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“Yerushalayim shel Zahav” The Sources
that Influenced the Famous Song

Source Sheet by Rachel Buckman

This analysis of the song is based on Ofir Ben Yair’s article that appears on the NLI
and Snunit website focusing on piyutim and prayers, The Secret of Many Voices: A
Journey to the Heart of Piyut and Prayer.

Recording from National Library of Israel P24 ke . ~7 Le /o
archives - 2~ve wZ) —~

Background: Naomi Shemer on the Writing of “Yerushalayim Shel
Zahav”

“In the winter of ‘67 | was approached by Gil Aldema from Voice of Israel [the former
Israeli Broadcast Authority]. Teddy Kollek [the then mayor of Jerusalem] had asked
him to commission a song about Jerusalem. For many years, Voice of Israel held a
song competition on Independence Day, until then broadcast only on the radio only
[because we only got television in 1968]. That same year, 1967, they decided, on a
one-time basis, to also commission songs from five professional composers; | was
among them. | found it very difficult to write the song, until | recalled the legend
about Rabbi Akiva promising his wife Rachel a ‘city of gold,’ that is, a piece of gold
jewellery depicting Jerusalem. | chose Shuli Nathan to perform the song. She was a
20-year old soldier-teacher, with a guitar and a beautiful voice. The song was a hit
from the very first performance and, at midnight, when Shuli was asked to return to
the stage, the audience was already joining her in the chorus...”

What Sources Inspired Naomi Shemer’s Song?

Understanding the First Verse
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Is carried on the breeze of twilight with ANI7NA NHAY 2N [7'K NTIN
the sound of bells. NIN P27 NQYIT TT2 WK WD
And in the slumber of tree and stone

captured in her dream
The city that sits solitary and in its
midst is a wall.

¢ What senses are mentioned in the first paragraph?
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¢ What feeling toward Jerusalem do you get from the first paragraph?
e Write three adjectives describing Jerusalem from your reading of the first

paragraph?
Source 1
Alas! Lonely sits the city, once great ND'D DY 'MW T MY 1NN
with people! She that was great among NP NidTA2 MY Diiad DR MR
nations is become like a widow; the -on?
princess among states is become a slave.
NN NN

Lamentations 1:1

e What is the book of Eicha (Lamentations)?
Which historical events does it describe?
e Which emotions does the book of Eicha evoke?
e When Naomi Shemer wrote the song, who was in control of the Old City of

Jerusalem?

e How many years had passed since Jerusalem had last been under Jewish
control?

e What sentence, in the first verse of Naomi Shemer’s song, refers to the book
of Eicha?

¢ How does the word “nTmia/solitary” describe the Old City at the time that the
song was written?

Understanding the Chorus

First Reading
Ve fe] g2s BY mng & AdEs:

Read the words of the chorus and answer the 2P LS VR O PR,
guestions.
, of bronze and of light NN 791 YN 7y
Behold | am a harp for all of your LD X 'Y D7 N
songs

See below for the additional sources referred to in the questions.

e What colors are used to describe Jerusalem?

e How would you explain the meaning of the word “light” here??

e According to the prayer, where does light originate?

¢ In the Rabbi Akiva story, a “Jerusalem of Gold” is a crown in the shape of the
walls of Jerusalem. What does it represent?

e Why do you think Naomi Shemer chose the Jerusalem of Gold image for the
name of her song?

e Who was Yehuda Halevi?

e What do you think it means to be a “harp for all of your songs"?

How did it go? Let us know! learning@nli.org.il
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Source 1
Cause a new light to shine upon Zion,
and may we all be worthy soon to enjoy
its brightness.

(Ashkenazi siddur, weekday Shacharit,
Blessings of the Shema, first blessing
before Shema, 5)

Source 2
Rabbi Akiva became betrothed to the
daughter of Kalba Savua. When Kalba
Savua heard about their betrothal, he
took a vow prohibiting her from eating
from his property. Despite this, she
went ahead and married him. In the
winter they would sleep in a storehouse
of straw, and he [Rabbi Akiva] would
gather strands of straw from her hair.
He said to her: If | had the means |
would present you with a

Nedarim 50a:2-3

Source 3
Zion, do you ask if the captives are at
peace --
the few who are left? ...
| cry out like the jackals when I think of
their grief;
but, dreaming of the end of their
captivity,
I am like a harp for your songs.
Rabbi Yehuda Halevi
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Understanding the Second Verse

