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Estro Poetico-armonico III 
 
 
I. THE MEAL (Eliahu) | Tzur Mishelo Achalnu 
 

As on every Sabbath 
we gather. The doorbell announces 
the arrivals. There isn’t 
more love here than anywhere else. 
 
Sometimes strange things 
are said. Lying ready 
on the table are 
the knives. 
 
What is not said 
has become sharper over time. 
 
What the eye has not seen 
is sliced by glances. 
 
The children sit down 
on the chairs of the 
dead. 
  (trans. Vivian Eden) 

 
II. I Wanted to Elaborate… (Shabtai) | Ahot Ktanah 
 

I wanted to elaborate-to say 
that man is memory 
 
but there’s no point in saying 
 What’s already been said 
 
and said in the language of the body 
and said in the language of creation 
 
and said 
in the manner of man and woman 
 
and in this light 
“You’ve let me taste your body’s honey” 
 
is eternity 
 
is man 
 
naked and forgetting himself 
 
receiving the divine honey 
 
the honey of your hugs 



 
the honey of your pure soul 
 
the honey of your eyes 
 
the honey of your knees 
the honey of your back with hints of sweat 
 
the armpit whose sign is “L” 
   (Life) 
the breasts (shaddayim) which are 
the explicit name of God (Shaddai) 
 
(that everything enfolds, enacts,  
  grants and opens” 
 
Ah- 
You’ve let me taste your body’s honey 
 
  (trans. Peter Cole) 

 
III. Night Prayer (Eliahu) | Havdallah 
 

Let me not be foreclosed, let my place not be searched,  
let them love 
without question, let me not be in debt, 
let the roof not leak. 
 
Let me always be able to pay rent and not be afraid  
and not tremble in every breeze of love 
as though it were a wave of pain. 
 
 Let me stop 
 
feeling sorry for myself through other people. 
Let my appliances not break down and let the  
light not burn out before I am done 

 
 
 
 
IV. Abraham Becomes Human (Bernstein) | Chad Gadya 
 

You didn’t promise me anything. 
You didn’t tempt me. 
Not when I went out ahead of the army 
and not when it passed by. 
 
I sent one son to die, 
and the other I tried to sacrifice. 
I maintained an innocence 
no longer useful. 



 
When all the prophecies come to pass – 
and they always do, for evil  – 
my eyes will lift toward you 
at the camp, like the eyes of a cow. 
 
Behold me in my affliction, look  
as my days are numbered. 
I was, after all, just an instance 
around which things happened. 
   
  (trans. Lisa Katz) 

 
V. Song of the Righteous (Bar-Kohav) | Kol Biru’ei 
 

The sea is right, the flaming olive branches are right,  
right the burn cinders of Europe, right 
the wandering tribes searching for a home,  
the coffee houses and  
tea shops are right, the modest fountains 
in places where there is no water, right are the fish  
the donkeys and  
all those sacrificed 
right is Abraham and right is Isaac, right is Ishmael right 
the prophets of all types and kinds, 
right the shining image that covers the land’s nakedness  
like a blanket, 
right are the barefoot children of the Old City, the peddlers,  
right are the charitable right the muezzins, cantors, rabbis,  
religious sages right are the divine sayings, 
right is the jealous god, right is god full of mercy 
right are the mothers and fathers 
right the lean landscape that lacks the strength  
to contain all this righteousness, 
and so we have gathered here in  
the Assembly Hall of the United Nations 
to declare that right is on all sides 
and until the world ends for some other reason 
you will forever live by the sword 
and the sword will not depart from  
the home of the righteous. 

 
   (trans. Lisa Katz) 
 
PROGRAM NOTES 
 
The title of this work is taken from Benedetto Marcello’s (1686-1739) collection of psalm settings that he composed after 
attending and transcribing liturgical chant of the Venice synagogue. In Marcello’s preface to the first edition, he writes of the 
musical connection between what he heard in the synagogue and a historical lineage passed down from generation to 
generation all the way back to Mount Sinai. While this assertion can’t be proven in any way, the idea is evocative: a hope 
that an ancient oral tradition can withstand time and change. Like the Telephone Game, where children whisper messages 
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from one ear to the next, a purely oral tradition will mutate. My own Estro is a sort of Telephone Game, with my own re-
hearings and re-casting of the past.  
 
The ethnomusicologist Leo Levi recorded Jewish communities in Italy from the 1950-60s, and especially the extraordinary 
Roman tradition. These recordings are a window into a liturgical tradition that is slipping away, and I have been fascinated 
with these recordings for more than ten years. I have paired each recording I’ve chosen (one per movement) with an Israeli 
poem that deals with the realities of modern life in Israel while grappling with its history.  
 
About the Leo Levi recordings that I chose for each movement: 
 
I. 
 
Tzur mishelo akhalnu (“Rock of Sustenance”) is sung by Angelina Rocca Meghnagi, Rome, 1956, one of the very few 
women that appear in Levi’s recordings. This melody is probably derived from a popular style of the 18th century. 
 
II.  
Ahot Ktanah is sung by Dario Israel, Trieste, 1956. A poem by Avraham ben Yitzhak Hazan Gerondi (13th century) for the 
evening of Rosh Hashanah in the Sephardic tradition of Trieste. The text, based on the Song of Songs, refers to Israel like a 
“little sister” (Ahot Ktanah), and calls for the liberation of the Jewish people from the suffering of years past. 
 
III.  
Havdallah sung by Cesare Tagliacozzo, Rome, 1954. Benedictions and verses of messianic hope recited to signal the end 
of Shabbat and the beginning of the new week, in the Italian tradition of Rome. 
 
IV. 
Chad Gadya sung by Fernando Procaccia, Genova, 1954. Many Italian-Jewish chants feature a strong regional component 
in their use of dialect and in the pronounciation of Italian and Hebrew words that reflect the local accents. In this Florentine 
version of the famous cumulative song of springtime, Chad Gadya (“one young goat”), each verse of the original Aramaic 
narration is followed by a translation to a Hebrew/Italian mix.  
 

E venne il signor padre che comprò un capretto per due scudi, per due scudi un capretto, un capretto.  
E venne il gatto che mangiò il capretto che comprò il signor padre per due scudi. 
E venne il cane che morsicò il gatto ce mangiò il capretto che comprò il signor padre per due scudi. 
E venne kadosh baruch hu che scannò il mala’ach ha-mavet che scannò il shochet che shachtò il bove che bevve 
l’acqua che spense il fuoco che bruciò il bastone che bastonò il cane che morsicò il gatto che mangiò il capretto che 
comprò il signor padre per due scudi. 

 
V. Kol Biru’ei sung by Paolo Nissim, Trieste, 1956. 
 
An acrostic poem describing “all the creatures” while singing and praising the unity of god. It is recited daily in the morning 
prayer in the Italian tradition. This melody is sung only during Rosh Hashanah in the Italian tradition of Padua.  
 
Text adapted from the liner notes by Francesco Spagnolo. Italian Jewish Musical Traditions from the Leo Levi Collection 
(1954-1962). Jerusalem: Jewish Music Research Center; Roma: Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia, 2001. 
 
All recordings used with permission from Dr. Edwin Seroussi and the Jewish Music Research Centre at The Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem.  
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Yotam Haber
change strings and winds  to sFpp followed by cresc to FFF
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