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“Lenny Was Family ... at Mishkan Tefila”:
The Importance of Leonard Bernstein’s Synagogue

Ann Glazer Niren

The eclectic American composer Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990)
wrote music in a variety of genres, including musical theater, film, and

concert music. He was also comfortable creating music infused with

a Jewish flavor, either by direct
quotation or stylized reference.
Numerous scholars have investigated
Bernstein’s Jewish background and
his compositions, but one area
that has not received appropriate
attention is the importance of
Congregation Mishkan Tefila, his
childhood synagogue in Boston. Its
rabbi, Herman Rubenovitz (1883—
1966), its cantor, Iszo Glickstein
(1891-1947), and especially its music
director, Solomon Braslavsky (1887—
1975), made a lifelong impression
on Bernstein. Mishkan Tefila served
as the venue for some of Bernstein’s
carliest piano performances, and

Figure 1: Signed photo of Bernstein, 1945.
(Courtesy Archive of
Congregation Mishkan Tefila)

it was here that he heard an organ—unusual in itself for a Conservative

synagogue—for the first time. As scholar Jonathan D. Sarna notes:

It was there that Bernstein first discovered the power of

grand music, there that he learned to appreciate Jewish

music, there that he was tutored in public speaking,

there that he was imbued with pride in his Jewish heritage,

and there that he saw how Judaism and American culture

could be harmonized.!

The groundwork set in his childhood by this institution and its clergy

and staff was crucial to his later Jewish and musical life.
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CONGREGATION-MISHKAN TEFILA. DORCHESTER. MASSACHUSETTS

Figure 2: Picture Postcard of Mishkan Tefila, 1940.
(Courtesy Dorchester Historical Society, Massachusetts)

The Bernsteins and Mishkan Tefila

Mishkan Tefila played an important role in the life of the Bernstein
family. Even the physical building made quite an impression on the
Bernstein children, including sister Shirley (1923-1998) and brother
Burton (b. 1932). Burton noted that they used to refer to itas “The Parthenon,”
because of its size and Greco-Roman columns on the facade.” It is easy to see
how a young child would be in awe of this magnificent structure.’

Sarna notes that Leonard “began attending [services at Mishkan
Tefila] at the age of eight,” which would have been 1926.* A document
containing the minutes of a synagogue board meeting from September
of 1926 includes a list of new members, including an “S. Bernstein.”
Bernstein is a relatively common Jewish surname, and without a
complete first name, we cannot determine with certainty if this new
member is truly Leonard’s father, Sam. However, based on the date and
the name, it seems quite clear that Sarna is correct.

The decision to join Conservative Mishkan Tefila is not one that Sam
would have made lightly. He was raised Orthodox and descended from
a long line of rabbis; he had even considered becoming a rabbi himself
but left Ukraine before he could do so.” He became a successful business
owner instead, running a thriving beauty supply business, and felt that
Mishkan Tefila, where many of Boston’s prominent Jews belonged, was
the right place for him and his family.® Soon, he became very active,
serving in various capacities on the synagogue board, including that
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of vice president. Burton Bernstein recalls his father’s immersion into

Mishkan Tefila:

His new status seemed to draw him away from the tiny,
rude, sexually segregated Orthodox shuls of his past. Now

he could take his family with pride to a place of worship the
equal of any cathedral, with a choir, an organ, a reserved
pew, a rabbi named H.H. Rubenovitz, who gave sermons
not only in English but in Oxford-accented English, a cantor
who could have been an opera singer, and a first-rate Hebrew
school to further his children’s sense of heritage.”

Indeed, the Hebrew school was renowned for its quality of education.
Bernstein studied Hebrew at Mishkan Tefila from age eight until celebrating
becoming a bar mitzvah at age thirteen. Hebrew school was held Monday
through Thursday from 4:00 until 6:30 and on Sundays from 10:00 to 12:30.®
Humphrey Burton states that Bernstein “graduated as an honor student after
five years of study in 1931.” In preparation for his becoming a bar mitzvah,
Bernstein studied with Solomon Zuckrow, headmaster of the school.’®
Bernsteins love of Hebrew stemmed from Zuckrow and from Bernstein’s
father, Sam."" In those days, it was traditional to present one of several ready-
made speeches for one’s bar mitzvah service. Instead, Bernstein offered an
articulate and personally crafted speech, which Zuckrow helped him translate

into Hebrew.!?

