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carol k .  ingall

 There has been a veritable explosion of interest in the arts and their 
place in American Jewish educational life. Jewish educational re-
formers are embracing the arts, once dismissed as a frill in an already-

too-full-curriculum, as a tool to motivate, inform, and make meaning for 
students. It is not only that Jewish education is following, as it usually does, 
in the wake of general education, which is finally heeding the insistent voices 
of advocates like Maxine Greene and Elliot Eisner for aesthetic education. 
Jewish educators, like their counterparts in general education, are concerned 
about the ephemeral nature of “fragile learning.” They are beginning to seek 
solutions in the work of Howard Gardner (1983) and his theory of multiple 
intelligences, or that of Eric Jensen (1998, 2001), who champions the findings 
of brain researchers to fuel curricular and instructional reform. Both of these 
theorists maintain that the arts promote learning that lasts. They are only 
two voices in the chorus encouraging the arts in schools, secular and Jewish, 
as an alternative to rote learning. The arts provide a catalyst for creativity, 
an opportunity for discovery rather than coverage and for rewarding process 
as well as product. This interest in the arts is not confined to liberal Jewish 
circles; Rabbi Chaim Brovender, rosh yeshivah (dean) of Yeshivat HaMivtar 
in Efrat, has recently endorsed the serious study of fine arts in Orthodox 
schools. He contends that the arts are surely not a bitul Torah (a waste of 
time that might be better spent in the study of Torah); the arts can serve as a 
gateway to ahavat Hashem (love of God) (Handelman and Saks, 2003).

The power of the arts in evoking a religious or cultural imagination is not 
a phenomenon only for schoolchildren. It forms the premise of Avoda, a pro-
gram bringing Jewish college students to the arts, and has inspired what the 
National Foundation for Jewish Culture calls a Jewish cultural renaissance 
for adults as well (Siegel, 2002). The last time the arts appeared so promi-
nently in discussions of Jewish educational reform was during the golden 
age of Jewish education, in the profusion of programs and projects inspired 
by Samson Benderly and Mordecai Kaplan. Jochsberger’s school, which she 
founded in 1952 and directed until 1986, was the embodiment of the syn-
thesis of the Hebraist-Zionist ideal and progressive education, the vision of 
the women captured in this album of pioneers. Like them, Jochsberger saw 
herself as offering an alternative to the vapid lives of American Jews, appeal-
ing to their imaginations through music. Jochsberger’s view of Jewish cul-
tural literacy was a broad one, extending well beyond classic texts and ritual 
competence to all aspects of Jewish civilization, modeling the worldview of 
Mordecai Kaplan.

In this chapter I analyze the original vision of the school, built upon inter-
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views with Jochsberger, her supporters and former students; Jochsberger’s 
accounts both published and unpublished; her publications; and archival 
documents from the early years of the school housed in the library of the 
Kaufman Center. I explore how a European-born Israeli, one whose parents 
were murdered in the Holocaust, understood the value of the Hebraist-Zionist 
ideal for American Jews and how she came to be a progressive educator.

A Biography

Hilde Jochsberger was born in 1920 in southern Germany, in the small town 
of Leutershausen.1 Leutershausen, with a population of 2,000, was home to 
ten Jewish families. She became aware of antisemitism as early as the age 
of six, when she was excluded from a communal May festival in her town. 
The children with whom she grew up threw stones at her and referred to 
Jews as “the lowest of the low” (Jochsberger, 2003). Against this cacophony, 
there was always the music. Jochsberger (2003a) recalls these early sounds: 
“There was a dance hall in the village with dances held every Sunday night, 
and a brass band played. It was the first music I ever heard. I would stand by 
[my] window and listen to the music before going off to sleep. There was also 
a church in the town with an organ. I would stand behind the church to lis-
ten to the music. These were the first musical sounds I heard.” Jochsberger’s 
piano was the first one in the village. She studied from the age of eight with 
an excellent teacher her mother found in the nearby town of Ansbach.

One profile of Tzipora Jochsberger is titled “Saved by the Music” (Furst-
enberg, 1996). The descriptor is neither empty metaphor nor hyperbole. 
Jochsberger reflects on the course of her adolescent life:

My parents promised my grandfather that they would send me to a better 
place to study. At ten I went to Heilbronn, [a town in Wuerttemberg] to 
the Realschule, where I studied until I was thirteen. I knew no one and 
stayed with my aunt. I would come back home with a Wuerttemberg 
accent. The Jewish girls in the school would accompany me to the sta-
tion and take me back and forth [from home]. After I turned thirteen, 
the Nazis wouldn’t let Jews study in their schools anymore [1933–34]. 
I organized the Jewish girls and we put on plays. I can’t remember what 
they were. We did this at the house of my aunt. We charged admission 
and sent the money to a Jewish orphanage. (Jochsberger, 2003a)

A classmate was going to study at the Jewish Teachers Seminary (jts) in 
Wuerzburg, and Jochsberger went along. There her teachers nurtured her 
love of music and her commitment to Jewish observance, the latter a novelty 
for Tzipora whose parents were not Shabbat observers. A meeting with Emil 
Hauser, the director of the Palestine Academy of Music, in 1938, led to an 
entrance exam and then a place in his school. This saved her life.



 Tzipora Jochsberger 191

Too proud to ask for a scholarship, Jochsie paid for her tuition by work-
ing as a maid and taking on music students. She recalls, laughing, “Here a 
student, there a student; soon I had enough to exist!” (2003a). Jochsberger 
graduated from the academy in 1942. From 1942 to 1947, she was instructor 
of music at the Arab Teachers College in Jerusalem, run by the British gov-
ernment. In 1946, she was asked by the British to design a music curriculum 
for all the Arab schools. The basis for this curriculum was a genre that she 
would return to again and again: folk music.

From 1944 to 1947, Jochsberger taught piano and recorder, and directed 
the children’s choir at her alma mater. It was there she developed a method 
of teaching music through Hebrew folk songs, using an authentic Israeli 
instrument, the halil (recorder). She extended the curricular approach she 
piloted in the Arab school project to her own people; it was based on a belief 
in the power of folk music to encapsulate a people’s memories, aspirations, 
and values.

In 1945, Jochsberger learned what had happened to her parents during 
the war.

When the Nazis broke into our house in 1938, my parents had to hide 
in an attic. At 5:00 a.m. they were told that they had to sell their estate 
and leave. They moved to Nuernberg. In 1942, they were sent to Tere-
zin. In 1944, at the end of September, my father was sent to Auschwitz. 
In October, my mother was sent to Auschwitz. I heard about an uncle 
who had left Terezin and came to America. I went to New York to learn 
about my parents’ last years. I took a course at the Juilliard Summer 
School with Bernice Frost.2 (2003a)

The birth of the Hebrew Arts School was a response to the deaths of the 
millions who died because they were Jews but whose lives had never been 
enriched by Judaism. Jochsberger realized that American Jews were living 
similarly impoverished lives. How could they be introduced to the beauty of 
Jewish culture?

The best way to do this is to sing. But people didn’t know Hebrew. I 
was the first instructor to get the recorder accepted for study at the 
Conservatory. The recorder is good instrument to get started with—
you can learn the basics of music in preparation for a real instrument. 
In the United States, people didn’t know Hebrew. Hebrew melodies do 
something to your heart. Something that will wake up your soul. All 
music does this. But in playing Israeli folk songs, something inside will 
be moved. (2003a)

A chance meeting with Shulamith Halkin, the wife of Abraham Halkin, a 
professor of Jewish history at the Jewish Theological Seminary, led to an ap-
pointment with Hayim Greenberg, the head of the Department of Education 
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and Culture for the Jewish Agency. By this time, Jochsberger had become one 
of the founders and directors of the New Jerusalem Conservatory and Acad-
emy of Music, later renamed the Jerusalem Academy of Music and Dance. In 
1950, with the money Jochsberger had been saving to resettle her parents, 
she came to the United States.

It was Moshe Davis, Mordecai Kaplan’s successor as dean of the Teach-
ers Institute, who helped connect Jochsberger to the Hebraist community 
in New York. Davis had been the chief ideologue of Hanoar Haivri while a 
student at jts during the thirties. Hanoar Haivri, sponsored by its parent 
group, the Histadrut Ivrit, created a series of impressive ventures to expand 
the boundaries of Hebrew culture: a theater group, Pargod; an orchestra, 
Synfonietta; a literary journal, Niv; and a series of meetings and conferences 
that brought together American-born students of teacher education programs 
across the United States (Leaf, 1989). In 1941, Davis was in charge of the 
Hebrew Arts Foundation of the Histadrut Ivrit, and a Hebrew Arts School 
suggested another avenue to achieve the objectives of the idealistic Noar Ivri. 
Jochsberger (1957) quotes Davis in her master’s thesis: “The Hebrew Arts 
Committee, born in America, believes in the possibility of creative survival in 
the Diaspora. Through its work, a small but significant contribution may be 
made to the translation of this belief into a realistic program” (Jochsberger, 
1957). This group had already achieved one significant translation, the estab-
lishment of Camp Massad. The support of the Hebrew Arts School and its 
role in launching Jochsberger’s vision would become a second.

Davis and his circle greeted Jochsberger warmly. In 1951, she became a 
music counselor at Camp Ramah in Wisconsin, hired by Sylvia Ettenberg, 
a longtime friend of Davis and his wife, Lottie, a member of Noar Ha’Ivri, 
a graduate of the Teachers Institute, and an influential voice on the board. 
A full half century later, one of Jochsberger’s campers from that era recalls 
her impact:

Our music counselor Tzipora, patient Tzipora, was coaxing out melodies 
for an original musical from those of us who had the chutzpah to think 
we could write an original musical. I was one of those teenagers. I am 
indebted to you, after all these many years, for persevering back then. 
Sitting at that old upright in the Beit Am, night after night when our 
minds were blank, you acted as if our possibilities were endless. Your 
faith made me, for one, heady with my own potential. (Klaff, 2003)

Ettenberg (2003) thought that the halil project was perfect for camp. 
“Playing the halil was a terrific idea because it gave every child a chance to 
learn to play an instrument.” Other members of the musical establishment, 
without the ideological commitment to nurturing Hebrew culture in America, 
were not so easily convinced. Jochsberger remembers the resistance: “I kept 
the recorder in my pocketbook . . . and would take it out and demonstrate my 
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materials when I visited Jewish organizations” (quoted in Hershenson, 2001). 
She started halil classes in Herzliyah High School, the Hillel Foundation of 
Hunter College, and Brooklyn College. In 1952–53, she was teaching music 
classes in the Extension Division of the Jewish Theological Seminary and also 
at Yeshiva University. (Jochsberger was an assistant professor at the Cantors 
Institute and Seminary College of Jewish Music at jts from 1954 to 1973 and 
an instructor in music education at the Teachers Institute of jts from 1954 
to 1968. She also taught at Yeshiva University in the Teachers Institute for 
Women from 1954 to 1968.)

In the introduction to the American version of Hava N’chalela, Jochsberger 
frames her rationale for using folk music and articulates her educational vi-
sion: “[Folk music] can be used by teachers to create musical associations to 
Israeli folkways, natural surroundings, the towns and cities, the Sabbaths and 
holidays, and thus to bring children both in Israel and in the Diaspora into 
more intimate contact with these aspects of culture in Israel” (Jochsberger, 
1952). She asserts the authenticity of the halil in the teaching of ahavat ha-
aretz (love of the land) while simultaneously imbuing the simple recorder 
with the status of high culture: “The recorder was a favorite instrument of the 
16th and 17th centuries and came back into use in the beginning of the pres-
ent century. It is very popular in Israel, for its poignant, slightly monotonous 
tones suit the Israeli folk song very well” (Jochsberger, 1952).

