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SLIDE 3 (Page with photos of Euphrates) 

And SLIDE 8 (with Byzantine miniature) 

1  By Babylon’s streams,  
                          there we sat, oh we wept,  
                                           when we recalled Zion.  
2  On the poplars there  
                         we hung up our lyres.  
3  For there our captors had asked of us  
                         words of song, 
    And our plunderers—rejoicing:  
                       “Sing us from Zion’s songs.”  
4  How can we sing a song of the LORD  
                        on foreign soil?  
 
5  If I forget you, Jerusalem,  
                        may my right hand wither.  
6  May my tongue cleave to my palate 
                        if I do not recall you,  
    if I do not set Jerusalem  
                        above my chief joy. 
 
7 Recall, O LORD, the Edomites,  
                        on the day of Jerusalem, saying: 
  “Raze it, raze it,  
                        to its foundation!”  
8  Daughter of Babylon the despoiler,  
                        happy who pays you back in kind,  
                                            for what you did to us.  
9   Happy who seizes and smashes 
                       your infants against the rock. 
 
 
Talmud Gittin 57b:11   This teaches that the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, showed David the destruction of the 
First Temple and the destruction of the Second Temple. 
He saw the destruction of the First Temple, as it is 
stated: “By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down 
and wept.” He saw the destruction of the Second 
Temple, as it is written later in that same psalm: 
“Remember, O Lord, against the children of Edom the 
day of Jerusalem, when they said: Raze it, raze it, to 
its very foundation” (Psalms 137:7), as the Second 
Temple was destroyed by the Romans, “the children of 
Edom.” 
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SLIDE 10, 16, 17 

TRANSLITERATION  Psalm 137  

1. Al naharot Bavel, sham yashavnu, 
gam bachinu, b’zachreinu et Tsion. 

2. Al aravim b’tochah talinu 
kinnoroteinu. 

3. Ki sham sh’alunu shoveinu divrei 
shir, ve tolaleinu simcha. “Shir lanu mi 
shir Tsion!” 

4. Eich nashir et shir Adonai, al 
adamat neichar? 

5. Im eshkachech Yerushalayim, 
tishkach yemini. 

6 Tid'bak leshoni lechiki, 
Im-lo ezkereichi: 
Im-lo a'aleh et Yerushalayim 
al rosh simchati. 

7. Z’chor Adonai livnei Edom et yom 
Yerushalayim ha-omrim, “Aru, Aru, ad 
ha-yesod bah.” 

8. Bat Bavel ha-sh’dudah, ashrei sheh 
yishaleim lach et gemulech sheh 
gamalt lanu. 

9. Ashrei sheh yo-cheiz ve nipeitz et 
olalayich. 
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 EXTRA READING 

https://www.thetorah.com/article/psalm-137-9-
using-the-enemy-as-a-proxy 

Rabbi Yehuda Gilad—Israeli Rabbi, rosh yeshiva, 
and cofounder of the Meimad party (left-wing 
religious Zionist) 

The final verse in Psalm 137 is certainly one of the 
most difficult verses in the Bible, to my mind. Even 
so, a careful look at the Psalm in its entirety 
exposes a larger perspective which makes the 
distressing ethical problems of this verse a little 
less burdensome. Let me begin with the words of 
Shlomo Dov Goitein (1900-1985)—best known for 
his scholarship on the Cairo Genizah documents—
early in his life, when he concentrated on biblical 
scholarship.  In Iyunim be-Mikra, penned shortly 
after the Holocaust, he says: 

In our times, we don’t need an explanation for 
Psalm 137. Each of us experienced the meaning of 
this psalm in the flesh. There were times, though, 
when lovers of Bible were exceedingly pained that 
words of vengeance so cruel had been included in 
it. The statement of Professor Yisrael Friedlander 
(1876-1920), z”l — a serious scholar and an ardent 
lover of Zion who sacrificed his life for his people — 
is famous: 

“I would have given you my right arm if only you 
would have allowed me to erase the last verse of 
Psalm 137 from the Bible.” 

Today we are also pained that a composer with 
such exquisite poetic sensitivity as the author of 
Psalm 137 felt the need to express himself with 
such awful words. Nevertheless, our feelings about 
history have changed in light of the terrible events 
that our eyes witnessed… The words of Psalm 137 
are merely a response to what the psalmist saw 
with his own eyes. We can understand the depth of 
the psalmist’s hatred for the people of Babylon. 

The psalm as a whole, with its poignant 
descriptions of suffering and yearning, is, in my 
estimation, the pinnacle of poetic writing of the 

Judahite exiles, who sat and cried on the banks of 
the Rivers of Babylon, remembering Zion. They say 
(v. 4), “How can we sing a song of the Lord on alien 
soil?” Yet, in a sad irony, they have left us one of 
the most powerful poetic expressions about their 
longing for Jerusalem (v. 5), “If I forget thee, O 
Jerusalem, let my right hand whither.” 