Rabbi Rubenovitz and Cantor Glickstein

It is quite possible that Bernstein modeled his bar mitzvah speech after the
sermons of Rabbi Rubenovitz. Rubenovitz was very articulate, both in written
and verbal communication." Bernstein consciously tried to emulate this trait as
an adult, particularly in his television appearances.' Of Rubenovitz, Bernstein
stated, “He gave me my first notion of public speaking, of declamatory passion
and timing, a sense of balance and moderation in reasoning; a liberal view
of argument, an enormous sense of dignity, and the basic divine element in
man.”"® He adored Rubenovitz, and the feeling seemed to be mutual. However,
Rubenovitz unwittingly served as the butt of some good-natured jokes by the
Bernstein children. Burton Bernstein recalls, “Judaism was an enormous part
of my brother’s humor, and a huge part of his life.... The Rabbi at Mishkan
Tefila was named H.H. Rubenovitz. We used to call him Ha Ha.”'¢
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When Bernstein applied to Harvard, Rubenovitz wrote a letter of
recommendation on his behalf. This letter, dated 7 May 1935, states
in part: “From my observation of Leonard Bernstein, I believe him to
be reliable, industrious and persevering. He is physically healthy and
possesses a fine sense of honor. If admitted to Harvard University,
he will, in my opinion, be a worthy addition to the student body.”"’
Bernstein’s top grades no doubt must have driven Harvard to accept
him, but perhaps the rabbi’s letter aided the process.

Even more than the guidance and example of the rabbi, “probably
the greatest influence was the music heard each week at Temple Mishkan
Tefila, which, in addition to the tenor cantor singing traditional melodies,
boasted an organ and a choir,” notes Paul Myers.'® Bernstein speaks of
the “wonderful” music at Mishkan Tefila, stating that he “learned to love
music there, sitting there with my father.”'” Other than the synagogue,
Leonard did not have early exposure to music, except for the radio and
singing at the William Lloyd Garrison Elementary School.?

Indeed, early in Bernstein’s life, he made a connection between music
and religion. When he touched the piano for the first time, at the age of
ten, he “knew he had touched God.”*" In addition, biographer Evelyne
Resnick observes that for Bernstein, the “true music” came from the
synagogue and therefore, music is uniquely tied to the notion of God.*

Bernstein remarked that Glickstein was his favorite cantorial voice,*
and he enthusiastically recalled Glickstein’s abilities and the quality of
the music program at Mishkan Tefila:

We were of the Conservative persuasion .... which allowed
for an organ and a choir in a hidden choir loft, and when
they let rip I used to go mad! We had a fabulous cantor who
was a great musician and a beautiful man, very tall, very
majestic. He would begin to sing the ancient tunes—they

are not exactly melodies, because they are not really written
down; they're traditional, handed down orally—and he had a
tenor voice of such sweetness and such richness—with a dark
baritonal quality, I now realize; I didn’t know a tenor from a
baritone in those days—and then the organ would start and
then the choir would begin with its colors, and I just began

to get crazed with the sound of choral music.*
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In fact, Glickstein served as more than a musical inspiration; he was
Burton Bernstein’s godfather. Burton reflects, “He was a wonderful,
saintly man. He had a beautiful voice, untrained, but it often cracked on
the high notes.... [But] it had a great affect on Lenny. Up to his dying
day, we used to joke about it.”* According to Glickstein’s great-niece,
Janet Stein, Bernstein gave piano lessons to her cousin, Glickstein’s niece,
although this assertion could not be independently corroborated.?

According to congregant Mitchell Cooper, Bernstein’s childhood
friend and neighbor, Bernstein acted as cantor for youth services

at Mishkan Tefila—likely because of
b Glickstein’s influence.”” Cooper recalled

that Bernstein had a good voice as a boy.?®
N

-

2 However, even though Bernstein adored

=N

: Glickstein and Rubenovitz, it was music
5 ‘t\;—s director Braslavsky who had the biggest
V/ impact on him at Mishkan Tefila.

Bernstein and Braslavsky

The multitalented Braslavsky proved
to be a guiding force for Bernstein.
Choral conductor Judith Clurman stated,
“Braslavsky was vital to his [Bernstein’s]

: musical development. [Bernstein] was
Figure 3: Solomon Braslavsky, ~ able to feel safe in this environment. He

ca. 1930. (Courtesy Boston Public  \youldn’t be who he was without this man
Library Print Deptartment) and Mishkan Tefila. It was in his blood.”*®

Cantor Aryeh Finkelstein observed that Bernstein had the “greatest love
and affection and professional respect for Braslavsky.”® Sarna noted,
“Braslavsky served as a kind of role model. After all, Braslavsky is at once
a performer, a composer, a conductor, and an educator.”! Additionally,
Sarna commented on how unusual it is for a composer to be so vocally
indebted to the musical director of his childhood place of worship, yet at
the same time “Braslavsky’s name is scarcely known today, even by close
students of Bernstein’s work, and the impact that he and his synagogue
made on the young Leonard has received minimal attention.”