.’.1:79;)‘#;/; ’e?; a)l/r
Read the words of the second verse and answer the questions below. L

DR PYER-132

How the cisterns have dried, the marketplace N7 'Y 122 D'AN NN WA DD :

. . DD Ak 9 st
Is empty, NP'AYD V'Y NN D DX TRID 'K | * = KO
And no one frequents the Temple Mount in the niniT Ni77' Y702 WX Ninynad MW ~;7:
Old City. ANM T2 NMD 0 7Y T NI ]
And in the caves in the mountain, winds are VP Yk AT
howling, Al Ay
And no one descends to the Dead Sea by way AR P f ?3/"/;{«,/
of Jericho. 3 :

/:\ '7.', Qa?-??

See below for the additional sources referred to in the questions.

e After reading the second verse, what three adjectives would you choose to
describe Jerusalem?

e From which biblical text does Naomi Shemer get the inspiration for her
expression of the sadness and desolation of the city while under Jordanian
control?

e Eichais the Hebrew name for the book of Lamentations.

How else is it translated in Naomi Shemer's song?

e Do you think that is a good name for the book that describes the destruction
of the Temple?

e How does Isaiah use the word Eicha?

¢ Naomi Shemer also used a part of the first verse of Lamentations in the first
verse of the song. Why do you think that she referenced this verse so often?

Source 1
Alas! Lonely sits the city, once great with ~ NIR7X? ND!D DY 'MAY WD TT NAY! | 'K
people! She that was great among (0) :on? NN NiITA2 'MIVY Diiad "N
nations is become like a widow; the "NUN MO'N
princess among states is become a
slave.

Lamentations 1:1

Source 2

Alas, she has become a harlot, the NN NN N NIITY D NN (KD)
faithful city that was filled with justice, 0NN NNYI N |2 PTY VOYN
where righteousness dwelt - but now

murderers. N"IUR NV
Isaiah 1:21

How did it go? Let us know! learning@nli.org.il
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Understanding the Third Verse
Read the words of the second verse and answer the questions below. gcqffﬂ?’@ 1"/.";."‘ k

But as | come to sing to you today W7 A7177 1'Y7 Ditd 'R R
DN

DMIYND [NDRNT 122 1N MR 3
Y NP'Y1? DNOYD NN QX Y 1D P sz}, ?1:7» B
2NT A72 MWK 07U N2YN DX fcp : Pl

-

and to adorn crowns to you

| am the smallest of the youngest of
your children and of the last poet.
For your name scorches the lips like
the kiss of a seraph

If | forget thee, Jerusalem which is

o) "¢V /

{ P Jé 2 //.')-/)_/(.df

all gold. %SCQ,/( 9’32"@ i,
See below for the additional sources referred to in the questions. ' ,?,t_ '-/\/’2'_,6/3’
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e According to Naomi Shemer, what is the role of the poet or
songwriter?

e What are the crowns that the Talmud (Menachot) is referring to?

e According to the midrash, who wrote the crowns?

¢ Who was the person who made meaning of the crowns on the letters?

¢ How does Naomi Shemer use the image of the crowns on the letters in her
song?

¢ Who was the youngest who was chosen to be king described in the book of 1
Samuel?

e Why do you think Naomi Shemer described the poet as the “smallest of the
youngest of your children”?

e Why might a songwriter, writing a song about Jerusalem, choose to reference
King David?

e What does the Psalm say about the place that Jerusalem should take in our
thoughts and hearts?

Source 1
Rav Yehuda says that Rav says: When YN N7UY YY1 21 MK DTN 20 NN
Moses ascended on High, he found the DN WP Y'Y 2"apn? INXN DY
Holy One, Blessed be He, sitting and ANK T 7V 20Vn M Y"waN 1197 MR NIMIKY

NNIT NND 9102 NI'NY7 TNYYW W' TR DTN 17
Y17 2 7Y wNT? T'NYY N qolt |2 XAyl
NN 2w "N 'y

‘212 U”D NININ

tying crowns on the letters [of the
Torah]. Moses said before God: Master
of the Universe, who is preventing You
[from giving the Torah without these
additions?] God said to him: There is a
man who is destined to be born after
several generations, and Akiva ben
Yosef is his name; he is destined to
derive from each and every thorn [of
these crowns] mounds upon mounds of
halakhot [Jewish Law].