When we read the opening of the psalm, with its 
dejected yet delicate spirit, we don’t yet 
understand the real reason for the difficulty of 
singing a song to God on foreign soil. We have the 
impression as if the exile and captivity itself 
created the writer’s block stopping the song 
writers. 

Only, when we arrive at the final verses of the 
psalm, the true reason, in all its appalling truth, is 
exposed before us. The glowing picture of the 
beginning of the psalm is exchanged for the 
horrendous one at the end. 

The Psalmist does not say explicitly what happened 
to the Judahites; but he hints at it with his wish 
that the perpetrators be “repaid in kind.” Unable, 
psychologically, to express what happened to our 
infants, he chooses to tell us by way of a prayer for 
vengeance—which, to be accurate, someone else is 
meant to accomplish—described as a tit-for-tat 
that Babylon will have to pay. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.thetorah.com/article/psalm-137-9-using-the-enemy-as-a-proxy
https://www.thetorah.com/article/psalm-137-9-using-the-enemy-as-a-proxy


Psalm 137        Olam Tikvah Adult Education                                               Susan Kristol      January 29, 2021 

 

4 
 

RABBI SACKS on PSALM 137 

More details from Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks’s 
writings: the song is about hope. If you remember 
Jerusalem for thousands of years, that is a sign of 
hope that one day you will return. 

REALISM ABOUT THE DIASPORA 

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, First Things, October 
2013.  

“Almost exactly twenty-six centuries ago, [the 
prophet Jeremiah] sat down to write a letter to his 
coreligionists in a foreign land. The people to 
whom he wrote were the Jews who had been 
taken captive to Babylon.... This is what he wrote: 

Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and 
eat what they produce. Marry and have sons and 
daughters; find wives for your sons and give your 
daughters in marriage, so that they too may have 
sons and daughters.... Also, seek the peace and 
prosperity of the city to which I have carried you 
into exile. Pray to the LORD for it, because if it 
prospers, you too will prosper. (Jeremiah. 29:5–7) 

What Jeremiah was saying was that it is possible to 
survive in exile with your identity intact, your 
appetite for life undiminished, while contributing 
to the wider society and praying to God on its 
behalf. Jeremiah was introducing into history a 
highly consequential idea: the idea of a creative 
minority.” 

 

                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

BUT MEANWHILE, HOPE 

For thus said the LORD: When Babylon’s seventy 
years are over, I will take note of you, and I will 
fulfill to you My promise of favor—to bring you 
back to this place.  

For I am mindful of the plans I have made 
concerning you—declares the LORD—plans for your 
welfare, not for disaster, to give you a hopeful 
future.  

When you call Me, and come and pray to Me, I will 
give heed to you. 

(Jeremiah. 29:10-12) 

 

Sacks: “Can one find God, serve God, 
experience God, outside the Holy 
Land? Yes and no... On this tension, 
the Jewish existence is built. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6RurNWcC_DI&
ab_channel=HolyCrossChoirs 
 
Frederick Douglass (Ossie Davis) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-
cVwuMmylA&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-
2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=39&ab_channel=OssieDavis-
Topic 
 
Jewish Wedding Song 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ElSLXYBu88g&ab
_channel=XSSHOWBAND 

 
Yaakov Shwekey at Caesarea I 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IBnWqj8XSXw&li
st=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-
2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=62&ab_channel=YaakovShwek
ey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%9
5%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99 
 
Yaakov Shwekey at Caesarea II (not used in class, but 
even more spectacular than Caesarea 1) 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j1WsdQHtSUg&
ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A
7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7
%D7%99 
 
The Jewish Study Bible, ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi 
Brettler, 1st ed. 2004 
 
Robert Alter, The Book of Psalms. A translation with 
Commentary. 2007. 

 
 
 
Artscroll 2-volume edition of Tehillim. (1985) 
 
David Stowe on Psalm 137 
https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2019/frederick-
douglass-july-4th-and-remembering-babylon-in-
america 
 
 
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 
https://rabbisacks.org/erasmus-lecture-creative-
minorities/ 

 
https://sholom.org/sermons/the-importance-of-
israel-in-the-continuation-of-jewish-peoplehood/ 
 
 
The Jewish Study Bible, ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi 
Brettler, 1st ed. 2004 
 
Robert Alter, The Book of Psalms. A translation with 
Commentary. 2007. 
 
Artscroll 2-volume edition of Tehillim. (1985) 
 
Simeon Chavel, Univ of Chicago 
https://voices.uchicago.edu/sbchavel/2020/07/17/ps
alm-137/ 
 
Mary Therese DesCamp, “Blessed are the baby 
killers,”  https://www.sbl-
site.org/assets/pdfs/DesCamp_Blessed.pdf 
2006. 
 