Although Braslavsky might not be a housechold name today, he was

a towering figure in the New England region at midcentury. Born
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in Ukraine and given his first music education by his cantor-father,
Braslavsky immigrated to Vienna in 1908 to escape pogroms and pursue
music.”> He studied at the Kaiserlich-K6nigliche Akademie fiir Musik
und Darstellende Kunst (also known as the Royal Imperial Academy of
Music) and the University of Vienna. After graduation, he held numerous
teaching and conducting positions, including at the Jewish Theological
Seminary in Vienna. He even served as conductor of the World Zionist
Congress in 1925, where he may have first met Rubenovitz. Mishkan
Tefila hired Braslavsky as music director in 1928, where he remained for
his entire career.?*

Braslavsky brought musical renown to Mishkan Tefila, in part from
the manner in which he used the organ during services. Organs, or indeed
musical instruments in general, are not usually found in Conservative
synagogues, although there have been several notable exceptions.”” The
organ at Mishkan Tefila accompanied congregational, choral, and even
cantorial singing and was often used during interludes. Rubenovitz decided
to include the organ in regular worship during a 1913 visit to Europe as a
delegate to the World Zionist Congress.* In chronicling this trip, he wrote:

For the first time in my life I realized the inherent beauty
and majesty of our traditional synagogue service when
clothed in the dignity, the decorum, and the glorious musi-
cal setting, which I found in the leading temples of Paris,
Berlin and Vienna. Then and there I resolved to transplant
some of that beauty and spirituality into my own Mishkan
Tefila.... [I]t came about that at a stormy meeting of the
congregation my views prevailed by a vote of 67 in favor
and 54 against. And thus it was decided that henceforth we
were to have organ music and a mixed choir at our services

on Sabbaths and holidays.?”

Mishkan Tefila’s organ was truly magnificent, second only in size and
quality to that of Symphony Hall in Boston.”® The instrument, designed
and constructed by the Frazee Organ Company, was “a four-manual-
pedal instrument of seventy-five stops, seven divisions, and more than
four thousand pipes.”’

Several accounts state that Bernstein particularly enjoyed the sound
of the organ. With his limited exposure to music, and certainly lacking
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familiarity with church music, Bernstein probably would not have
heard an organ before attending this synagogue. One source noted that
“the music of the organ and the choir made the boy burst into tears.”*’
In retrospect, Bernstein observed that when he heard the organ there
for the first time, “It was the Mighty Wurlitzer itself to me.”*! Author
Enrico Castiglione referred to the instrument as “that organ that seemed
to sound as if it came from God.”® This statement might seem like
hyperbole, but because the organ pipes were hidden high from view, to
the young boy, the music probably did seem to emanate from God.
Braslavsky’s impact extended beyond his organ performances. In an
interview, Burton Bernstein noted, “Braslavsky was Leonard Bernstein’s
first very great influence.... Braslavsky affected Lenny personally and
professionally. He was a terrific musician. He really whipped the
choir into shape.... On trips we would go through his [Braslavsky’s]
arrangements.”*> Burton went on to explain that the Bernstein children
were so moved by Braslavsky’s music that they were able to sing much of
it by heart.** Of this music, he noted, “It was terrific. And Lenny was so
taken with it, and I would say it was an immense influence in so much

of what he did: Jeremiah Symphony, Kaddish, the Mass, all sorts of things.

Enormous.”® Shirley Bernstein concurs, noting:

Lenny’s first real experience with some of the great com-
posers of the past [in the Western tradition] was in the
Temple.... The music heard in the Temple helped to make
the time spent there a moving experience for Lenny. His
composing career reflects the influence of that experience.*

She further notes:

Using the talents of the sweet-voiced cantor and his disci-
plined choir to the fullest, Professor Brasslovsky [sic] would
make impressive arrangements of the litanies and hymns,
arrangements highly influenced by many of the great com-
posers of the past. Lenny and I can still sing much of what
we heard there in those early years. Now we recognize the
sounds of Giuseppe Verdi, Ernest Bloch, Modest Mussorg-
sky, Felix Mendelssohn, and Franz Schubert. When we first
heard them, we thought it was all Professor Braslavsky.*”

Ann Glazer Niren



34 The American Jewish Archives Journal

Bernstein himself states that Braslavsky’s pieces were “very much
influenced by Mendelssohn’s Elijah, Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis, and
even Mahler. And I used to weep just listening to the choir, cantor and
organ thundering out—it was a big influence on me.”**

Indeed, Bernstein maintained a lifelong aflinity for the Jewish-born
Mahler. Clurman believes that Bernstein’s passion for Mahler was also
inspired by Braslavsky. She states, “I think he [Braslavsky] probably
taught Bernstein who Gustav Mahler was, who all of these great
composers were.”* Carol Oja and Kay Kaufman Shelemay suggest, “It
is intriguing to speculate about whether the young Bernstein might have
heard Braslavsky share memories of Vienna.”*® It is merely speculation,
though, because no conclusive information exists. Nevertheless, it
is clear that the German-Viennese style of composition favored by
Braslavsky made an impression on Bernstein.