By 1952, Tzipora Jochsberger had organized the Hebrew Arts School (has), 
known then as the Hebrew Arts School of Music and Dance) with the support 
of the Hebrew Arts Foundation of the Histadrut Ivrit and the Department of 
Education and Culture of the Jewish Agency for Palestine. The school, which 
began with sixteen students, met in two classrooms at the Ramaz School. 
Jochsberger taught recorder, and Fred Berk taught dance. (The origins of the 
school became the basis for her master’s thesis; see Jochsberger, 1957.) Lottie 
Davis served as chair of the school’s advisory board and appealed to parents of 
Jewish day school students to send their children to the new venture (Davis, 
2003). A letter from September 28, 1953, begins: “We are writing to you be-
cause we know of your special interest in Jewish education” (Davis, 1953). 
The Davis children, the Ettenberg children, and offspring of other members 
of the jts community and alumni of Hanoar Haivri were heavily represented 
in the first classes of the school.

During those early years, Jochsberger was also teaching music and con-
ducting the choir at the Society for the Advancement of Judaism (Mordecai 
Kaplan’s Reconstructionist congregation.) As it grew, the school moved from 
Ramaz on the Upper East Side to West Sixteenth Street to the headquarters 
of the Histadrut Ivrit. After outgrowing that facility, the school moved to the 
Jewish Guild for the Blind, on West Sixty-fifth Street. At first, the school met 
only on Sundays; eventually it met on Sundays and Wednesdays.

For more than thirty years, Jochsberger was the driving force behind the 
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Hebrew Arts School. The school offered classes for adults as well as children, 
teacher-training classes for teenagers and professional development for 
teachers. In 1976, groundbreaking ceremonies celebrated Jochsberger’s suc-
cess in attracting major donors who would support the venture: a permanent 
building for the school in the heart of Lincoln Center, the Abraham Good-
man House, which now serves as the anchor of the Kaufman Center. The 
center now features the successor to the Hebrew Arts School, the Lucy Moses 
School, two concert spaces, including the much admired Merkin Concert 
Hall, and a music library. It is also home to the Special Music School, a New 
York City public school devoted to musically gifted children. The vision is no 
longer the vision of the original enterprise. “Many changes have been made,” 
Jochsberger asserts. “No doubt, much of the Jewish content has disappeared. 
However, the Jewish calendar is strictly adhered to, including Shabbat. How 
do I feel about it? Changes are inevitable, and who knows, perhaps one day 
with new leadership, there may be a return to the original intent of the insti-
tution” (personal communication, June 18, 2003).

Chronicling the Hebrew Arts School in 1985, Jochsberger recounts the 
impact of her brainchild:

Its presence is felt throughout the country via the American Jewish 
Choral Festival, the Summer Institute of Jewish Arts Administrators, 
the Summer and Winter Festivals of Jewish Music, and through its 
many graduates who have become performers, composers, art thera-
pists, educators, and enlightened audiences. In addition, thousands of 
its students, including adults who take part in the rich adult education 
programs the School offers, have made the arts an integral part of their 
lives. (Jochsberger, 1985, 13)

In 1986, Jochsberger returned to Israel where she has been composing 
music based on Hebrew sources, from the siddur (prayer book), the Tanakh 
(Hebrew scriptures), and from modern Israeli poetry. (She has also set some 
Edgar Allan Poe poems to music for voice and piano.) She is the founder and 
director of the Israel Music Heritage Project: A People and Its Music, which 
has produced a collection of music videos, another attempt to educate and 
build identity through music. Referring to the eidot (ethnic groups) in Israel, 
Jochsberger remarked, “One ethnic group knows very little about the music 
of another one” (Furstenberg, 1996, 35). The video library, containing ten 
volumes, features the music of Salamone Rossi, and of the Hassidic, Moroc-
can, Ashkenazi, Yemenite, and Sephardic communities, among others.

The Hebrew Arts School: Jochsberger’s Vision

In several documents, Jochsberger spells out her vision for the Hebrew Arts 
School: in a statement she wrote on February, 27, 1968, for the Board of 
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Trustees of the Hebrew Arts School upon the occasion of their purchase of 
the land on West Sixty-seventh Street, in a description for Music Journal 
(October 1968), and in an article for the now-defunct Pedagogic Reporter 
(January 1985). The three documents complement one another. Reflecting 
on the history of the school, Jochsberger is proud of what she accomplished. 
“The vision remains a vision!” (personal communication, July 18, 2003).

Daniel Pekarsky (1997) describes a Jewish educational vision as necessitat-
ing an existential, intellectual, and spiritual dimension. Pekarsky’s definition 
relies on a vocabulary similar to the one that Jochsberger (1985) employs. She 
evokes the image of Bezalel and the artisans who built the mishkan (sanctu-
ary) in her discussion of the curriculum and scope of the Hebrew Arts School. 
She describes these biblical craftspeople as possessors of hokhmah: intellect, 
spiritual involvement, and creativity (10). All of the formulations of the vision 
of the Hebrew Arts School, as well as those embedded in Jochsberger’s reflec-
tions to me and to others, contain the three elements Pekarsky describes.

existential
Jochsberger’s vision was anchored in a response to the loss of her parents 
and others like them. She suggests that her life was spared for the purpose of 
linking Jews to their musical heritage.

I saw this problem: [European] Jews were murdered who didn’t know 
about the beauty of Judaism. This preoccupied me. It could happen in 
the United States. In the U.S. there were thousands of Jews who knew 
nothing about Judaism. It was roiling within me. If something, has 
v’shalom [heaven forbid] would happen here, they should at least know 
the beauty of our culture. (Jochsberger, 2003a)

The loss created by the Holocaust both for herself and for her people echoes 
in Jochsberger’s review of Eric Werner’s A Voice Still Heard: The Sacred Songs 
of the Ashkenazic Jews (Jochsberger, 1977). She lauds the musicologist for the 
importance of the endeavor, not only for its comprehensive nature, but also 
for capturing the cultural and historical nuances of the music and its people: 
the interplay between sacred and secular, Jewish and non-Jewish. In her 
review, Jochsberger repeats an age-old theme: the power of music “beyond 
the limitations of language” (50), the power of music “to be the guardian and 
transmitter of the voices of generations past” (52). Music is the bridge to eth-
nic identification and a vital response to the memory of the dead. Her review 
ends with an acknowledgment that echoes the rationale for the Hebrew Arts 
School: “Dr. Werner’s magnum opus is a most fitting memorial to the vic-
tims of the Holocaust. They perished but their voice is still heard” (52). This 
obligation to rescue and rediscover Jewish culture after the Holocaust was 
articulated by Marc Rottenberg, the chairman of the board of has in 1970: 
“The function of preserving, renewing, increasing, and passing on the millen-
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nial living tradition of creative Jewish cultural expression must be taken up 
by those who are left, chief among them ours—the largest surviving Jewish 
community in the world. This in essence is what the Hebrew Arts School for 
Music and Dance represents” (quoted in Jochsberger, 1970, 6).

Jochsberger had another opportunity to renew life in a nearly moribund 
Jewish population. She takes particular pleasure in her role in introducing 
Jews from the former Soviet Union, both as students and as teachers, to Jew-
ish culture via the Hebrew Arts School. On June 10, 2003, I attended a concert 
at the Merkin Concert Hall featuring some of Jochsberger’s compositions, 
including “Five Times Ten,” a little suite for piano, written in honor of the 
fiftieth anniversary of the Kaufman Center. The delightful piece was played 
by two youngsters, students currently enrolled at the Lucy Moses School (the 
successor to the Hebrew Arts School), and the children of the first Russian 
student Jochsberger accepted for study. I couldn’t help but notice the kippah 
(skullcap) on the boy, and at the reception that followed, I observed the kip-
pah on his father, and that his mother was modestly dressed and wearing a 
hat. Were they some of Tzipora’s success stories? Representatives of another 
Jewish community who found their way to meaningful Jewish lives through 
the arts?

In our correspondence after the concert, Tzipora asked, “By the way, did 
you notice the ten-year-old boy who with his sister, age 7, played my ‘Five 
x Ten’—a Little Piano Suite, wearing a kippa?” (personal communication, 
June 19, 2003). I was delighted that we were both kvelling, and asked her 
to elaborate: Was their father observant when he studied with her? She re-
sponded: “The father of the little boy wearing a kippa, was a gifted piano 
student during the seventies called Oleg Rivkin. He came to us at the time 
when Jews from the Soviet Union arrived in the U.S. . . . That Oleg, now a 
successful lawyer, has become religious, was a great surprise to me (personal 
communication, July 18, 2003).

The school met the existential needs of teachers as well as students. Jochs-
berger hired twenty Russian musicians for her faculty during the seventies, 
at the height of the emigration. In an interview with radio personality Robert 
Sherman during the June 10 concert, she told the audience about interview-
ing an émigré musician who knew no English. It was early summer. Tzipora 
warned her that any member of her faculty must be able to teach in English. 
The musician so wanted to become a part of this vibrant community that she 
promised she’d learn the language by September—and did. Jochsberger recalls 
“the Jewish aspect of the has also impressed assimilated American Jewish mu-
sicians who worked at the school” (personal communication, July 18, 2003).

intellectual
Jochsberger (2003a) calls her pedagogy “learning by indirection.” Her ap-
proach to achieving excellence is to capitalize on the innate curiosity of the 
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child paired with the integrity of the subject matter. “When children are 
registered at the School, we are looking for their motivation for study in 
addition to their innate abilities” (Jochsberger, 1985, 11). She finds support 
for her uncompromising demand for excellence wedded to respect for the 
learner in Jerome Bruner (The Process of Education) one of the educational 
reformers of the post-Sputnik years. Bruner, who developed many science 
curricula at that time, advocated teaching intellectually challenging material 
in an age- appropriate manner, building curricula around the basic structure 
of the discipline. “Basic ideas that lie at the heart of science, and basic themes 
that give form to life and literature are as simple as they are powerful” (cited 
in Jochsberger, 1985, 11). Bruner recommends a spiral curriculum, revisiting 
the basic ideas of the discipline, and “excitement about discovery—discovery 
of previously unrecognized relations and similarities between ideas with a 
resulting sense of self-confidence in one’s abilities” (cited in Jochsberger, 
1985, 11).

Isa Aron, who attended the school in its early years, corroborates that sense 
of excitement. She remembers the school as being “small and heymish. I re-
member walking on flower pots as part of dance . . . and playing the overture 
to ‘The Marriage of Figaro’ on an alto recorder. I also played in a recorder 
quartet. But what I remember most is how much fun it was” (Aron, 2003).

spiritual
At the June 10 concert, Matthew Lazar, an eminent choral conductor and ar-
ranger of Jewish music, remarked that the school filled a unique niche in the 
community; there was no Jewish institution that believed that music could 
ennoble the soul. In the Hebrew Arts School, the spiritual and the cultural 
were intertwined. The school lived by the Jewish calendar, observing Shabbat 
and holidays. Jochsberger states,

I wanted a school where Jewish identity was most important. At Hanuk-
kah, I asked the students to bring hanukkiyot [candleholders] to the 
school. I brought extras for children who didn’t have them. One mother 
told me that her child insisted that she buy him a hanukkiyah. He said, 
“If you don’t get me a hanukkiyah, I will run away.” (2003a)

Jochsberger’s non-Jewish secretary recalls Hanukkah celebrations when 
Tzipora would call the entire staff into her office, where she enjoyed the 
luxury of a piano, to participate in candle-lighting and singing Hanukkah 
songs to Jochsberger’s accompaniment (personal communication, July 18, 
2003). “There were no grades, no competition. Only on Purim did we have 
a contest. You know, on Purim everything is upside-down. So then we had a 
competition with prizes. We gave awards for original compositions in music 
and dance” (Jochsberger, 2003a).

