues?
Bless them, bring them happiness, protect them, for she is righteous and
worthy.
Do I speak in vain when I say "And Hannah Prayed" [I Samuel2:1)?
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You who dwell on high and watch over creatures,
I entreat You to hearken to those gathered here;
Accept their songs and music as sweet-savored offerings.
On this, the day on which the sanctuary was consecrated to the worship
of God,
Give ear and hearken to the cries of fathers and children.
Have compassion on us and on the people of the United States.
Grant us tranquility among ourselves and peace with all combatants.
Distance us from strife; and from your dwelling place. favor us with calm.
Happy are you, the faithful remnant (Shearith] of Israel.
May your (hands] ever draw strength from the Lord, the Rock of Eternity.
May life be the lot of those friends who dedicated this sanctuary to prayer.
On this, the seventh of Passover - our seventy-eighth year,
We sing, as they sang: "Arise a Lord unto Your resting-place."
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(3)
Son of man, awake from the sleep of death, and invoke the Almighty
to deliver thee from sinners and the footsteps of their paths; for the
thoughts of thy heart incline continually to evil.
View thyself in the glass, for there thou mayest behold the true reo
semblance of thy features, form, and action, endowed with a knowledge of
good and evil, all indicating thee to be the work of God.
Observe the humble ant which wisely lays up its store before the
ending of the harvest; let her example admonish thee of thy duty.
He that walks in the path of rectitude shall receive his recompense at
the hands of the eternal Judge. The sigh of the contrite sinner will appease
the wrath of the King of kings. Behold, 0 man! the law of thy duty.
The sinner tbat from his youth has gone astray, by contrition,
repentance, and good works, may propitiate the forgiveness of God, who
fills the universe with his glory. For he that seeks his face will he receive
into favour, and keep as the apple of his eye.
He that secretly relieves the wants of his fellow mortal, has clothed
himself with the robe of immortality, let him therefore hope for salvation,
for the soul of man will alone survive the inexorable mandate of death.
Blessed be he that created man for his glory and service, as it is
declared in Exodus xxv.8. "And let them make me a sanctuary, that I may
dwell among them." Let blessing be ascribed unto thy name, 0 Lord, the
creator of man.
Ye, the remnant of the tribes of Israel, who have been preserved
through innumerable trials and vicissitudes pure and undefiled, have with
pure and upright hearts erected a temple to the glory of truth, whe"'n
prayer and sacrifICe may be offered on your altars to the Lord God of
Israel.
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J.
lord, open thou my mouth in songs of praise, that my lips may imitate
the Psalmist's. let us draw night unto him with prayer, and mapify his
holy name. Raise your voices in solemn strains of the Author of woaderful
mirades. What tongue can declare the peatness of the invisible God! He
has established the world, and all that is therein. The God of hosts is his
name; therefore let no tongue falter.
For out of the mouth of babes and suc:lilings he has ordained praise.

2.
To seek after the precepts of the Divine law is the foundation of
wisdom. He that submits with resignation to the will of God, is alone worthy of his condition; for man was the last of the works of his creation.
When wickedness had increased amonS man, He that dwelt between
the cherubim said, "Walk before me, and be thou perfect"; for that is the
path in which man should walk, and then he shall rejoice in strength. For
out of the mouth of babes and sucklings he has ordained praise.

3.
What wonders did he not perform for Israel when he delivered them
out of the land of Egypt! He divided the sea, and preserved their bread
from corruption two days. He caused them to approach the holy mountain.
and shewed them the tree of knowledge. The angels cried aloud, "Give thy
glory, 0 most High. to the heavens." The Seraphim murmured.
"Wherefore should Moses approach the invisible Majesty'?" But we
prevailed in strength.
For out of the mouth of babes and sucklings he has ordained praise.
4.

The man of God answered. "Since the Book of the Law, in describing
the creation of man. has employed the term Vo-yitser (to form.) like him
and the ministers of the Most High subject to iniquity; wherein consists
your power to increase and multiply. that you may receive the holy
benediction? Can we impute blasphemy to the angels, or forbid them to
serve the work of their own hands'? I am the lord thy God. Keep holy the
Sabbath. Covet not that which is thy neighbour's. Thou shalt not take the
name of the Lord in vain.
For out of the mouth of babes and sucklings he has ordained praise.
S

Put your trust in the all-seeing God. then will you not desire to destroy
his image. which is the work of his hands; neither steal nor commit
adultery.
But seek after righteousness and follow it. Bear not false witness
before the judges. Brethren of Israel, who hope for salvation, and have
raised in this place a temple to the glory of Israel, let its sanctuary be
established in our hearts also; then will the Almiahty dwell among us.
Whilst we faithfully fulfill his commandments he will incline towards us
with mercy. Obedience to his will is better than knowled&e.
For out of the mouth of babes and sucklinas he has ordained praise.
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6.