Performances at Mishkan Tefila

Once Bernstein “discovered” music, he practiced incessantly and
performed anywhere there was a piano, including in various programs
at Mishkan Tefila. Meryle Secrest states that Bernstein made his first
professional appearance there at age thirteen, playing works by Chopin
and Liszt.”! In 1932, Mishkan Tefila invited Bernstein to present a
recital for a meeting of the Brotherhood, of which Sam was an active
member.”?> Humphrey Burton states, “As an expression of his gratitude,
Leonard included in his program a set of variations, improvised in the
style of Bach, Chopin, and Gershwin, based on a Hasidic meditation
he had heard his father sing while taking a shower.”>

The following year, Mishkan Tefila presented “The Miracle of the
Ages,” a play written and produced by Mrs. Mignon Rubenovitz. The
program from this performance shows that all three of the Bernstein
children participated (Figure 4). At this point, Leonard would have
been fifteen years old. It is unknown what his role was, but very likely
it was musical in some way.

Mrs. Rubenovitz staged another large-scale production a few years
later in 1936. This program, titled “The Golden Slippers,” involved
numerous people from Mishkan Tefila and the larger Boston Jewish
community. Bernstein, now at Harvard, opened the program with
several piano pieces, including an original composition called Zwo
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Little Blessings

May the spirit of the Maccabees live within the hearts of these children. May

they grow and thrive, bring joy to their parents, and honor
to the House of Israel.

A
Abramson, Arline Elaine
Alberston, Paul Richard
Alberts, Elise Carol
Alpert, Leonard
Alpert, Richard
Alpert, William

B

Balter, Alan Lewis
Bergman, Charles Cabe
Bergman, Marylin Francis
Berman, Jordan Arnold
Bernstein, Burton
Bernstein, Leonard
Bernstein, Shirley
Bloom, Hebert W.
Boiarsky, Selma Lee
Bornstein, Marjorie Irene
Brilliant, Richard
Bunson, Lois

(]
Clayman, Phyllis Rosalind
Cohen, Donald J.
Cohen, Edith Leah
Cohen, Joan Arline
Cohen, Sandra Harriet
Crane, Jean

D
Davidow, Ernest
Davidow, Newton
Dennis, Stanley M.
E
Edison, Charles
Edison, Dorothy
Edison, Muriel
Edison, Robert
Eisenberg, Frederick Aaron

F

Finkovitch, Elliot M.
Finn, Sylvia Ruth
Flaschner, Franklin N.
Flaschner, Jerrold
Flax, Susan Mayra
Frank, Peter

RaBBI H. H. RUBENOVITZ

Friedman, Murray Lee
Friedman, Rosalind Dorothy
Friedman, Tobe

G
Galbenewetz, Fay Ann
Gerson, Ruth
Gerson, Thelma
Glickstein, Helaine B.
Glickstein, Judith
Glickstein, Mishel
Goldberg, Shepard Joseph
Goldblatt, Cecile
Golden, Allan Marvin
Goldman, Bernice
Goldman, Carol Lee
Goldman, Elaine
Goldman, Ethel
Goldman, Paul Morris
Goldstein, Celia
Goldstein, Edward Martin
Goldstein, Stanley David
Goodman, Jane
Goodman, Joy Elaine
Goose, J. Keeva
Goose, Sandra Gladys
Gurvitz, Joan Rose
Gurvitz, Nancy New

H
Herzberg, Jerrold Robert
Hoffman, Doris
Hoffman, Gladys
Hoffman, Herbert
Hoffman, Jeanne
Hoffman, Libby

I
Izenstadt, Frances

K
Kaplan, Dorothy Ann
Kaplan, Dorothy Anne
Kaplan, Ruth Lora
Karas, Marilyn
Kaufman, Alice B.
Kaufman, Earl B.
Kay, Millard M.
Klarfeld, Harriet Ruth

Figure 4: List of children performing in “Miracle of the Ages,” taken from Mrs.
H. H. Rubenovitz, Grand Ball and Presentation, “Miracle of the Ages: A Morality
Play in Ten Scenes.” (Boston: Temple Mishkan Tefila, 1993), 35.

Ann Glazer Niren



36 The American Jewish Archives Journal
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General Chairman
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PIANG® SOTO e T ot s saiinilin e ifss o TBON AR D/ BERNSTEIN.
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GREETINGS: New ENGLAND ZIONISTS e DR HYMAN. MORBISON)
GREETINGS: Hapassa® . . . . . . . . . . . Msgss JuLan ANseLL
PRESENTATION OF RESOLUTIONS . . . . . . . JosEpH SONNABEND
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PRESENTATION OF GIFTS . . . . . . Myer H. ScoBoprin
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Jason EDwIN StARr
RESPONSE . . . . . . . . . . . . M=zs Herman H. Rusenovrrz

ADDRESS: 1 = s agane an e et SRRy HeeMANHRUBENOVITZ
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Figure 5: Program from the Silver Jubilee Celebration in honor of Rabbi Rubenovitz,

“Temple Mishkan Tefila/Silver Jubilee/Dinner-Reception/Programs (1936), folder 1-462,

(Courtsey American Jewish Historical Society, Boston)
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Nocturnes (based on Hebraic Spring Melodies).>* The movements are la-
beled “Rite” and “Hora.” Bernstein scholar Jack Gottlieb notes that this

manuscript is lost >

and it is unclear on which “Hebraic spring melodies”
they are based. The program also states that Bernstein served as piano ac-
companist for violinist Samuel J. Leibovici and tenor Eugene Connolly.”
The works offered are rather challenging. Certainly Leibovici, a member
of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, would have known many pianists,
but he chose Bernstein. As a young musician, Bernstein was gaining valu-
able musical experience, in large part thanks to Mishkan Tefila.