For Jochsberger, the music of the Jewish people was the key to Jewish 
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identity and interconnected with the Hebrew language. Music of Jewish 
composers, Israeli folk music, music of the eidot (the diverse ethnic groups 
within Israel), and American Jewish music formed the subject matter of the 
Hebrew Arts School. The children were not the only beneficiaries. “When 
instrumental music is performed on the student’s chosen instruments and 
listened to on recordings, Jewish music finds its way into the student’s home 
and the entire family becomes exposed to it” (Jochsberger, 1985, 12). Sylvia 
Ettenberg (2003) remembers that her daughter and husband played halil 
duets for the school assemblies. Identity was inseparable from aesthetics. In 
discussing the accomplishments of the school, Jochsberger (1985) observed: 
“The students and the public are provided with rich experiences in the arts, 
exposing them to fine exhibits in the Art Gallery, concerts in the acoustically 
praised halls, and a Library and Listening Room that offer them opportuni-
ties to become fully acquainted with the music of the Jewish people” (13).

In the vision statement she drafted for the board of trustees in 1968, Jochs-
berger outlined an even more expansive role for the school as the nucleus of 
a department of creative arts and painting, a drama program, a department 
for the study of ancient instruments, a more extensive concert schedule, 
summer school and satellite programs, publications, educational television, 
professional development for Jewish communal educators, and outreach to 
community agencies. Her goal was to create a personal and cultural Jewish 
renaissance fueled by the arts.

Group and individual work with the student is essential in order to 
make a lasting impression on the child so that the enjoyments of the 
arts may continue throughout life. He may want to make it part of his 
family life—and his life within the community. With highly developed 
tastes, he will make demands for raising standards. As a future per-
forming or creative artist, he will be aware of the Jewish contribution 
to the arts; play works by Jewish composers; create dances on Jewish 
thematic materials; bring to life works by Jewish playwrights; choose 
Jewish themes as inspiration for paintings, etc. (Jochsberger, 1968a)

Although Jochsberger left for Israel without achieving all the program 
goals she had delineated in 1968, under her tenure, the school remained true 
to the earliest iterations of its founder’s vision:

To enrich the life of the individual, to develop his personality, to help 
him relate to other people and build confidence in his ability—this is 
the function of education in general. Education in the arts adds another 
dimension. It enriches the soul, sensitizes character, and gives one a 
chance to participate in the creative processes. It is man, the creator, 
who is mentioned in Genesis as having been created in God’s image. 
Art makes it possible for every man to seek fulfillment in that it is the 
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immediate expression of his experiences and the bridge between senses 
and intellect. (Jochsberger, 1968b)

The school today, renamed the Lucy Moses School, regularly appears on the 
“Best Music School” lists in New York Magazine. Its constituency is no longer 
exclusively Jewish. In a concert I attended, the children were more likely to 
have Asian surnames than Jewish ones. (There was a large representation 
from the former Soviet Union in both the faculty and student body.) The coup 
of moving to Lincoln Center turned a mom-and-pop operation (in this case, 
all “mom”) into an institution, and changed its character irrevocably.

Contexualizing Jochsberger’s Vision

When I asked Tzipora what educational thinkers influenced her pedagogy, 
she answered without hesitation, “Summerhill.” The reference, of course, is 
to A. S. Neill (1883–1973) and the boarding school in the village of Leiston, in 
Suffolk, England, about one hundred miles from London. When Neill founded 
the school in 1921, it stood in stark contrast to the British schools of its day, 
eschewing corporal punishment, rote learning, an authoritarian classroom 
atmosphere, and a rigid examination system. Summerhill was introduced to 
American audiences in the sixties, through the single-mindedness of Harold 
Hart, a school parent and publisher who devoted his resources to promoting 
Neill and his views to U.S. readers. Hart was so successful that Neill insisted 
he was better known in the United States than in the United Kingdom. I fol-
lowed up with Tzipora: What aspects of Summerhill did she want to embed in 
her school? “Summerhill impressed me, for there the child’s personality stood 
in the center. I always felt that the child is more important than the school 
and all it entails. For if one listens to [the child’s] needs and his interests and 
acts upon them, one gets full motivation, which leads to successful learn-
ing, accomplishments as well as good attitudes” (personal communication, 
July 18, 2003). The centrality of the child was surely a fundamental tenet 
in Neill’s philosophy. Introducing Summerhill to his American readers, he 
posits: “When my first wife and I began the school, we had one main idea: 
to make the school fit the child—instead of making the child fit the school” 
(Neill, 1960, 4). The philosophy of Summerhill was distilled from a slogan 
Neill learned from his mentor Homer Lane: “You must be on the side of the 
child” (Neill, 1972, 184).

However, Neill also shared his mentor’s views on religion and religious 
education as suppressors of freedom. Regarding the Jewish and Christian 
Bibles, Lane noted: “The Old is always forbidding and threatening punish-
ment, whereas the New preaches the gospel of Love and Liberty, and urges 
always toward the achieving of higher and higher things” (Lane, ([1928] 1969, 
122–23). Neill, a neo-Freudian and one of Lane’s analysands, reflected the 
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prejudices of his time, a hostility to organized religion of any kind. “My highest 
card is my fear of religious training for the young. It is impossible to be taught 
religion without forming inhibitions and repressions” (Neill, 1962, 74). He 
was somewhat bemused by schools that “claimed the freedom of Summerhill,” 
including a school that had a half-hour of compulsory religion every morn-
ing and a school that washed out kids’ mouths with soap for swearing (Neill, 
1972, 223). I suspect he would question how “Summerhillian” a school that 
celebrated Jewish holidays and observed kashrut and Shabbat could be.3

Although Jochsberger mentioned only Neill as a source of inspiration in 
our interview, the draft of her master’s thesis is sprinkled with the names 
of the giants of progressivism: Rousseau, Dewey, Kilpatrick, Pestalozzi, and 
Tyler (Jochsberger, 1957). Each championed the child’s innate curiosity and 
insisted that any educational venture must begin with the interests of the 
child. As Lawrence Cremin (1964), the great historian of American educa-
tion, points out, the definition of progressive education had become so diffuse 
that it became an educational chameleon. Progressivism could encompass 
Neill’s Freudian expressionism, vocational education, the project-method, 
experiential education, as well as Jochsberger’s credo, the child-centered cur-
riculum, the mantra of American education for fifty years.

What inspired the Hebrew Arts School is an amalgam of Jochsberger’s 
personal response to the Holocaust and the progressive pedagogy she shared 
with the ideologues of Hanoar Haivri. Their philosophy of Jewish education 
and their commitment to nurturing Hebrew culture in America was the last 
chapter of the Benderly-Kaplan revolution in Jewish education. Kronish 
(1983) notes that in the Benderly era, Jewish educators appropriated the 
progressive lexicon of the American education of their day, a vocabulary 
shaped by Dewey and his followers, speaking of “the whole child,” “the needs 
of the learners,” “teaching children not subjects,” and “real life experiences” 
(185). Although Kronish claims that Dewey’s actual influence on these early 
reformers was more in style than in substance, the impact of the Benderly-
Kaplan legacy on Jewish education was profound. Jochsberger (1957) cites 
Kaplan in her thesis:

If Judaism is to be enabled to bring out the best in the Jew, the Jewish 
community must assume responsibility for stimulating among Jews 
an understanding and utilization of art, and indirectly, the creativity 
of Jewish artists. It must develop in Jewry the habit of expressing its 
emotional reactions to the circumstances of Jewish life esthetically. 
It must foster that reciprocal bond between the artist and his public 
which encourages the artist to create, by making him want to commu-
nicate his experience as a Jew, and will enable the lay Jew to perceive 
new values in Jewish experience by the magical power of art. (Kaplan, 
1948, 355–56)
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In the Parent News of January 1958, the editor, Helen Epstein, quoted 
Emanuel Gamoran, one of the Benderly boys and a member of the school’s 
board of directors:

He keynoted the board’s underlying philosophy which is the School 
beacon in the reversal of the words . . . “bringing the beauty of Greece 
into the tent of Shem.” For the school it is also “bringing the beauty of 
Shem into the tents of Greece.” As he spoke of the love and joy of the 
children for their work at the school, his love for his part in making the 
School grow shone in his eyes. (3)

This view is reflected in Leah N. Meir’s recollections of her experience at the 
Hebrew Arts School. She remembers her lessons with Sophie Maslow in the 
late fifties, dancing both to Jewish themes and to “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” 
Meir’s parents were friendly with the Davises and the Ettenbergs; her mater-
nal grandfather was Menachem Ribalow, the editor of Hadoar, published by 
the Histadrut Haivrit (Meir, 2003).

Dewey was not the revolutionary that Kaplan and Benderly were. He 
did not want to remake American society. On the other hand, Neill was a 
revolutionary: his goal was to change the stultifying British educational sys-
tem. Jochsberger shared Neill’s audacity, as did her original supporters, the 
“graduates” of Hanoar Haivri, who found in Jochsberger a means to achieve 
their goals: creating a vibrant Hebrew culture in America through learning 
and performing the arts.

This fortuitous meeting—Jochsberger’s response to the Holocaust and 
the ideology of the Hebraist circle—launched and nurtured the fledgling 
Hebrew Arts School. Played against a background of American educational 
progressivism, these two forces merged in creating an exciting educational in-
stitution. It did not initially attract the students Jochsberger had anticipated. 
The first students were not Americans deprived of Jewish culture but the 
offspring of well-educated American Jews who wanted more for their chil-
dren. In a statistical survey reflecting the background of the students of the 
1956–57 year, 77 percent were day school students, representing ten schools. 
They were Bialik, the Yeshiva of Central Queens, Crown Heights Yeshiva, So-
loveitchik, Ramaz, Manhattan Day School, Yeshiva Zichron Moshe, Kinereth, 
Shulamith, the Yeshiva of Flatbush. Fourteen out of sixty-three students 
attended public schools (Statistical Survey, 1957). Its first adherents were 
enchanted by the Hebraic aspect of the school; for later generations, it was 
the excellence of the music offerings and the caliber of the faculty that  fueled 
the school’s expansion and led to its current preeminence as a jewel in the 
Lincoln Center crown. During Robert Sherman’s interview with Jochsberger 
(2003b), he asked what was in her mind when she founded the school. She 
said that she strove for excellence on every level: educationally, musically, and 
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administratively. That legacy remains, though the luminous vision of Jewish 
renewal through Hebrew culture has been dimmed.

notes
Hava N’halela, with a hey (let us praise her) is a pun on Jochsberger’s halil curriculum, 
Hava N’chalela (let’s play the halil), with a het.

1. When Jochsberger made aliyah in 1938, she changed her name from Hilde to Tzi-
pora and used H as her middle initial.

2. Bernice Frost is a composer and teacher who wrote a series of piano method books 
using international folk tunes.

3. From 1961 to 1965, David Ellison (2003) attended Kilquhanity, a sister school 
founded by Neill in Scotland. Ellison remembers the strong antireligious sentiments of 
the school at the time, such as protesting any intrusion of religion into civic life. He also 
remembers the frequency of faculty-student sexual liaisons.
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carol k .  ingall

 Sylvia Cutler Ettenberg was the force behind Kaplan’s Teachers Institute  
 (ti) of the Jewish Theological Seminary (jts) and many of its most  
 innovative educational initiatives in the post–World War II era: Camp 

Ramah, the Leadership Training Fellowship (ltf),1 the Melton Research 
Center, and the Prozdor (a supplementary Hebrew High School). Although 
she never received the title Dean of the Teachers Institute, it was she who 
expanded and professionalized the school, integrating it into jts, and trans-
forming jts in the process (Kaufman, 1997). In his excellent history of the 
Teachers Institute, Kaufman maintains that Ettenberg’s association with men 
bearing the titles and degrees she lacked often obscured her achievements.