Symposium:Violent Fantasies on the Banks of the 
Euphrates, 
https://www.thetorah.com/symposium/psalm-137-9 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y0voSWdX4jo&ab_channel=phantom10900
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y0voSWdX4jo&ab_channel=phantom10900
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6RurNWcC_DI&ab_channel=HolyCrossChoirs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6RurNWcC_DI&ab_channel=HolyCrossChoirs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-cVwuMmylA&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=39&ab_channel=OssieDavis-Topic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-cVwuMmylA&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=39&ab_channel=OssieDavis-Topic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-cVwuMmylA&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=39&ab_channel=OssieDavis-Topic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-cVwuMmylA&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=39&ab_channel=OssieDavis-Topic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ElSLXYBu88g&ab_channel=XSSHOWBAND
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ElSLXYBu88g&ab_channel=XSSHOWBAND
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IBnWqj8XSXw&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=62&ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IBnWqj8XSXw&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=62&ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IBnWqj8XSXw&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=62&ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IBnWqj8XSXw&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=62&ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IBnWqj8XSXw&list=PLvIKU8h3vDJaN9SnlUp1-2RiG9Gv87ARl&index=62&ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j1WsdQHtSUg&ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j1WsdQHtSUg&ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j1WsdQHtSUg&ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j1WsdQHtSUg&ab_channel=YaakovShwekey%D7%99%D7%A2%D7%A7%D7%91%D7%A9%D7%95%D7%95%D7%90%D7%A7%D7%99
https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2019/frederick-douglass-july-4th-and-remembering-babylon-in-america
https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2019/frederick-douglass-july-4th-and-remembering-babylon-in-america
https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2019/frederick-douglass-july-4th-and-remembering-babylon-in-america
https://rabbisacks.org/erasmus-lecture-creative-minorities/
https://rabbisacks.org/erasmus-lecture-creative-minorities/
https://sholom.org/sermons/the-importance-of-israel-in-the-continuation-of-jewish-peoplehood/
https://sholom.org/sermons/the-importance-of-israel-in-the-continuation-of-jewish-peoplehood/
https://voices.uchicago.edu/sbchavel/2020/07/17/psalm-137/
https://voices.uchicago.edu/sbchavel/2020/07/17/psalm-137/
https://www.sbl-site.org/assets/pdfs/DesCamp_Blessed.pdf
https://www.sbl-site.org/assets/pdfs/DesCamp_Blessed.pdf
https://www.thetorah.com/symposium/psalm-137-9


Psalm 137        Olam Tikvah Adult Education                                               Susan Kristol      January 29, 2021 

 

6 
 

Rabbi Yehuda Gilad, “Using the Enemy as Proxy,” 
https://www.thetorah.com/article/psalm-137-9-
using-the-enemy-as-a-proxy 
 
Thomas Staubli,  “Archaeological Views: Performing 
Psalms in Biblical Times,” 
https://www.baslibrary.org/biblical-archaeology-
review/44/1/17 
 
 
All about Salamone Rossi: 
 
Salamone Rossi https://zamir.org/resources/music-of-
salamone-rossi/rossi-overview/ 
 
YouTube by Zamir Chorale of Boston: Al Naharot 
Bavel by Salamone Rossi 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vzgBz8AR_L8&a
b_channel=JoshuaJacobson 
 
Another performance of this Salamone Rossi by 
Ensemble Profeti Della Quinta (based in Switzerland) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HubKpEPkkYw&
ab_channel=ProfetidellaQuinta 
 
Transports Publics and Thomas Baete/Korneel 
Bernolet (Belgium) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QvhptaLqhaQ&a
b_channel=TransportsPublics%26ThomasBaet%C3%A
9-Topic 
 
Documentary Trailer about “In Search of Salamone 
Rossi” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YO65BSAyZ4Y&a
b_channel=ProfetidellaQuinta 
 
“In Search of Salamone Rossi,” film by Joseph Rochlitz 
About reviving the music of Salamone Rossi with a 
concert in Mantua, Italy 
https://vimeo.com/260768906 
 

Rachel Agree, “From Ghetto to Palazzo: How a Jewish 
Composer in Renaissance Italy Harmonized Two 
Worlds.” 
https://www.wfmt.com/2017/09/19/from-ghetto-to-
palazzo-how-a-jewish-composer-in-renaissance-italy-
harmonized-two-worlds/ 
 
Paul Robeson singing Dvorak setting 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ltbi8--
Ds0E&ab_channel=sarastrone 
 
 
Czech translation and list of other musical sources 
https://songeveryday.org/tag/paul-robeson/ 
 
https://blog.oup.com/2016/06/songs-exile-playlist-
psalm-137/ 

“Ten Biblical Songs, op. 99” by Antonin 
Dvorak (1894) 
This brief setting, composed while Dvorak 
lived in the United States, was famously 
performed  by Roland Hayes, the pioneering 
African American opera singer, and later 
adopted by Paul Robeson, a great admirer 
of Hayes. 

Ten Biblical Songs by Paul Robeson (c. 
1940) 
“But history moves on: Hitler is gone; 
Prague lives and builds in a new people’s 
democracy—and now I, an American Negro, 
sing for her this ancient Hebrew song in the 
language of the people of Huss and Dvorak, 
Fuchik and Gottwald: Pri rekach 
babylonckych, Tam jsme sedavali a 
plakavali. ” -Paul Robeson 
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