Bernstein appeared in yet another production the same year, this time
in honor of Rubenovitzs twenty-fifth anniversary as spiritual leader of the
synagogue. Although the program does not state which pieces Bernstein
performed, it is clear that he played a piano solo (Figure 5). In the audience
were numerous dignitaries from Mishkan Tefila and the greater Boston
community, many of whom were there to offer presentations to Rubenovitz.

Even during his college years at Harvard, Bernstein continued to
attend services at Mishkan Tefila whenever he could.’® His family
maintained its membership and active participation as well: Sam served
on the board for many years, and Bernstein’s mother, Jennie, attended
regularly on Shabbat.” According to Burton Bernstein, sister Shirley “was
also very much a part of” the synagogue whenever she was in Boston.® In
essence, the synagogue became a second home to the Bernsteins. Indeed,
congregant Anita Kurland observed succinctly, “Lenny was family ... at
Mishkan Tefila.”®!

Actually, he was more than family. Burton Bernstein observes, “The
Boston Jewish community, in particular, adopted Lenny as a collective
son—he was Boston’s own, and a Jewish boy, after all—and people of my
parents’ generation absorbed vicarious nakhas by merely being in the same
room as Jennie and Sam.”®* To show his appreciation for the synagogue’s
support, Bernstein sent an autographed publicity photo of himself,
inscribed, “For Mishkan Tefila, Sincerely, Leonard Bernstein, NYC 1945.”

Lenny and Felicia’s Wedding and Alexander’s Bar Mitzvah

Since Bernstein had such a long-standing relationship with Mishkan
Tefila, it made sense that he would get married there. When he and
Felicia Montealegre became engaged, Bernard Short, then-president of
Mishkan Tefila, sent them a congratulatory letter, stating in part:
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I do hope that your marriage will be solemnized at our
Temple on the same pulpit on which your Bar Mitzvah was
celebrated and on which you chanted many a Maffir. I am
most pleased to offer you the facilities of our Temple for this
great simcha. ... Mishkan Tefila is proud indeed of its illustri-
ous son. I have been following, with justifiable pride, your
rise to the distinguished position you have achieved in the
realm of music, and am eagerly looking forward to the glori-
ous future that is in store for you.®

Bernstein did, indeed, wed Felicia at Mishkan Tefila on 8 September
1951. According to John Briggs, the wedding was Orthodox; however,
that could not have been the case, since the synagogue was Conservative.*
Although Felicia had a Jewish father, she was not brought up Jewish,
having been taught by nuns.®> She converted to Judaism the morning
of the wedding, although she claims her Catholic mother never knew.*
In fact, her mother made the sign of the cross before she entered the
synagogue and crossed her fingers during the service.”” Author David
Ewen notes that the wedding was a simple religious ceremony, attended by
thirty-three guests.®® This number represented a compromise: Bernstein
wanted thirteen (“the first two rows of the temple”), while Felicia wanted
“thousands.”® Rubenovitz’s successor, Rabbi Israel Kazis, and Cantor
Gregor Shelkan performed the ceremony.”® The reception that followed
at Bernstein’s parents’ house included many more additional guests.”!

Leonard and Felicia had three children: Jamie (1952), Alexander
(1955), and Nina (1962). Together, the Bernstein family observed
traditions of both Judaism and Christianity, especially with regard to
holidays. In an interview, Alexander Bernstein noted that he did not
belong to a synagogue growing up in New York. Instead, he recalled his
experience attending services on the High Holidays:

From when I was about five or six, my father would bring me
along to do ... shul hopping and it was different every year....
It became this sort of treat. I enjoyed it because we didn’t stay
in one place all day long. It was an hour or so. I was happy to
see my father just stopping. And I got the day off from school.
Most of the time, he had a driver and a car. So a couple of the
synagogues were Orthodox, so hed have the driver drop us off
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at the end of the block and wed walk. I think he loved the Fifth
Avenue Synagogue. He really liked the cantor and the feeling
and the very serious business of the place. They were happy to
see him.... It was hard to get tickets to Temple Emanuel and
the Metropolitan Synagogue.”