From the throne of thy glory, 0 Lord, look down upon us with an eye
of compassion. Pour forth thy benedictions upon all our rulers; more
especially the chosen sons of men, the President and Vice-President of the
United States, and upon all governors of states and cities, all judges and
magistrates who execute the laws of our blessed Constitution, and upon
our armies and allies! For Meroz also shall be blessed.
For out of the mouth of babes and sucklings he has ordained praise.

7.

o Eternal God! stretch forth thine

holy arm and dispense thy benedictions on our congregation in general. May our elders and trustees be
found worthy in thy sight, and may their righteousness be as a rampart
round about us! Graciously receive at their hands this hallowed sacrifice. in
the completion of a house of reconciliation and prayer. May it ascend as incense before thee, whilst with our lips we accomplish the Holocaust, which
our fathers were wont to offer, in the blood of bulls. Have mercy and compassion on the sheep of thy fold, and speedily in glory raise up our house.
Then shall we be enabled to sing, "Give unto the Lord glory and strength."
For out of the mouth of babes and sucklings he has ordained praise.
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Brief is the time of man on earth.
And tho' but limited his years.
Great were his deeds. and great the worth
Which now his memory endears:
Tho' aged, when the nation spoke.
He bent his shoulders to the yoke.
Most High! thy Mercy thou didst lend
And soon the burden did remove,
A while his life thou didst extend.
And to reward him with thy love.
With Honor, Power and Renown
His latest hours, thou didst crown.
All this in heart we meditate
To thee Oh! Lord our voices raise;
And Thee Oh! God we supplicate,
To listen to thy childrens praise;
Unto us turn in Mercy now,
Our comforter and aid art thou!
Like to the Eagles lofty flight.
Exalt Oh! Lord this glorious land.
And o'er its Rulers Oh! delight.
To stretch thy all protecting hand:
And in thy grace forever dwell
Thy Congregation Israel.
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With me Oh! Israel's race unite,
And in the house of God attend:
The youthful and the ag'd alike,
All now in supplication bend:
With thee America. we raise.
The voice of pray'r, the hymn of praise.
Nor songs of joy, nor triumph now.
Nor of defeat this day we bring;
But with the voice of grief and woe,
The hymn of sorrow now we sing:
The song of lamentation raise.
And mingle mourning with our praise,

I

It hath occur'd - Death stood within,

Our palace, and the hero died;
The splendour of our house is dim.
And He who was the nation's pride Is stricken down, the good, the great,
E'en from his lofty Seat of State.
To higher spheres his spirit fled,
To rest, his soul he did resign;
Peace be with him the honour'd dead,
Like to the Sun his name will shine:
Cherished within our hearts will be,
His worth, his deeds and memory.
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Proclaim a fast, 0 House of Israel;
Sanctify the day, pray intensely to God;
Children of [Bnail leshurun! Shroud yourselves in sackcloth, mourn,
Grieve and wail; raise your voices in lamentation.
A bitter death befell our palace;
The hand of God has struck us down.
Since America's founding day,
Such an event has never occurred.

• • * * • • •
We, all of us, descend from one Father;
We have transgressed, we have been rebellious.
The people have sinned, sinned greatly,
"God Himself provides the lamb for a burnt offering [Gen. 22:8)."

• • • • * *
Let
Let
Let
Let

us
us
us
us

scrutinize our ways and our deeds;
remove our evil acts.
eschew violence, lawlessness and deceit;
strive only for righteousness every day,

• * • • • • •
We beseech you, Father of Mercy, have pity on us,
Have compassion on us and on our country;
Exalt America's glory ever higher;
Cause it to soar aloft like an eagle. Selah.
A new leader's installed to succeed him;
Grant him long life; let him enjoy his days,
Bless the nation's elders and elected officials,
Its lawmakers, counsellors and jurors.
Bless also the leader of the State of New York,
As well as its officers and judges,
The City, all its residents and those who hold office,
With the members of Bnai leshurun, it~ congregation.
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