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In dem land fun piramidn 
Geven a kenig, beyz un shlekht 

Zenen dort geven di yidn 
Zayne diner, zayne knekht …

“In the land of the pyramids 
There was a king, angry and evil 

There, the Jews were 
His servants, his slaves …”

hus ran the beginning of “Piramidn,” the first song I ever 
learned in Yiddish, just a month after leaving the operatic 
stage in the fall of 2011. Coming from a purely classical 
background, I was not particularly impressed. The melody 

was rather simple. The words, by anarchist poet David Edelstadt (1866-
1892), seemed too didactic for the kind of “artistic” interpretation I was 
used to lavishing on a piece of music. I found the song sorely lacking — 
though it was I who was lacking in any kind of context for “Piramidn.”

The first time I heard a live rendition of “Piramidn” was some months 
later during a cultural seder at the historic Yiddish Artists and Friends 
Actor’s Club in the East Village of Manhattan. Founded by the 
famous Hollywood star Paul Muni (born Frederich Meshilem Meyer 
Weisenfreund), the club was hung with portraits of the stars of yesteryear 
from the Yiddish stage and screen. However, in a room full of voluble 
Yiddish speakers, some of whom had either personally known or 
even acted with the figures on the wall, none of the history the space 
represented seemed very far away.  

As everyone in the room sang out the words of “Piramidn,” it suddenly 
took on a very different charge than when I had first learned it. It not 
only told the classic Passover narrative, but also moved its message 
into prismatic versions of the Jewish present. There was the present 
of David Edelstat, who fought for worker’s rights and died of the 
conditions brought about by the sweatshop and the tenement. There 
was the present of the figures on the wall of the club, who came out of 
backgrounds similar to that of Edelstat to create a new Jewish culture 
in a Promised Land that would be profoundly changed by it. There were 
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the various presents of the people in the room who had survived the Holocaust, anti-Semitism, and cultural 
assimilation to celebrate another Pesach in the mameloshn. 

And then there was my present as a young African-American gay convert who decided that aspects of this side 
of Jewish culture applied to him as well. I knew the discontents of a history that included “di viste shklafnvelt,” 
“the bleak slavery-world” described in “Piramidn.” The question that ends “Piramidn, “Folk, ver vet dikh haynt 
bafrayen?” -- “People, who will free you today?” -- is one that continues to take on new meanings on the 
American soil. 

An Alternative

The profound richness of my experience that evening is one I have striven to recreate as my personal interest 
in Jewish culture has become a responsibility to foster Yiddishkeit in the Jewish communities in which I live, 
work, and daven. In keeping with the idealistic and somewhat radical aims of the Yiddish-speaking doers and 
thinkers who came before me, I would like to propose the following change in the present state of Jewish 
education: an alternative to the conventional approach of creating a piecemeal Jewish “identity” in favor of 
developing a holistic, diverse, complex, and culturally relevant model of what it is (and has been) to be a Jew. 

This model would be based on the active recovery, discussion, celebration, and emulation of our culture and 
history as Jews, as opposed to a perfunctory flattening and summation of our complex culture in order to 
facilitate “learning.” The themes and content of Jewish life would be presented through engagement with the 
social, artistic, literary, political, and religious ideas and concepts of Jewish civilization.  

I freely admit to the somewhat pie-in-the-sky nature of these aims and the (as yet) non-existence of a 
comprehensive plan for their execution. Accordingly, I’d like to present an example of my own attempt to 
reconcile the responsibility to educate with my dedication to Jewish culture and ideas. 

My first formal experience in Jewish education was creating and developing an adult education program based 
on text study of foundational Jewish concepts. I presented for discussion biblical and Talmudic texts addressing 
the following subjects: personal prayer in Jewish belief and practice, issues of prophecy and free will, and 
the effect of history on classic Jewish narratives. In order to diversify and enrich the conversation on these 
subjects, I also presented Yiddish song texts specifically about the subjects addressed, which provided not only 
alternative views and commentaries on the subjects, but also encouraged discussion about the effects of these 
foundational concepts on Jewish culture and history. In order to present yet another way to engage with the 
ideas presented, I then performed each Yiddish song for the purpose of drawing attention to how the words 
were set, the mode or nusach in which the song was written, and how the life and times of the poet/composer 
informed their interpretation of the subject. 

I embarked on this project with not a little trepidation. Yiddish as a language is of somewhat low estate among 
American Jews for various reasons of history, assimilation, and ideology. It can safely be said that Yiddish is no 
longer considered by American Jews to be a language of serious Jewish inquiry, in spite of being the source of 
so many important aspects of modern Jewish existence. 

The enthusiasm with which the participants seized, argued, and discussed the material surprised me, as did 
the nature of their reflections on the subjects. Somehow, the introduction of this cultural, decidedly ethnic, 
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indisputably Jewish element to a conventional text study provided a catalyst for the participants to reflect how 
these concepts had affected the history of their families and people, as well as their own lives.  

Experiences like these always are a possibility when culture and ideas are the contexts in which Jewish 
education is presented. As long as Jewish culture is considered to be mere window dressing for more 
“concrete” aims in Jewish education, the possibility of raising a generation of thinkers, creators, and innovators 
inspired by the persistent themes and issues of Jewish existence is impaired.  

As an educator in my own Jewish community, I fully understand what an immense challenge and outsize 
commitment of time and resources it would be to consistently educate along the lines I’ve presented. What 
I’m really presenting here is a call to take the time to fully consider the possibilities that Jewish thought and 
culture provide to the Jewish educator in creating continuity with our past and a future of real engagement 
informed by the radical act of being a Jew. 

Zol zayn mit mazl--and if you don’t happen to know what that means, you’re no less of a mentsch for googling 
it.
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