Biographer Meryle Secrest notes that in 1968, when Alexander was
thirteen, Bernstein spoke with Rabbi Kazis “about preparing [Alexander]
for his Bar Mitzvah ... and went to some pains to ensure that the boy
received exemplary instruction.””? When asked why Alexander chose to
celebrate becoming a bar mitzvah at Mishkan Tefila, he replied:

My grandfather had a heart attack in, I guess, ’66 or ’67.

He was frail. I really don’t remember my feelings or how the
subject came up whether I would be Bar Mitzvah or if I was
encouraged to do it. We spent that summer before in Italy,
with my father teaching me Hebrew, what Bar Mitzvah
meant and so on, which was terrific. That fall, I started go-
ing to Saturday School. I went for about two weeks. I was so
miserable. We negotiated a tutor who came weekly.... So we
worked on Torah reading. I think there was just no other.

If I was doing it, it was going to be Mishkan Tefila. It was
never even a discussion. In my mind, I was doing it mostly

for my grandfather. That’s where he was.”*

Alexander’s comments reveal that his parents chose Mishkan Tefila to
please his grandfather. However, a letter from Sam to Leonard and Felicia
suggests that, while this choice would make the older man happy, it might
not be the most appropriate one. Sam writes:

I spoke to the Rabbi about the plan we discussed about having
Alexander’s Bar Mitzvah at the [sic] Temple Mishkan Tefila.
While he was enthused, there seems to be a by-law that no Bar
Mitzvah can be allowed at our temple unless the child attends
our school for three years. However, at their next [board]
meeting, he will recommend an exception in our case, and he
will let me know the results. Anyway, as I told you, I think it
might be better to have the Bar Mitzvah in New York. I think
Alexander would be happier to be with his friends.”
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Ultimately, the Bernsteins decided to celebrate the bar mitzvah at
Mishkan Tefila, ostensibly to be closer to Sam. The board did make an
exception for the family. While Alexander may not have enjoyed his
experience at Saturday School, he was thrilled to be able to study with
his father. He remarked, “I loved the attention. It meant that I got to
have time with him that my sisters didn’t.... It was a family obligation.””®

In addition to Leonard’s tutelage, Alexander also studied with the ritual
director at Mishkan Tefila, Michael Domba, who worked with him on his
haftarah. Leonard decided that he wanted to read Torah at the service. Domba
gave him a tape recording of the chanted section with which to practice. At
the service, Bernstein came up to the Torah, took out the written notation of
the chant and placed it directly on the Torah, an unaccepted practice, as one
is required to read from the Torah itself. Cantor Finkelstein noted, “It was
against the halachah, but it was Leonard Bernstein, so what can you do?””’
He further noted that Domba remarked that it was the most perfect reading
he had ever heard in his life.”® Burton Bernstein, when questioned about
this incident, could not recall it but replied, “It’s probably true.””® Alexander
added, “I don't remember that at all, but it’s an absolutely perfect story.”*

According to congregant Anita Kurland, the service was fairly typical;
Kazis officiated and Sam took part as well.*' Many public figures attended
the reception afterwards, including Adolph Green, a Bernstein friend
and collaborator.®* According to Alexander, the reception was held at his
grandparents’ home.*

Because Bernstein was an international celebrity, several newspapers
reported the story. Not surprisingly, these articles often focused on Leonard
rather than Alexander. For example, the Sunday Herald Traveler remarked
that the service took place at Mishkan Tefila rather than a New York
synagogue because of Bernstein’s ties there. The article mentioned Leonard’s
obvious pride in his son, but in a characteristic Bernstein critique, Leonard
noted that “except for two or three minor mistakes in the Hebrew reading,
everything was perfect.”

Other Visits to Mishkan Tefila
Meryle Secrest discusses the adult Bernstein’s relationship with the synagogue:

In due course, Bernstein assumed his father’s position as a
prominent member of Mishkan Tefila, which by that time
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had moved from its Roxbury premises to a new sanctuary
in Newton. Rabbi Kazis said that Bernstein came to the
synagogue whenever he was in Boston and sat beside him
on the pulpit. Bernstein would always be awarded an honor
of some kind, such as opening the Ark during the Yom
Kippur service, a privilege usually reserved for the president
of the temple.®

Finkelstein recounts the story told by Shelkan that when Bernstein attended
services, he would often go “up to the choir loft where he apparently proceeded
to both play the organ and conduct the choir.”* Gertrude Saunders, a former
choir member, also noted that Bernstein would sit in the choir loft and watch
when he came to Mishkan Tefila. However, she did not remember his playing
the organ.?’