Like so many other women who could not aspire to the rabbinate, 
she became instead a Jewish educator and an “educated layperson.” 
Ettenberg was a Jewish woman who made a difference. In an age when 
women may become rabbis and scholars, the story of Sylvia Ettenberg 
and the Teachers Institute ought to remind us of the vital contribution 
of those who toil in the vineyards of Jewish education: the teachers 
(most of whom remain women). (620)

Using portraiture, the methodology popularized by Sara Lawrence-
Lightfoot and Jessica Hoffman Davis (1997), I take up Kaufman’s invitation 
to convey Ettenberg’s milieu, personality and her accomplishments, placing 
her in the foreground of the canvas, rather than in the background, behind 
Moshe Davis and Seymour Fox. I also examine the constraints on her career 
and, responding to Kaufman’s challenge, examine the role gender played in 
Ettenberg’s long and varied professional journey.

Middleton (1993), drawing on the work of Foucault and Bourdieu, uses 
the term “intellectual genealogy” to examine the contexts that transformed 
the women she studies. Having mined those environments and experiences, 
she then draws “life histories” of her collaborators. A life history is subtly 
different from Lagemann’s (1979) “educational biography”; it conjures up a 
reciprocal element, in which the subject constructs as well as receives the edu-
cational events of her life. For someone like Sylvia Ettenberg, who routinely 
elicits adjectives like forceful, indomitable, and indefatigable from those who 
know her, a conceptual framework that privileges interaction with as well as 
response to education is preferable. Building on interviews, artifacts, and the 
existing research literature, I draw a life history of Sylvia Ettenberg, placing 
her against a backdrop of American and Jewish history, educational history, 
and the Jewish Theological Seminary, reflecting on how she shaped those 
domains.



206 ingall

Home, Family, and School

Sylvia Cutler began her love affair with Zionism and the Hebrew language 
through her father’s matchmaking. Mordechai (Max) Cutler figures promi-
nently in her narrative.

I was born in East New York, in Brooklyn. . . . One side of the tracks was 
Brownsville, and the other was East New York. It was the better side of 
the tracks, but there was a lot of communication with both sides. My 
father—let’s see—I would say he was a maskil [literally, enlightened 
one; someone well-read in Western culture who hoped to reinvigorate 
Hebrew as a modern language]. He was a very active Zionist. But that 
was not his work. . . . When he came here, he worked in millinery. . . . I 
must say he disliked it intensely and was quite unhappy about it. So his 
happiness came from all the Zionist activities that he had. He was an 
officer in the B’nai Zion group, which is still in operation now. And he 
was very active in the Parent Teacher’s Association of the Talmud Torah 
that I went to. (Ettenberg, 2005a)

Isa Aron (2006), Sylvia’s daughter, remembers her grandfather as a man who 
prized Jewish learning, “My grandfather died when I was seven, so I have 
very limited memories of him. I remember this very sweet man. . . . His great 
pleasure was to have me sit on his lap and read Rashi to him.”

Aron knew her grandmother much better than her grandfather since her 
grandmother lived with the Ettenbergs after suffering a stroke in 1961. Aron 
(2006) describes Rochel Malkah (Amster) Cutler as more modest and retir-
ing than her husband and recalls her reading Yiddish novels. Ettenberg refers 
to her mother as a homemaker who took in sewing to make ends meet, much 
to her husband’s embarrassment. Sylvia and her younger sister, who also be-
came a Jewish educator, were raised in a traditional home. When Ettenberg 
began to work at jts and dashed into the house just before the Sabbath, her 
father asked, “Finkelstein hob nisht kein shabbos? [doesn’t Finkelstein have 
a Sabbath?]” (Ettenberg, 2005a).

Her father looms large in Ettenberg’s life history. When I call her a daddy’s 
girl, she doesn’t disagree, but stresses that he treated her sister in the same 
manner.

sylvia ettenberg (s): Just a couple of other things about my 
house. My father had two daughters and not any males. He decided 
that we were going to learn and treated . . . us as if we were boys. 
So everything he might have done with boys. . . . He didn’t know 
anything about . . . [pauses to find the right word]

carol ingall (c): Feminism?
s: He didn’t know what it was called, but it didn’t matter. This was 
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the way he treated me. The result is, for example, my father, who 
was certainly not a sportsman, I recall very vividly, that I went to a 
game, a soccer game, because Ha’koah [an Israeli team] came from 
Israel to America. . . . And my father, who certainly didn’t know 
what this game was, maybe he did, but not very much . . .

c: It was the Tziyonut [Zionism].
s: [Nodding, making sounds of agreement.]
c: Not the mishak [game].
s: [Sounds of agreement, laughing.] I remember vividly seeing soccer. 

. . . The result was that I still have an affinity for soccer.
I still remembering going to hear Bialik when he came to America, 

which I did not understand exactly but it was . . .
c: An adventure?
s: At that time all the Zionists were there. The same kind of thing with 

mass meetings and so on. We weren’t [exactly] schlepped along; 
we were very pleased to be part of it. So my father felt that was his 
job, to expose us to everything, to take us to all these things. In my 
house, we had very little artwork. But we did have pictures of Herzl 
and Nordau. (Ettenberg, 2005a)

When I ask Ettenberg about her extended family, all the relatives she men-
tions are on her father’s side. They merit a place in her narrative because of 
the yihus (status) conferred by their scholarship.

My father had very close relatives who were involved in Judaica and 
so forth. And one of my close cousins, my father’s first cousin, was an 
Orthodox rabbi who was a great influence on me. He was young, he 
was handsome, he was very outgoing, and very much with it. And he 
was somebody who had a great influence because he was a bachelor for 
many years, and he practically lived in our house. . . . And his [sister’s] 
. . . husband was a very knowledgeable guy. . . . I don’t think he was a 
rabbi, I don’t know what his work was . . . but it was a treat for me to 
visit with these people all the time. (Ettenberg, 2005a)

Coming from this kind of background, it is not surprising that Mordechai 
Cutler would want an intensely Hebraic, intensely Zionistic education for 
his daughters.2 Ettenberg remembers her father “poring over the protokol 
[agenda] he had to write for every meeting” as secretary of the Parent 
Teacher Association of the Tiferet Yisrael Talmud Torah (Ettenberg, 2005a). 
She flourished in the school, which met two hours a day, five days a week, 
stimulated by teachers who were maskilim. She recalls: “It was really a very 
exciting school. And I immediately loved Hebrew, so Hebrew became my mé-
tier and I worked very hard in the tests that they gave. More so than the ones 
in the public school” (Ettenberg, 2005a). I asked her how she thought her 
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classmates might remember her. She paused and spoke softly, “I don’t know.” 
Then, her voice getting louder, she continued. “I was an active student; I 
was not very quiet. And I was very competitive at that point, because I really 
wanted to get 99 on the Nevi’im test,” she concluded, chuckling (Ettenberg, 
2005a). It was at the Talmud Torah that Sylvia Cutler met her husband-to-be, 
Moshe (Morris). He joined her class after moving to New York from Ohio. 
Together they were involved in a web of extracurricular activities sponsored 
by the synagogue and school: The Boys Congregation and Sisterhood, youth 
groups, clubs, and sports (where she learned to play punch ball). She spent 
seven days a week in this environment, and says it was “a great influence 
on my life” (Ettenberg, 2005a). Some of the leaders of the clubs and youth 
groups were students at the Seminary; it was they who told her about jts and 
suggested that she attend.

The focus of Sylvia Cutler’s educational, cultural, and social life was the Tal-
mud Torah, not her public school. In her sophomore year, Thomas Jefferson 
High School added Hebrew to the curriculum. They needed students, so she 
joined, immediately becoming the star of the class, involved in a co-curricular 
Hebrew club, becoming in the process very close to her teachers who were 
students at the Teachers Institute (ti). By her own admission, Ettenberg was 
an indifferent student in everything but Hebrew. Although she wanted to at-
tend classes at jts, she was neither sixteen nor a senior in high school. For 
a year she attended the Beis Midrash L’Morot (the teacher training school 
that evolved into Stern College) in Manhattan, where she studied with Rabbi 
Joseph Lookstein (1902–1979), the founder of the Ramaz School. After biding 
her time for a year, Sylvia, accompanied by her father, traveled to Manhat-
tan for an interview at jts with Professor Zvi Scharfstein (1884–1972). She 
was accepted to the ti during her senior year in high school and continued 
her general education at Brooklyn College. Brooklyn College never captured 
Ettenberg’s imagination nor affection; it was a simply a place where she spent 
her afternoons. At the Teachers Institute, where she spent the bulk of her 
time, she found a thriving community, a place energized by Mordecai Kaplan 
(1881–1983) and his laboratory for Reconstructionist principles (Kaufman, 
1997). Ettenberg (2006a) has few memories of Brooklyn College and of her 
professors there, but when I asked her which professors at ti made an impres-
sion on her, she replied, laughing, “All of them. I was really like a fish in water. 
Well, of course, we were very friendly: Halkin, Dinin, Scharfstein, Chertoff.”

At the Teachers Institute, Ettenberg re-created her experience at the Tal-
mud Torah, an interlocking network of curricular and co-curricular activities, 
with stimulating, like-minded friends, similarly enchanted by Jewish studies, 
Hebrew, and Jewish culture.

I had a very interesting life at the Seminary. I really enjoyed my classes; 
I enjoyed my friends. I had very close friends from there, and I enjoyed 
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a lot of extracurricular work we did. It was at that point—I must have 
been about a junior—[that] Moshe Davis was in my class. And this was 
a very close friendship. We had a student organization, and we were 
very active. And that was what preceded Hanoar Haivvri [the Hebrew 
Youth organization associated with the Histadrut Ivrit]. For example, 
at the Teachers’ Institute, we had also hugim [clubs]. And we had a 
hug dramati [dramatics club] there. And as students, we put on a play, 
which we took around to other cities. (Ettenberg, 2005a)

Entering the World of Jewish Education

Ettenberg began her long career in Jewish education while she was still a 
student at the ti. Many of the assumptions and attitudes that would char-
acterize her professional practice took shape at this time, while she was still 
in her teens. She recalls her successes and her failures with good humor, like 
her first job as a seventeen-year-old, teaching at an Orthodox synagogue, 
Tiferet Ha’Gra (Gra is an acronym for the Vilna Gaon) in Brooklyn. She was 
teaching thirteen-year-olds, students only four years younger than she, and 
remembers the rabbi coming in “every fifteen minutes to see if I was still alive” 
(Ettenberg, 2005b). She supplemented her income by teaching Sundays for 
Henry R. Goldberg, a ti graduate who would become one of her first mentors 
and working summers at Camp Cejwin, where she found another significant 
mentor in Albert P. Schoolman (1894–1980), yet another ti graduate. Gold-
berg taught her a great deal.

He taught me how to handle a class. There were problems and he would 
come in and help me. I mean there are problems in every class. A very 
funny incident happened. He once came into my classroom during the 
intercession [recess] and said, “You taught them a song, but you don’t 
know music very well.” Which was true. [Laughs.] (Ettenberg, 2005b)

Schoolman, a devoted disciple of Kaplan, hired her in 1934. She rose through 
the ranks, becoming a division head in 1944. Those experiences were crucial 
in formulating Ettenberg’s vision for Camp Ramah. The Cejwin experience 
also proved to be a training ground for Ettenberg’s problem-solving skills.

