In Search of Salamone Rossi

A festival in New York City sings the praises of the inexplicable “Ebreo” composer

By Barry Singer

HE SUM OF WHAT is st

known about Salamone Rossi
could fill at least one weekend-long sym-
posium. And, in fact, recently, it just
about did. This prolific, vet neglected
late-Renaissance compaoser left behind a
wealth of gorgeous music and a void of
concrete biographical detail. Not that
this absence of information marks Rossi
as unique. Little is known about most of
his musical contemporaries, too. The
gaps, though, with Rossi, are nearly
overwhelming,

“Salamone Rossi — The Man & His
Music,” a two day-long conference and
accompanying concert held this past
MNovember in New York
City, attempted to re-
dress the absence that is
Rossi. The first Rossi
Festival ever undertak-
en, this ambitious event
— conceived and organ-
ized by Matthew Lazar, director of the
Zamir Choral Foundation — unfolded
over Sunday and Monday, November
10-11, at Lincoln Center’s Kaplan Pent-
house and the Elaine Kaufman Cultural
Center, fearuring lectures and demon-
strations by the foremost Rossi-ites in
the field, plus a Sunday night concert
of Rossis secular and religious music
at Merkin Concert Hall

The essential known fact about
Rossi, acknowledged from the Festival's
first moments, was that he was a Jew. As
a musician, this did not make Rossi an
anomaly. At the tme of his ascendancy
at the Gonzaga court of the Duke of
Mantua, Vicenzo L, beginning around
1587, Jews in Renaissance ltaly, while
still confined to ghettoes and deprived
of nearly all legal rights, were producing
some music-makers of considerable
slkill.

What made Rossi very nearly unique,
though, was the adamancy of his Jew-
ishness. Many, if not most, “Ebreo” in-
strumentalists and composers of this
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period — like the lutenist Giovanni
Maria, who served ar least three Popes —
converted to Catholicism. Rossi, howev-
er, managed somehow to succeed in
Italian Christian society while remaining
actively Jewish; so much so that, in
1622/23, he published his own liturgy
for the synagogue, “Ha-Shirine asher -
Shioma” (Songs of Solomon), a collec-
tion of 33 psalms, canticles, and hymns
written with the express intent of
“modernizing” the ancient chant of

Jewish prayer.

Or perhaps not. As with nearly every
aspect of Rossi, it’s hard to say for sure.
An impressive “Rossi Open Sing”
kicked off the conference in the expan-

“people said then what they
say now: ‘It doesn‘t sound
Jewish, this music - it sounds
church-like.’ But where did
Gregorian chant come from? it
came from the Temple in
Jerusalem.” - Matthew Lazar,
Zamir Choral Foundation

sive, glass-walled premises of Lincoln
Center’s Kaplan Penthouse at 1:30 PM.
on Sunday — row upon row of grinning
Rossi-acolytes vocalizing with seeming
spontaneity the intricate lines of a few
of Rossi’s Hebrew compositions. In
their wake, the heavy-hitters of Rossi
scholarship got down to business.
David Ruderman, Joseph Meyerhoff
Professor of Modern Jewish History
and director of the Center for Ad-
vanced Judaic Studies at the University
of Pennsylvania, spoke bitingly on the
subject of “Ttalian Jewish society in the
Era of Salamone Rossi,” suggesting that
the establishment of centralized ghet-
toes in places like Rossis hometown,
Mantua, may have actually enabled Jews
like Rossi to penetrate Italian life far
more easily than when Jews in Italy had
lived a less restricted, more geographi-
cally diffuse existence. Howard Adel-
man, of Achva College and the Hebrew
University in Israel, concentrated on
Rossi’s rabhinic mentor, the learned (and
exceedingly musical) Leon Modena.
When Rossi first attempted to introduce
the breakthroughs of late-Renaissance/
early-Baroque music (including his own
innovations) into the synagogue, he en-
countered, not surprisingly, resistance
there. Judaism had long guarded its tra-
ditional chanting modes against outside
influence, particularly the taint of
church music. Rossi, however, was
deeply sensitive to this, and his musical
efforts at modernization fully reflected
this sensitivity. For this reason, the for-
ward-thinking Modena gave Rossi’s os-
tensibly revolutionary music his blessing,
Then again, as Rossi's biographer,
Dan Harran (also of Hebrew Universi-
ty) insisted during his lecrure (“Salam-
one Rossi’s Women: lalian and Jew-
ish™), Rossi’s sacred Jewish music may
not have been performed in the syna-
The cover of Salamone Rossi’s Songs of

Salomon, a collection of 33 psalms, canti-
cles, and hymns published in 1622/23.