Bernstein served as a guest speaker on several occasions at Mishkan
Tefila. Bluma “Billie” Stein, Glickstein’s niece, recalled that Bernstein
spoke at her Hebrew school graduation.®® In 1947, Kazis asked Bernstein
to talk to the congregation; Bernstein’s topic for the 6 February event
was, “Our First Illiterates.”® A few years later, Bernstein gave another
presentation, titled, “A Report from Israel.” Bernstein was frequently
called upon to speak, especially within the Jewish community, and often
in Boston. In a 1951 letter to his secretary, Helen Coates, he wrote, “I
want a little rest from being a professional Jew. I would love to be, for a
while at least, just a human being.”™"

Bernstein performed at Mishkan Tefila at a benefit for the Brotherhood in
January of 1962. Shirley Bernstein recounts, “He took a well-known theme
sung by the choir during services, and played it in the manner of Chopin,
Liszt, and Gershwin. Father enjoyed this moment and congratulations from
his friends.”* Shirley is almost correct in her statement: The choir did not
sing this piece. It was one her brother wrote called “Mediations on a Song My
Father Sang in the Shower,” based upon music from an early recital, discussed
above. This time, the occasion was Sam’s seventieth birthday celebration.
Figure 6 shows Bernstein performing this work as his family watches intently.

Bernstein, Rubenovitz, and Braslavsky

Bernstein continued to correspond with Rubenovitz and Braslavsky as
an adult. In 1944, three months after Bernstein’s New York Philharmonic
debut, Rubenovitz wrote to Bernstein:
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Your rise in the musical field has been truly phenominal [sic].
To be sure, we of the Mishkan Tefila family always knew that
you had a great future before you in the realm of music, but

we little dreamt that your progress would be as rapid and that

at twenty-five you would be acclaimed as a master.”
¥

&
Figure 6: Photo of Bernstein playing piano for family
members. It appeared in the Boston Herald on 9 January

1962. (Courtesy Boston Public Library Print Department.
Photo by Richard Bielinski.)

Bernstein’s feelings towards Rubenovitz were so strong that he returned
to Mishkan Tefila to honor him on the occasion of the rabbi’s seventieth
birthday in 1953.

However, even more than Rubenovitz, it was the friendship with
Braslavsky that continued to grow and flourish. According to Braslavsky’s
granddaughter, Rebecca Silverman, Bernstein turned pages for Braslavsky
on Kol Nidre whenever he happened to be in town.” In a letter dated
10 October 1946, Bernstein wrote to Braslavsky, “I have come to realize
what a debt I really owe to you—personally—for the marvelous music
at the Mishkan Tefila services.”” Additionally, Sarna observes, “One
suspects that Bernstein appreciated—sooner, perhaps, than others did—

the breadth and depth of Braslavsky’s knowledge, and the significance of
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Figure 7: Signed title page of “Lamentation,”
finale Jeremiah Symphony 1945.
(Courtesy Archive of
Congregation Mishkan Tefila)

his lifelong interest into the
question of what made music
distinctively Jewish.””® As a token
of his appreciation, Bernstein
sent Braslavsky an autographed
copy of his “Lamentations,”
the third movement of Jeremiah
Symphony. 1t is inscribed “For
Prof. Braslavsky, to whom I owe
much, 1945, Leonard Bernstein.”
(Figure 7). This score is indeed
rare, as the piece is no longer
published as a separate movement.
Originally, this music existed
as a part of “Hebrew Song” for
mezzo soprano and orchestra,
composed in 1939.”

Bernstein  participated in
“Mishkan Tefila Night at the
Boston Pops” on 24 May 1954,
in which Braslavsky conduct-
ed part of the program and

various ensembles performed

Braslavsky’s music. Leon Steinberg, then-president of the synagogue,
asked Bernstein to be “honorary General Chairman” of the event. Bernstein
replied that he would be happy to serve, noting that “The Temple has always been
for me a symbol of whatever is best in human impulse and behavior, and I value
its influence on me now more than ever.”® After the event, Steinberg wrote, “I
express the deep and sincere appreciation of the Congregation for lending us
the prestige of your name and the brilliance and charm of your personality
which contributed so largely to the fantastic success of Temple Mishkan
Tefila POPS NITE [sic] last Monday Nite [sic].””

Three years later, Braslavsky wrote a letter to Bernstein, stating in part,
“Your [New York] Philharmonic appointment makes me feel extremely
happy. Congrats and more power to you. I am too excited for more words.”'®
That same year, Bernstein received a letter from Jack Wilson, the program
coordinator of the Brotherhood. Wilson states that the Brotherhood was:
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about to be dissolved because of Temple’s move to
Newton.... We would very much like to make this

occasion one of outstanding importance—something to be
remembered. Further, we are agreed that we also would like
to honor an old friend of yours at this affair. We owe much to
the cooperation of Professor Braslavsky, and recognize that he
has never received the acclaim which he so deserves.'!