I asked Ettenberg to tell me about one of the challenges she faced at Cejwin 
and how she dealt with it. She described working in an all-male environment, 
a pattern in her career. There was an official camp mother, but she was the 
only staff member who interacted regularly with the campers. Ettenberg was 
hired as a division head during World War II, when most of the counselor pool 
was serving in the army. As the head counselor of Hadar, the younger boys 
camp, she had to supervise the only counselors available, yeshivah students. 
Schoolman had made it clear to these young men before they were hired that 
there would be no instructional swimming on Shabbat, but that they would 
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be responsible for supervising recreational swimming. They agreed in the 
spring in order to secure employment, but tested Ettenberg when the sum-
mer season began.

Hadar was in a valley, and it would have been miserable if [the boys] 
couldn’t go swimming. . . . So I remember this very serious problem 
where [the counselors] didn’t want to go out on patrol on Shabbat. . . . 
So we sat down and had it out. I said to them, “Listen. I looked it up, 
and the only reason not to go in swimming is because when you come 
out, you have to wring your bathing suit: issur s’hitah [squeezing or 
wringing is forbidden on the Sabbath]. So I’m ready to leave the cam-
pus grounds (I was the only woman there) [while you strip and I climb 
onto higher ground] and you guys can go in later. (Ettenberg, 2005b)

Faced with her ultimatum, go swimming nude, under her supervision, or 
swim with bathing suits that would require wringing, the counselors’ resis-
tance and rebellion evaporated. This anecdote foreshadows many instances 
of Ettenberg’s willingness to tackle controversy and to choose tactics that 
were perfectly suited to disarm those who stood in her way. The anecdote is 
also emblematic because she never held a grudge. She mentions remaining 
good friends with those counselors, even hiring them later on to teach at jts. 
“Nothing was ever personal. Everybody has their own mishagas [craziness]. I 
always worked within the boundaries of that mishagas” (Ettenberg, 2006b).

After graduating from the ti in 1937, Ettenberg began teaching at Cejwin, 
where she had been a camp counselor for several years. Comparing herself to 
her faculty colleague Deborah Pessin (1910–2001), noted author of Jewish 
textbooks, she informs me, “She was a terrific teacher, and I was not. I was a 
beginning—and not good—teacher.” When I asked her to explain what she 
meant by “not good,” Ettenberg identified her lack of creativity and her diffi-
culties with classroom management. Due to a decline in student enrollment, 
the administration of Cejwin consolidated their faculty; as last hired, she was 
first fired. Desperately needing a job, Ettenberg took one in Staten Island 
teaching in a Jewish Community Center. Her responsibilities included adult 
education and outreach to a tuberculosis sanitarium, where she read Sholom 
Aleichem in Yiddish, drawing on the language she had learned to speak and 
read at home (Ettenberg, 2005b).

In 1938, Ettenberg began to teach at the Yeshivah of Flatbush, an opportu-
nity that she embraced because it offered an intensely Hebraic environment. 
Required by the ti to fulfill a number of school observations (there was no 
official student teaching), the would-be teacher visited the classroom of a 
Miss Soyer (the sister of American social realist painters Moses, Raphael, and 
Isaac), “a superb teacher” (Ettenberg, 2005b). Ettenberg recalls, “I fell in love 
with the school” (Ettenberg, 2005b). Joining the Yeshivah of Flatbush faculty 
gave her an opportunity to put into practice all she had learned at the ti: to 
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use the art she had learned with Temima Gezari, particularly working with 
clay in the classroom; the songs she had picked up from Judith Eisenstein 
(1910–1996), Mordecai Kaplan’s daughter; and most appealing, teaching 
Ivrit b’Ivrit (Hebrew through immersion), a technique she had studied with 
Zvi Scharfstein (Ettenberg, 2005b).

Ettenberg doesn’t downplay how much she had to learn: “I was a babe in 
the woods. I was on probation, and probably wasn’t very good to begin with 
. . . when I first started. But I think he [the principal] hired me for two other 
reasons” (Ettenberg, 2005b). Her experience with Hanoar Haivri and the ti 
theater group, Hapargod (the Theater Curtain), was appealing to a principal 
looking to hire a drama teacher. Then too, she was studying for a master’s in 
speech pathology at Columbia University’s Teachers College. For one course 
she had to administer eighty intelligence tests. The principal at the Yeshivah 
of Flatbush, whom Ettenberg describes as a “noneducator,” also thought he 
could use her to help settle a running dispute with the faculty. While both 
the administrator and the teachers agreed that not all children were capable 
of carrying a double program, the principal was willing to overlook the de-
ficiencies of children who came from wealthy families. These tests might 
strengthen his case.

Anyway, so . . . beginning with that year I gave the exam to incoming 
students, and I remember that there was a very interesting incident. 
We had an intercom [call] from the classrooms to his office. I gave the 
exam to somebody, and at that time I tried to tell him [the principal] 
that there’s an area that we call the median. It was about 100, 110. I 
think it was 110, if I remember correctly. I still have the test in my closet 
because I don’t clean my closets! [Laughter.] . . . At any rate, I called 
him to tell him that this young child that I interviewed had about 108. 
I just mentioned it to him. So his answer to me on the phone was, “At 
lo yikhola l’ha’alot b’shtei nekudot?” [You can’t raise it by two points?] 
[More laughter.] That’s to show you what I mean by [his] not being an 
educator. And I’ll never forget that. (Ettenberg, 2005b)

Ettenberg would not be pushed around nor embarrassed by a “nonedu-
cator.” While women are often accused of being reluctant to stand up for 
themselves, this was not the case with Sylvia Ettenberg. As in the incident 
with the yeshivah bochurs (the yeshivah students) who refused to swim on 
Shabbat, she knew exactly how to deal with an inappropriate principal who 
had crossed a boundary.

That second year, I was on probation. He came into my class a few 
days before Sukkot, and he said to me, Hem yod’im et habrakhot? [Do 
they know the holiday blessings?] I didn’t know what he was talking 
about, so I said, Yed’u, yed’u. [They’ll know, they’ll know.] So he started 
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screaming at me in front of the kids. Sh’nei yamim lifnei ha’hag, v’at 
omeret she’yed’u? [Two days before the holiday and you say that they’ll 
know them?] I was left wooden, and I didn’t answer. And during the 
intermission I discussed it with some of the teachers. Some of them 
were my mentors, and they said, “You just have to tell him that he can’t 
do this to you.” So I decided to be very brave, and I walked into his of-
fice. There were a couple of parents sitting there. I never spoke English 
to him, but I said to him, “I want to speak to you. The next time you 
walk into my class that way is when I have to walk out.” So he said, Eizeh 
safah at m’daberet? [What language are you speaking?] And I said, Ani 
rotzah she’hem yavinu. [I want them—the parents—to understand.] 
So that was what broke the ice. (Ettenberg, 2005b)

In 1940, while she was teaching at the Yeshivah of Flatbush, Sylvia Cutler 
married her Talmud Torah and ti classmate Moshe (Morris) Ettenberg. A 
phd in physics from New York University, Moshe Ettenberg did research at 
Sperry Gyroscope and Raytheon and taught at Brooklyn Polytech and City 
University. Isa Aron (2006) recalls her father as a polymath who played the 
cello, did calligraphy, led the jts faculty Talmud group, and taught summer 
institutes in philosophy. Moshe Ettenberg died in 1991.

When the registrar of jts, Israel Chipkin (1891–1955) called Ettenberg to 
teach at Beit HaYeled, the innovative day school for children dedicated to 
teaching Ivrit b’Ivrit, she was elated by the prospect.3 Hired to teach Hebrew, 
Judaica, and all the general subjects, she would be the sole teacher in the 
classroom of “graduating” seven-year-olds. (As she discovered once she met 
the group, their general skills were on or above grade level, allowing her to 
devote most of her time to her first love, teaching Hebrew.) When she turned 
in her resignation at the Yeshivah of Flatbush, she unleashed the principal’s 
anger. Although he called the head of the Hebrew Teachers Union and 
complained—“She was nobody; I made her a teacher and now she’s leaving 
me”—Ettenberg holds no grudge. Remembering the incident more than sixty 
years later, she uses a phrase that comes up often in our interviews, “anyway, 
we remained friends.” She notes that he would later send her students when 
she was running the ti (Ettenberg, 2005b).

Ettenberg spent close to two years teaching at Beit HaYeled, beginning 
in the 1944–45 academic year. She describes the institution “as growing 
out of our school” (Ettenberg, 2005b), meaning the Teachers Institute. Beit 
HaYeled, like ti for so many of its graduates in that era, like the Talmud Torah 
Ettenberg had attended as a youngster, was a “total environment” (Goffman, 
1961; Peshkin, 1988). She reveled in the excellent faculty and staff, including 
Leah Klepper from jts, Roma Gans from Teachers College, and the former 
registrar of jts, Israel Chipkin, as principal. She spent her summers at Ce-
jwin, in another total environment. She had begun to think about a career 
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in camping; she was offered a position as assistant director of the Cejwin 
camp. She would have continued teaching at Beit HaYeled, a position that 
would allow her to grow in the camping field, were it not for a fateful phone 
call. During the 1945–46 year, she was asked to join the jts community as 
registrar and faculty secretary of the Teachers Institute.4

The recommendation was through Moshe Davis who was my close 
friend, but my interviews were with Kaplan and Finkelstein. . . . I had 
a dilemma. Here I was really preparing myself for some kind of future 
career in camping. I had a long talk with Dr. Schoolman, and I recall 
even today what he said: “When your alma mater calls you, you must 
respond.” (Ettenberg, 2005b)

This vignette highlights three powerful elements in Ettenberg’s intellec-
tual biography: her early dedication to camping as a potent venue for Jewish 
education; her encouragement by mentors, almost all male; and her intense 
loyalty to jts. Ever the professional, she spent a semester training her re-
placement at Beit HaYeled before beginning the next, and most rewarding, 
phase of her career.

Jewish Theological Seminary:  
The Davis Partnership, 1945–1947

Moshe Davis (1916–1991), Ettenberg’s close friend from their ti days, had 
continued his jts education in its Rabbinical School. In 1942, he was asked 
to join the administration as registrar and lecturer in American Jewish his-
tory. In 1944, he was named the assistant to Mordecai Kaplan, the dean of 
the Teachers Institute. Within a year, he knew he would become Kaplan’s 
successor and would need to find an associate, someone with whom he could 
work closely, who shared his views and vision of Jewish education. He did 
not have to look far. His good friend Sylvia Cutler Ettenberg would make a 
perfect ally.

Davis (1990b) knew how to “sell” his fellow ti classmate, Hanoar Haivri 
activist, and well-rounded Jewish educator to a wary all-male faculty and 
administration.

I can tell you in the case of a person whom I have great affection for, 
Sylvia Ettenberg, how I prevailed on the faculty to have a young lady 
become a registrar. It was one thing what I said to the faculty. It was 
another thing what I said privately [while speaking to the administra-
tion]. I said, “Look, most of our students are girls. I don’t understand 
them.” And I told them, I said, “Look. I was in the elevator the other 
day with three young ladies. And one girl virtually fainted. There was 
nothing I could do! I need somebody who can cope with that kind of 
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problem.” That’s what I said. But to the faculty, of course, I said, “We 
need a personality . . .” I wouldn’t say that was the only way I got Sylvia 
Ettenberg appointed, but I can say [it] was an important factor.

Ettenberg had never heard this story before I told it to her, but she agreed 
that Davis was a skilled politician who could quell resistance, even playing 
“the gender card” if necessary.

From 1945 to 1947, Ettenberg unleashed a sirocco of activity, designing 
with Davis the programs that would energize jts and define the Conservative 
movement. Among them were Camp Ramah, Leadership Training Fellow-
ship (ltf), Mador, and Atid, an early childhood program. In discussing her 
many accomplishments, I delve into a few in detail.

Ettenberg (2006a) speaks of Ramah as “my baby right from the be gin-
ning.”5 It was she who had the hands-on experience in Jewish camping, not 
Davis. Although Davis was a founder of Camp Massad through his involve-
ment in the Histadrut Ivrit, his experience in camping was limited to having 
served as camp rabbi in several private Jewish camps (personal communi-
cation from Sylvia Ettenberg, August 16, 2006). It was Ettenberg who bro-
kered the deal that would launch the first Camp Ramah in Wisconsin and 
energized the venture. A group of Conservative Jews in Chicago were ready 
to launch a camp that would meet their needs. At the same time, Ettenberg 
and Davis were contemplating a camp of their own, one that could become a 
cornerstone of Mordecai Kaplan’s vision of a reconstructed American Jewry. 
Traveling to Chicago in a prop plane in mid-January 1947, Ettenberg sold the 
Chicagoans on the Ettenberg-Davis vision (Schwartz, 1987). The first flyer 
refers to “Camp Ramah, operated by the Council of Conservative Synagogues, 
Midwest Branch, United Synagogue of America, in cooperation with the 
Teachers Institute, Jewish Theological Seminary of America” (Camp Ramah 
flyer, 1947). It was Ettenberg (2006a) who convinced the Chicagoans that 
formal classes in Hebrew and Jewish education had to be a part of the camp 
culture and that when it came to Jewish education, only the ti could do the 
job. Accordingly, the first publicity included mandatory classes in Bible, He-
brew language and literature “directed toward fruitful, meaningful living in 
our present-day American-Jewish community” (Camp Ramah flyer, 1947). 
The camp emphasized the arts that were so appealing to Ettenberg in her 
Talmud Torah days, prominent in the activities of Hanoar Haivri, embraced 
by Kaplan at the ti, and promoted by the Hebrew Arts Committee of the 
Histadrut Ivrit led by Davis.

Creative self-expression is stressed rather than mere mechanical rep-
etition in Arts and Crafts. The usual camp-crafts and handicrafts are, 
of course, engaged in by campers, but in addition dancing (folk and 
creative movement); dramatics (including conceiving, writing, direct-
ing and acting of original productions); vocal and instrumental music 
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(such as Palestinian folk and liturgical music); appreciation of classical 
and Jewish music; Journalism and numerous other creative activities 
are an integral part of the Camp program. (Camp Ramah flyer, 1947)

When Davis (1990b) first heard Kaplan preach, he thought to himself, 
“This is the kind of person I want to be like; I was attracted to him com-
pletely, absolutely! It was love, respect, admiration, everything at first sight.” 
He understood the new activities he developed with Ettenberg as an exten-
sion of Kaplan’s dream for the ti, often dipping into Kaplan’s vocabulary 
and retrieving “metamorphosis,” “conscious Jewish renascence,” and “Jewish 
peoplehood” to describe them (Davis, 1963, 1986). Ettenberg was drawing 
upon her experience of the confluence of Jewish, Hebraic, and Zionist ac-
tivities of her Talmud Torah and the ti to promote a social ideal, to create a 
Jewish-Hebraist-Zionist Eden in America. Her years at Cejwin and the sum-
mer at Massad made her well aware of the power of camp as “an educational 
environment [that could] be a transformational change-agent . . . [creating] 
an eruption of awakening that serve[s] to change perspectives, open up a 
person’s mind, and shake up the status quo” (Scialabba, 2006).

In an insightful article, Reimer (1989) compares Ramah to the kibbutz, 
both examples of social engineering, both “ideologically driven utopian ex-
periments” (57). Reimer provides a definition of “utopian”:

A social reality which could not be found elsewhere in the culture, 
which stood, value-wise, in contrast to the general culture, and which 
aimed to so impress that contrast in the minds of its participants (staff 
and campers) that they could no longer view their mundane lives as 
“normal.” Ramah, like the kibbutz, represented an inherent critique of 
the surrounding culture (general and Jewish) which was not so much 
articulated as lived and felt. (58)

Josselit and Mittelman (1993) point out that American Jewish camping 
during the period between 1920 and 1950 was all about ideology: either as-
similating into American life or encouraging ethnic persistence (16). Camps 
like Ramah were more “transgressive” and more utopian in their ideology 
(hooks, 1994), attempting to create an alternative to American values like 
competition and egalitarianism. Naomi Cohen (2003) claims, “the unspoken 
aim of its founders was to create a native American elite for the Jewish com-
munity” (39).

If education begins in disequilibrium, then ideological camps, whether 
they were promoting the Americanization of Jewish immigrants in the twen-
ties or an American Hebrew renaissance in the forties, were sending their 
campers a message about moving away from their family of origin. The pres-
ence of a “camp mother” in these institutions is more than a palliative for 
homesickness. She also serves as a symbol of the new family that was being 
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created at camp, an alternative to, if not a substitute for, the old, making 
Reimer’s kibbutz analogy even more apt. Even a Jewish-lite camp like Alton, 
designed to prepare Jewish boys from Boston to compete in wasp America, 
held Friday night services in which the camp mother lit Shabbat candles 
(Ingall, 1997). What was unique about Ramah among the utopian camps 
like Achvah, Cejwin, and Yavneh was that it was a religious camp designed 
to instill a commitment to Conservative Judaism. For Ramah, Hebrew and 
Zionism were a means to an end, while for Massad, a camp to which it is often 
compared, “Hebrew and Zionism were [its] religion” (Fox with Novak, 1991, 
17). As a religiously oriented camp, Ramah offered not only a new model of 
family for its campers, but also an alternative model for a new prayer com-
munity. That model was often far more exciting than the one provided by the 
Conservative synagogues that encouraged these youngsters to attend Ramah 
(Ackerman, 1997; Sales and Saxe, 2004). Referring to the culture created 
by Lou Newman, director of Camp Ramah in Wisconsin from 1951 to 1953, 
Shapiro and Cohen capture the ideological impact of Ramah on its campers 
in those early years: “It was the first generation of the young Jewish religious 
revolutionary who returned home to upset rabbis, parents, and friends by the 
very intensity of his religious beliefs and commitments” (1984, xi).

Ettenberg understood the power of a total environment to change per-
spectives by captivating the mind and imagination. She grew up in a series 
of interlocking environments; the Talmud Torah, the synagogue, the youth 
groups, and hugim (clubs) created a series of overlapping circles. Ramah, ti, 
ltf, Mador, and later, the Prozdor would replicate this web, together making 
a year-round environment, a greenhouse to make up for the deficits of the 
supplementary school. Ramah was launched as a place to grow leaders; the 
first promotional flyer offered a special program for ltf members. (ltf was 
founded in 1946 through Kaplan’s and Davis’ efforts.) Ramah would feed ltf, 
and ltf would produce counselors for Ramah through a counselor-training 
program, Mador. Those counselors would enroll in the ti and the Rabbinical 
School, some eventually becoming faculty members. jts professors served as 
scholars-in-residence at the Ramah Camps where they sent their children. 
When jts introduced a new graduate school, Ettenberg recruited students 
for it in the Ramah camps. When she and Seymour Fox ran the Melton Cen-
ter for Research in Jewish Education, Ramah became a laboratory to test out 
new curricula. These first programs created a rich educational ecology that 
was unparalleled in the American Jewish community.

In 1947, Moshe Ettenberg received an invitation to teach at the new Weiz-
mann Institute, which was about to welcome its first students. Sylvia Etten-
berg took a leave of absence from jts. The couple traveled around England 
and France, and visited with Sylvia’s sister and husband in Germany. They 
were in Rome when the independence of the state of Israel was declared. The 
opening of the Weizmann Institute was delayed because of the War of Inde-
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pendence. Moshe Ettenberg was a lieutenant colonel in the Israeli Air Force, 
teaching his specialty, radar. Isa (Israela) was born in 1949. Sylvia Ettenberg 
missed her family and her job, and she worried about how difficult it was to 
raise a child in this early period of Israeli statehood. In 1949, the three Etten-
bergs returned to New York. Their son David would be born there in 1955.

Jewish Theological Seminary:  
The Davis/Goldin Years, 1950–1959

Upon her return from Israel, Ettenberg continued to expand the programs 
under the aegis of the Teachers Institute. Her educational endeavors re-
sembled the musical genre of a theme and variations. A major theme was 
to offer others the Jewish universe she had experienced as a young person. 
The variation of the 1940s was Ramah and its offshoots; the variation of the 
fifties was Prozdor (literally, a hallway), like Ramah, an avenue to compen-
sate for the limitations of the synagogue school. Another major theme was a 
passionate attachment to the Teachers Institute and the Jewish Theological 
Seminary. In the fifties, as in the forties, Davis was an ideal partner. It was 
he who helped change Finkelstein’s initial icy response to Ramah by using 
a baseball analogy—the feeder system of Little Leagues to Minor Leagues 
to Major Leagues—to illustrate why an institution of higher learning had 
to be involved in youth programming (Kaufman, 1997, 830). In 1951, Davis 
became provost of jts, well positioned to champion Ettenberg’s projects, and 
Judah Goldin (1914–98) became the dean of ti.

That year Ettenberg launched the Prozdor as a preparatory school for the 
Teachers Institute. She knew firsthand of the vacuum it could fill; she well 
remembered having to study elsewhere until she was old enough to apply to 
the ti. Principals of Hebraist/Zionist yeshivot also pressured her to create 
a serious institution for their graduates to continue their Jewish education. 
She used the Prozdor for other purposes as well. Those who know her often 
used the term “talent scout” to describe her (Davidson, 2006; Holtz, 2006). 
Ettenberg (2006a) used the Prozdor to scout for players for the jts team.

Shlomo Feffer was one of our teachers—he was one of the first teachers 
in the Prozdor. A lot of people [cut] their teeth [at the Prozdor]. . . . 
Yochanan Muffs taught at the Prozdor, you know, when he was a “little 
boy.” Sholom Paul taught at the Prozdor. . . . This was a very good train-
ing ground for them in the Prozdor. We were able to test them out.

Isa Aron (2006) remembers her Prozdor experience as “fabulous.” “This was 
my mother’s doing. She kept her eyes out for the young, sharp phd, or not-
yet-phd, she thought would be good, and you’d get him in to teach in the 
Prozdor. So I had Muffs and Sarna . . . Avraham Holtz, all these people who 
went on to be great scholars. . . . They were my high school teachers.”
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In 1953, Ettenberg and Goldin began to resurrect an idea originally devel-
oped by Mordecai Kaplan, planning an undergraduate program that would 
allow students to take secular studies at Columbia School of General Stud-
ies while studying Judaica at jts. They wrote about the venture in separate 
chapters for The Education of American Jewish Teachers (Janowsky, 1967). 
Goldin opened his chapter in a curmudgeonly tone, “We had best remember 
that even as much of what passes today (or any time) as liberal arts education 
is neither liberal nor artistic nor educational, so much of what passes today 
(or any time) as Hebrew teachers college is neither Hebrew nor teaching, 
nor is it enlightening” (119). Ettenberg provided the nuts and bolts in her 
chapter, describing the history of the venture, its curriculum, achievements, 
and comparisons to other combined programs. The Joint Program of List 
College celebrated its fiftieth anniversary in 2005.

In 1955, Moshe Davis made aliyah and began his long association with the 
Hebrew University. In 1959, Judah Goldin left jts to join the faculty of Yale 
University. From the mid-fifties to the mid-seventies, Ettenberg held a variety 
of positions at jts. “I served as registrar, as the dean of students, and the 
general cook! I’m laughing, but I really enjoyed it” (Ettenberg, 2006a). Dur-
ing the fifties, a talented educational theorist with a phd from the University 
of Chicago attracted the attention of Louis Finkelstein. Seymour Fox (1929–
2006) came to jts to study at the Rabbinical School; he received ordination 
in 1956, becoming Assistant to the Chancellor in 1959 and eventually Dean 
of the Teachers Institute. While he was still a rabbinical student, he took over 
the supervision of Camp Ramah. Sylvia Ettenberg’s association with Seymour 
Fox had begun.