Helen Coates replied that, unfortunately, Bernstein was not able to attend
since he conducted the New York Philharmonic every Sunday in January.'**

Braslavsky later invited Bernstein to the bat mitzvah service of his
granddaughter, Rebecca, at Mishkan Tefila. Braslavsky wrote, “I promise,
if I am alive and you should invite me to the Bas-Mitzvah of Jamie,
please God, I shall try my best to attend.”'® Coates typed on the note
that Bernstein was not available. In November 1966, David Stein, then-
president of Mishkan Tefila, wrote to Bernstein asking him to come to
the upcoming testimonial concert for Braslavsky. Stein wrote, “Every time
I see him [Braslavsky] in Temple, he asks me whether I have heard from
you.”!* Coates wrote on the letter that Bernstein was again too busy to go
but that he would send “a taped message to be played at the concert.”'*

As evidenced by Coates’s notes, Bernstein did not visit Mishkan Tefila
as often as he once did because of his overcrowded schedule. However, his
absences did not mean that his feelings had diminished. On the contrary,
Bernstein’s letters to Braslavsky show a closeness, even a chutzpah, that
no one else shared with him. For example, Bernstein addressed a 1952
letter to “Dear Brasy.”'® No one other than Leonard Bernstein could
use such a level of familiarity with Braslavsky. However, Braslavsky was
so proud of his protégé that he did not seem to mind. When Bernstein
became codirector of the New York Philharmonic, Braslavsky wrote
him a warm congratulatory note, praising him for both his conducting
and compositional abilities. He states, “[Y]ou reached your goal by
your OWN merits (no string [sic], no politics) and with your OWN
NAME. It is neither BERNini, nor STEINkovsky. It’s what you always
were, what you are and what you always will be [emphasis his].”!” The
reference is to the attempt by Serge Koussevitzky, Boston Symphony’s
music director, to have Bernstein change his name to something less
»108

Jewish; Koussevitzky had suggested “Leonard S. Burns.
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On 24 January 1973, congregant Esther Chorover wrote to Bernstein
informing him that Braslavsky was at the Star of David nursing home.
She noted that Braslavsky had hardening of the arteries and his memory
was slipping. However, she further observed:

But when I convinced him to come to the piano he was
“with it!” He scolded and harangued at my interpretations
just as he did when I first worked with him in 1934. It was
actually exciting because when it came to “nusach,” he was
still Professor Braslavsky.... Somehow ... when I think of his
references to Leonard Bernstein, I conclude that his efforts at

Mishkan Tefila did make an impression on you.'”

Indeed they did. The following week, Bernstein wrote to Braslavsky in
the nursing home:

Dearest Prof. Braslavsky:

I have just heard of your whereabouts and hasten to send
my warmest wishes for a good and healthy 1973. I think of
you very often, and never forget the tremendous influence
you and your music made on me when I was a youngster. I
am always grateful and remember you tenderly....

Loving wishes and greetings,
Leonard Bernstein

31 Jan. 73"

As evidenced in part by this letter, Congregation Mishkan Tefila
served several important functions in the life of Leonard Bernstein. At
the synagogue, he learned to appreciate the tradition and culture of
Judaism, aided by Herman Rubenovitz and, later, Israel Kazis. Rubenovitz
also demonstrated eloquence of speech, modeling a style that Bernstein
would later incorporate into his preconcert lectures at the New York
Philharmonic and his television shows Ommnibus and his Young Peoples
Concerts. The synagogue also served as the venue for several of Bernstein’s
early performances. In addition, the high-caliber musical production that
was so integral to every service influenced Bernstein tremendously. Iszo
Glickstein and, especially, Solomon Braslavsky demonstrated the rich
multifaceted tapestry that is Jewish music, as well as works of the Western
classical music tradition. Bernstein incorporated much of this Jewish
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musical style into his later pieces. Even as an adult, he continued to be
influenced by the mentors he met there. In a letter to Samuel Rosenbaum,
the executive vice president of the Cantors Assembly of America, he wrote:

Before I ever heard a concert, recital, or opera, before I had
ever touched a piano, or knew that an organized musical life
existed—Dbefore all these, I heard the music that Professor
Braslavsky caused to be made at Temple Mishkan Tefila.

I shall never forget that music, nor cease to be grateful for
the power, conviction and atmosphere with which it was
conveyed. I may have heard greater masterpieces performed
since then, and under more impressive circumstances;

but I have never been more deeply moved. Braslavsky’s
music and music-making will always be with me, as a

cherished memory and influence.'!

Braslavsky helped to shape Bernstein’s life in a way that no one else
did. Conversely, Bernstein profoundly affected the lives of the clergy,
music director, and congregants of Mishkan Tefila and the Jewish
community of Boston at large. Despite his world travels and home in
New York City, Leonard Bernstein’s Jewish heart would remain forever
in Boston.

Ann Glazer Niren teaches music history at Indiana University Southeast
in New Albany, Indiana. She completed her doctorate in musicology at the
University of Kentucky in 2013, with a dissertation titled, “The Relationship
Between Solomon Braslavsky, Congregation Mishkan léfila, and Leonard
Bernstein.” For more than two decades, Niren presided as music director at
Temple Shalom in Louisville, Kentucky.
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