The Jewish Theological Seminary: The Fox Years, 1954–1966

Fox may have been the titular head of Ramah, but even a ten-year-old could 
see who was really in charge. Aryeh Davidson (2006), Fox’s nephew, remem-
bers meeting Sylvia Ettenberg at Camp Ramah in Wisconsin in 1957.

My parents were on staff and they wanted me to meet this very promi-
nent educator and leader in Jewish education whom my father had 
known from his teenage years, . . . a woman currently responsible for 
Camp Ramah. And as a ten-year-old what struck me was that here in 
camp was a very attractive, stunning woman walking around with high 
heels. . . . I remember that my uncle, Seymour Fox, accompanied Sylvia. 
And in my life Seymour was this towering figure. But he made it clear 
that Sylvia was his boss.

If not exactly “the boss,” Ettenberg was certainly the keeper of the flame, 
the person who could access the Ramah institutional memory and held the 
camps up to the lofty standards prized by the founding generation, chief 
among them, the primacy of the Hebrew language.6
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Seymour didn’t think that [Hebrew] was very important. We laugh 
about it all of the time. I mean, he didn’t think that that was the most 
important thing. . . . [It was] one of the things he . . . left . . . to me. I 
carried the banner of Hebrew, and we always laugh about it. He said, “If 
not for you . . .” And his Hebrew was not very good [at that time, before 
he made aliyah]. When he came to Israel, and he started to teach in 
Hebrew, he used to open his classes by saying, “If anybody corrects my 
Hebrew, they fail before I start.” [Laughs.] (Ettenberg, 2006a)

In 1960, Fox created the Melton Research Center for Jewish Education at 
jts. It was an attempt to treat Jewish education as a serious object of study, 
to bring the wisdom of the academy to the development of Jewish curricula, 
and to ratchet up the level of teaching in the Jewish synagogue school. In 
many ways, Fox was Benderly redux, a gifted thinker who generated more 
ideas than he could possibly implement. It was his idea to use the Ramah 
camps as laboratories to pilot the teaching of Melton curricula (Brown, 1997, 
836). Kaufman (1997) refers to Melton Center in the Fox years as under the 
“unsung supervision of Sylvia Ettenberg” (618). Ettenberg (2006c) disagrees 
with that assessment:

No, this was not so. . . . He [Fox] was the dean at that point, and he 
became the overseer of Melton. It was not a conception that I had, but 
I immediately fell in with the thing, so I was a part of it. My oversight 
of Melton was only after he left. Then that came into my bailiwick. So I 
oversaw Elaine Morris, then Barry [Holtz] and Edy [Rauch].

Barry Holtz (2006), codirector of Melton with Edy Rauch from 1978 to 
1994, recalls meeting Ettenberg just after he was hired by Fox, who had de-
camped to the Hebrew University in 1966 but remained the titular head of 
Melton at jts.

Sylvia was the boss. The real boss behind all of this stuff. I had heard 
about her. . . . I had never met Sylvia, even though I [had] heard legends 
about her, what a powerful figure she was, and all that stuff. . . . I was 
trying to get the lay of the land and how things worked. And it became 
clear to me, kind of rapidly, that Sylvia was the boss. . . . Everything 
important had to go through Sylvia. Everything connected to money 
had to go through Sylvia.

Assistant Dean of the Teachers Institute, 1966–1976

After Seymour Fox left for Israel, Sylvia Ettenberg was appointed assistant 
dean of the Teachers Institute, fulfilling all the responsibilities of the dean, 
but lacking the title. Ettenberg (2006a) describes those years:

So I ran the school from ’66 to ’76. I had a chairman of the faculty. 
First it was Bavli and Halkin but I set the agendas, and they were my 
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alter egos, or as Moshe Held would run through the halls [and] call me, 
balabusteh [Yiddish for “mistress of the house”; it connotes a multital-
ented housewife]. I think that was the most endearing term that I ever 
had because he said it with much love.

She used her keen ability to read people and analyze problems to work with 
the faculty. Barry Holtz (2006) recalls her healthy attitude toward some of 
the luminaries on the jts faculty. Unlike Seymour Fox, whose “yeshivish” up-
bringing led to his putting the great men up on a pedestal, “Sylvia by contrast 
had a much more jaundiced eye.” Regarding a great Talmudist, Holtz remem-
bers her saying: “He thought he was an expert in everything. He could give 
you advice on the stock market. He thought to himself, ‘Since I’m a genius in 
Talmud, I must be a genius about the stock market.’ Feh!” While Ettenberg al-
ways treated scholars with great respect, Holtz adds, “she also viewed them as 
‘they’re kind of in their little academic cages, and they don’t exactly know the 
real world. I know the real world.’ ” Ettenberg (2006a) recalls working with 
these men, many of them her former teachers: “I was very close with Halkin. 
And I used Halkin in the proper way. He was the chairman of the faculty. If I 
had a problem with a faculty man, I called up Halkin, and we decided how to 
handle it. But I was the one to detect the problems that he didn’t know, and I 
was the one who had to solve them. That was my role.”

Her years of experience as a practitioner interacting with students gave 
Ettenberg a gift for understanding what teaching and learning should be 
within a given educational context. Isa Aron (2006) recalls her mother shar-
ing stories about working with faculty members who failed to connect with 
their students and fielding complaints from those students.

The typical story goes: “The students were complaining, and so I called 
this person in, and we had this conversation and I did this, and I did 
that. . . .” She understood in an era where, I don’t think most of the 
people in the institution really cared, or didn’t bother to understand, 
that it was important that the students learn, not just that the faculty 
teach.

Dean of Educational Development, 1976–1988

In 1976, Ivan Marcus replaced Ettenberg as the dean of the undergraduate 
school (now List College). Ettenberg was awarded the title of Dean of Edu-
cational Development. Throughout her interviews, with me and with others, 
Ettenberg makes it clear that titles really did not matter to her. She knew she 
lacked the requisite degrees. Ever the realist, she understood that she had 
neither the time nor the inclination to pursue a doctorate. “It was easier for 
me, personally, to sacrifice the academic work. It’s wrong, but that was my 
preference. I couldn’t have handled all of [those] things” (Ettenberg, 2006a). 
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The deanship was a portmanteau including the coordination of the Melton 
Center, Camp Ramah network, Prozdor, and ltf, and liaison with numer-
ous organizations including the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism’s 
Commission on Jewish Education, Educators Assembly, Council on Jewish 
Education, Solomon Schechter Principals Council, Association of Institu-
tions for Higher Learning in Jewish Education, National Board of License, 
and Joint Placement Committee (with the Jewish Educators Association). 
In addition, she coordinated the Department of Education, designing new 
courses, answering all queries and correspondence, initiating long-range 
planning, overseeing all awards and prizes, and as a lecturer in the depart-
ment, supervising an internship in administration for principals. She also 
advised master’s and doctoral level students, and recruited students for edu-
cation and other programs. It was she who recruited thirty-five students for 
the new Graduate School of jts at various Ramah camps (Ettenberg, 2006a). 
In 1989, Ettenberg was awarded an honorary doctorate from jts and named 
lecturer emerita of Jewish education.

Reflections on a Life History

Ettenberg’s achievements are either underappreciated or overshadowed by 
her male colleagues who wrote about them (Lerner, 1971; Davis, 1963, 1986; 
Fox, 1997, 2003). Because she wrote very little, and because she was such a 
team player, Ettenberg never countered the impression that she, like so many 
women before and after her, was merely an extension of the powerful men 
with whom she worked.

ideas or implementation?
Even David Kaufman (1997), in his history of the Teachers Institute, while 
calling for more attention to Ettenberg’s role in the jts story, describes her 
partnership with Davis as combining “the creativity of the one with the prac-
ticality of the other” (613). Such a description ignores the fact that Sylvia was 
as much an ideologue as Davis was when it came to trying to create a Hebrew 
renaissance in America. It took a utopian imagination to establish Ramah. 
Sylvia’s “baby” was born out of the shadows of the Holocaust and the rise of 
Zionism; its name, suggested by her teacher Hillel Bavli, suggests a rebirth of 
a decimated community (Schwartz, 1987).7

Education is a practical discipline, straddling theory and practice. Etten-
berg told William Kennedy (1994), “An educator must have the theoretical 
background. He can’t be just a practitioner.” Her colleague Fox (2003) main-
tains that vision cannot be separated from implementation, that the field of 
education demands that theory be translated (253). To create a dichotomous 
relationship between educational theory and practice is specious; it paral-
lels the artificial separation of intellect from affect (Scheffler, 1991). In the 
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Nicomachaean Ethics, Aristotle (1998) differentiates between philosophical 
wisdom and practical wisdom. Throughout her life, Ettenberg privileged 
practical wisdom, an interest in ideas in the service of action over abstract 
ideas. An educator to her very core, she sums up her credo in one sentence: 
“If education should reflect society, our task as Jewish educators is to create 
that society” (personal communication, May 17, 2006).

achievements and constraints
I have found the work of the anthropologist-sociologist Pierre Bourdieu help-
ful in broadening my perspective on Ettenberg’s life history, particularly his 
work on social practice and its manifestations in the academy. I have tried to 
capture Ettenberg’s unusual gifts, her practical wisdom, while also describ-
ing the old boys club that was jts, an institution trying to shed its image 
as “Schechter’s yeshivah.” How much could she accomplish when status at 
jts was determined by one’s scholarship, the subject matter one taught, and 
access to the chancellor? Where status was symbolized by where one sat in 
the jts synagogue, which did not allow mixed seating? (See Goldberg [1997] 
for an anthropological study of jts before the women’s movement.) However, 
even in this highly stratified, degree-conscious, all-male arena, Ettenberg did 
succeed. She was able to ride upward in an elevator she constructed, albeit not 
to the topmost floors. I am trying to walk a fine line between voluntarism and 
determinism. What Ettenberg accomplished through her drive, institutional 
loyalty, and skills was remarkable for a woman without advanced degrees in 
a prefeminist era in this particular setting. Bourdieu’s use of habitus, capital, 
and field provides a conceptual theory for better understanding the successes, 
compromises, and obstacles in Ettenberg’s life history (Bourdieu and Pas-
seron, 2000). Bourdieu’s theory sheds light on what constitutes competence 
in a “visible social world of practice” during a forty-five-year period (cited in 
Jenkins, 1991, 67).

By “habitus,” Bourdieu means dispositions embodied in a certain individ-
ual. Like Lagemann’s (1979) “educational biography” or Middleton’s (1993) 
“intellectual biography,” habitus, acquired through experience and socializa-
tion, predisposes actors to certain activities. Habitus seems to mean traits, 
character, and skills. (It is hard to pin Bourdieu down on clear definitions.) 
One’s life history is the interaction of habitus, “a subjective reality,” with the 
environment, which Bourdieu understands as an “objective reality.” A career 
can be viewed as a negotiation between one’s talents, skills, and abilities and 
the limitations and opportunities of what Bourdieu calls a given “field”: a 
structured system of social positions (cited in Jenkins, 1992, 80, 85). One’s 
place in the field is determined by various kinds of capital: economic, social, 
cultural, and symbolic (Bourdieu and Passeron, 2000). In an academic insti-
tution, economic capital plays a minor role. Ettenberg possessed a bountiful 
reservoir of cultural, social, and symbolic capital.
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Her rich Judaica background and Hebrew skills—encouraged by her fa-
ther and formally taught in her Talmud Torah and later in her beloved Teach-
ers Institute—were valuable commodities at jts, especially to Mordecai 
Kaplan and his disciples (Mintz, 1997). Her cultural capital was enhanced by 
her command of Hebrew. No one dared speak to her in English (Ettenberg, 
2006a). Her social capital lay in her ability to size up people and situations, 
including her skill at recognizing potential; her unflagging energy; and most 
of all, complete loyalty to jts. Moshe Ettenberg’s honored position on the 
jts faculty also added to her social capital (Goldberg, 1997), which Bourdieu 
defines as “having valued relations with significant others” (cited in Jenkins, 
85). Isa Aron (2006) muses:

My mother attained her position because she was incredibly compe-
tent, but I think that probably her position was bolstered in the same 
way that the executive male needs the woman who . . . puts on beautiful 
dinner parties. Having a husband who could daven musaf [lead a sec-
tion of the prayer service] was a nice perk for my mother. It paved the 
way that my father was so conversant in these circles and could hold 
his own.

Ettenberg’s practical wisdom made her an invaluable colleague. In an all-
male culture, Ettenberg held her own; she says of herself, “I was one of the 
boys” (Ettenberg, 2005a). I describe her (to Ettenberg’s amusement) as “out-
guying the guys.” She had no fear of confrontation and instinctively knew 
what weapons from her well-stocked arsenal to select in disarming an op-
ponent. With the swimming-averse yeshivah bochurs, she one-upped them 
on halakhah (Jewish law). When the intellectual, academic dean of the ti, 
Judah Goldin complained about the artwork of Temima Gezari’s art students 
decorating the windows of a jts building and asked her to remove them, she 
told him to do it himself (Ettenberg, 2006a). Ettenberg recalls a time when 
during a tempestuous meeting “the boys” called a break and proceeded to 
come to a solution in the men’s room. “When they came back and said, ‘We 
got it solved,’ I said, ‘You know, the next time that happens, I’m coming in 
there’” (Ettenberg, 2006a).

In maneuvering her way around the restraints of the jts “field,” Etten-
berg, although a singularly beautiful woman, never used “womanly wiles” as 
a political strategy. (She does, however, admit to flirting with her first class 
of thirteen-year-olds as an inexperienced seventeen-year-old teacher [Etten-
berg, 2005a]). However, there was a time when she used traditional gender 
roles to wrest a salary increase from Finkelstein. Salaries were highly variable 
for men, as they were for the few women, all of whom with the exception of 
Ettenberg were in clerical roles. Both Fox and Goldin had advocated for her 
unsuccessfully; “Finkelstein was not going to give a ‘woman’ the kind of salary 
he offered a man” (Kennedy, 1994). Ettenberg went directly to Finkelstein 
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and told him she needed money for a babysitter on Sundays and evenings. 
When he refused and asked what she would do, she responded that Moshe 
would babysit. “So what happens to his own research?” he asked. Ettenberg 
told him, “It’s out the window” (Kennedy, 1994). Finkelstein registered his 
horror at the prospect of a promising academic career stunted by childcare 
responsibilities. “He cannot be your babysitter. You’re interfering with his 
work!” and granted her the raise, first extracting a promise that she wouldn’t 
ask for another raise for two years (Ettenberg, 2006a).

Ettenberg did a considerable amount of “heavy lifting” for Team jts. 
When Moshe Davis was disturbed at a student’s choice in neckwear, he sent 
her to tell him that hand-painted ties with bathing beauties weren’t appro-
priate for a future rabbi. It was she who became the go-between during the 
Massad-Ramah flag brouhaha in 1950. Goldin had refused to fly the flag of 
the fledgling state of Israel and created a more “Jewish” flag to be flown in the 
Wisconsin camp.

Massad people sent some of the farbrente [fiery] idealists up in an air-
plane and they bombarded Wisconsin with leaflets about that. It was 
[a] big sha’aruriyah [scandal]. It was terrible. And of course, Jay was 
upset; everybody was upset. I, being the go-between, I called Shlomo 
[the director of Massad] and I said, “That’s impossible, how did that 
thing happen?” . . . He talked with the board, and they sent us a letter of 
apology. (Ettenberg, 2006a)

Aryeh Davidson (2006) recalls Ettenberg asking him to take over a project 
that fell in the domain of another faculty member.

aryeh davidson (a): And I would say, “I can’t do that. They’ll be 
offended. They’ll be hurt.” And she would say, “Don’t worry; I’ll take 
care of it.”

c: So were people angry at you?
a: They weren’t angry at me; they were angry at her. She took a lot of 

the heat. She would be the bad guy, and I came out clean. She didn’t 
mind. She’d say, “I’ll be the bad guy.” It was part of the job.

Although Ettenberg had to wait a long time for the salary and the titles she 
deserved, it is a mistake to imagine her as lacking symbolic capital, a term 
Bourdieu uses to describe prestige and social honor (cited in Jenkins, 1992, 
85). Quoting Hobbes who observed, “reputation of power is power,” Bour-
dieu might be describing Ettenberg’s hold over the ti, even though she may 
not have been the titular head (Bourdieu, 1988). Davidson (2006) discusses 
Ettenberg’s cultural capital and its limits:

Here’s a woman who grew up in a Hebraist, Zionist world, who de-
veloped a certain degree of mastery in those areas, was committed to 
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those ideals, for what ever reason could not have reached in that age 
the crowning achievements of the men around her. She couldn’t go to 
Rabbinical School; she couldn’t get a doctorate. And on a certain level, 
she made her peace with that, and said, “How can I contribute in terms 
of practice?” . . . She was very satisfied to run the show under the wings 
of these towering figures. As long as she had the autonomy she didn’t 
have to get . . . [pause] . . . top billing.

In Homo Academicus, Bourdieu (1988) describes the compromise made 
between the habitus and the field. He notes that academics adjust their ambi-
tion and goals so that they end up only “wanting” what they can realistically 
achieve, labeling it as “rejection of the inaccessible or the choice of the in-
evitable” (11). This description applies to Ettenberg’s accommodation to the 
world of jts.

Feminism

Ettenberg has a complex relationship with feminism. She has difficulty defin-
ing it precisely. Isa Aron (2006), her daughter, notes, “She’s often said to me 
that because of the women’s movement, she got a raise later in life. Her salary 
was made commensurate with male dean salaries. But she always adds, ‘But 
I would never . . . I was never a feminist. I would never have agitated. . . .’ But 
she did appreciate it.”

I suspect that if Ettenberg were to read the revisionist feminism of bell 
hooks (2000), she might find many points of agreement. The first genera-
tion of feminists, according to hooks, was myopic about issues of class and 
race, and self-absorbed in their “common oppression” by men and in their 
victimhood as women. At no time did Ettenberg see men as the enemy; at no 
time did she see herself as a victim. She was what hooks would call a “liberal 
individualist,” who competed, and succeeded, in a man’s world (hooks, 2000, 
9). Ettenberg agrees completely with the issue of equal pay for equal work 
and readily admits that she was grateful to feminism for evening out some of 
the worst inequities in her title and salary. She quips, “I didn’t learn to be of-
fended because of the Women’s Movement. The Women’s Movement taught 
me that I should have been offended!” (Ettenberg, 2006a).

While Ettenberg does not approve of changing the liturgy to include the 
matriarchs as well as the patriarchs, she didn’t change her name when she 
got married in 1940. She continued to call herself Sylvia Cutler. “Why did I 
do it? Not because of the Women’s Movement. I had another problem. . . . I 
think I had mentioned it to you at some point. There were two of us in our 
family, both girls, and I felt that my family’s name should be . . . that my 
father had done so much. I felt I should . . . and Moshe [it] never bothered.” 
Having said this, she hastens to add, “You know why I changed it? And I 
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never resented it. Finkelstein said, ‘It’s not nice for your husband’” (Etten- 
berg, 2006a).

However, she speaks of tackling Lieberman (the distinguished Talmudist 
on the jts faculty) on the issue of Judith Hauptman (currently a member of 
the Talmud faculty of jts and the first woman to receive a phd in Talmud) 
taking advanced Talmud courses in the Rabbinical School (Kennedy, 1994). 
She also defended and voted for women’s ordination, and fought for the ex-
pansion of the roles of young women in prayer services at Ramah. Barry Holtz 
(2006) tells a wonderful story that illustrates both Ettenberg’s stance on the 
girls’ participation in prayer and her practical wisdom. “You know, we had a 
p’sak din [a rabbinic ruling] from Rabbi Klein that all cheeses are kosher. So 
[I asked Ettenberg,] how come at Ramah they only serve kosher cheese? And 
her reply to me was, ‘I traded it for aliyot for women.’ ”

Ettenberg’s scrapbooks are full of testimonials that refer to her dedication 
to Hebrew and Zionism, her commitment to jts, the Teachers Institute, and 
her crowning achievement, the founding of Ramah. When I asked her what 
she would like to be remembered for, she responded predictably, in her col-
legial manner: she would like to be remembered for her association with the 
shapers and builders of the Conservative movement. But there are some who 
would suggest that it is time for her to move into the spotlight on her own. 
They would applaud the sentiments expressed by Paula Hyman, former dean 
of List College and currently a professor of Jewish history at Yale. Writing 
on the occasion of Ettenberg’s receiving the Distinguished Service Alumna 
Award from the Alumni Association of jts, Hyman (1985) says: “Sylvia Et-
tenberg has . . . been an important role model for women at the Seminary. She 
was among the first to prove that women could achieve positions of authority 
and influence in a Jewish institution of higher learning.” Sylvia Cutler Etten-
berg may not have intended to be a standard-bearer for women, but that too 
is part of her remarkable legacy.

notes
1. The national director of LTF was appointed by JTS and overseen by the TI. “For 

most of the group’s thirty-five year history, he was directly supervised by Sylvia Etten-
berg, the indomitable longtime TI associate dean who was an alumna of both Cejwin and 
Massad” (Brown, 1997, 827).

2. When Ettenberg was a young woman, a friend sent her a copy of what he hoped 
would be the great American Hebrew novel. It was “very modern, and dealt with psy-
chology, sexuality in the family.” She read it, put it on the family bookshelves, and forgot 
about it. Her father picked it up and read it. He returned it to his daughter, saying, “For 
this he has to use lashon hakodesh? [the holy language]” (Kennedy, 1994).

3. For an account of this unusual laboratory school organized by Ivriah to teach He-
brew and general subjects to children ages three to seven, see Heller and Gelb (1948).

4. The position of registrar was not clerical. Ettenberg recalls that Louis Finkelstein’s 
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first appointment at JTS was in this capacity (Ettenberg, 2005b). It was also an entry 
point for her good friend Moshe Davis. Similarly, secretary of the faculty of the TI, as 
much as it too sounds like a clerical title, was an administrative position. As Ettenberg 
repeatedly told me, “Titles didn’t matter to me. It was probably foolish, but it never both-
ered me what the position was” (Ettenberg, 2006a).

5. For a fuller history of the founding of Ramah, see Schwartz (1987) and B. Cohen 
(1989).

6. Although Finkelstein was originally wary of the Ramah idea, he changed his mind. 
Ettenberg remembers his saying, “Only one camp? Only two camps? If we have 37 camps, 
then it will make a difference” (Ettenberg, 2006a).

7. Thus said the Lord: A cry is heard in Ramah—wailing, bitter weeping—Rachel 
weeping for her children. She refuses to be comforted for her children who are gone. 
Thus said the Lord: Restrain your voice from weeping, your eyes from shedding tears; 
for there is a reward for your labor, declares the Lord. They shall return from the enemy’s 
land. And there is hope for your future (Jeremiah 31: 15–17).
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