Menachot 29b:3

How did it go? Let us know! learning@nli.org.il
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Source 2
(11) Then Samuel asked Jesse, “Are

these all the boys you have?” He replied,

“There is still the youngest; he is
tending the flock.” And Samuel said to
Jesse, “Send someone to bring him, for
we will not sit down to eat until he gets
here.” (12) So they sent and brought
him. He was ruddy-cheeked, bright-
eyed, and handsome. And the LORD
said, “Rise and anoint him, for this is the
one.” (13) Samuel took the horn of oil
and anointed him in the presence of his
brothers; and the spirit of the LORD
gripped David from that day on. Samuel
then set out for Ramah.

I Samuel 16:11-13

Source 3
If | forget you, O Jerusalem, let my
right hand wither; let my tongue stick to
my palate if | cease to think of you, if |
do not keep Jerusalem in memory even
at my happiest hour.
Psalms 137:5-6

NN DYIN DD TYIR IRy R (RY)
DY NI INYD YT MDY [OFD IRY TIY
(Q') :nd iIX2~TY 2Q)7N7 2 NP1 NNYY YN
2001 D'2'Y NY'"DY INTX NINTINR'' N7
272 INK NYN'L YD N DX 7RINY Nl
NIDD DN TIT-78 NI Nizynnitny

£

A7-NTLT70 X ININY

I iY77P2TA 'l YR D7YN, ANIYNTDX
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INNNY UR) 7Y

10T 07NN

In his article about Yerushalayim Shel Zahav, Ofir Ben Yair asks the question: why
does Rabbi Akiva feature so prominently in Naomi Shemer's song?

See below for the midrash that Ben Yair refers to in his answer and answer the

following questions.

e Summarize the midrash in your own words.

e What do we learn about Rabbi Akiva from the midrash?

e What was his attitude toward Jerusalem?

e How were his feelings different from those of the other rabbis mentioned in

the story?

¢ Do you think that he is the right person to be associated with a song about

Jerusalem?

e What other historical figure might Naomi Shemer have used to present the

Jewish people’s love for Jerusalem?

How did it go? Let us know! learning@nli.org.il
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Again it happened that Rabban Gamliel,
Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria, Rabbi Joshua,
and Rabbi Akiva went up to

Jerusalem. When they reached Mount
Scopus, they tore their garments. When
they reached the Temple Mount, they
saw a fox emerging from the place of
the Holy of Holies. The others started
weeping; Rabbi Akiva laughed.

Said they said to him: Why are you
laughing?

Said he to them: Why are you weeping?
Said they said to him: A place [so holy]
that it is said of it: “the stranger that
approaches it shall die”, and now foxes
walk in it; and we shouldn't weep?

Said he to them: That is why | am
laughing...But the Torah makes
Zechariah's prophecy dependent on
Uriah's prophecy. With Uriah it is
written: “Therefore, because of you, Zion
shall be plowed as a field; With
Zechariah it is written: “Old men and
women shall yet sit in the streets of
Jerusalem”.

As long as Uriah's prophecy had not
been fulfilled, | feared that Zechariah's
prophecy may not be fulfilled

either. But now that Uriah's prophecy
has been fulfilled, it is certain that
Zechariah's prophecy will be fulfilled.
With these words they replied to him:
"Akiva, you have comforted us; Akiva,
you have comforted us."

Makkot 24b:2-4

WIANY [I'D DMUNY [*71Y I'N TNK DY Q1Y
NN N7 1WRANY (1D DN'TAQ 1V D'9IXD NY
[N 17'NNN D'WTEN 'WTR N'AN RY'W WIY IR
7NXN NNX NN 190 17 MK Pnxn ™I on
DI7N 17 NNX D12 DNR NN 191 DN7 NN
nnir 2PN Tl (K1 ,X 12TN) 1D AImMdY

757 N7 MK ND21 K71 12 1070 DIV 1'WDYI
DTV "7 NT'WNI (2,0 IN'WY') 2MDT 7N¥N "IN
1N |2 NNIT DRI NN NNIR IX D'INK)
[IURY UTPN2 NNIR NN0T 28K NNIR [V NN
7¥ INNIQ1 2IMDN NN KX Y UTRNna DT
,2AN12M) 2'ND NNINA NNIR 7Y INKIDA NNOT
N1 [Iai] wann nTw iy 0o ph (A
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17 NNKR DTN [IY722 Nnvpnn N7 7Y INKINIY
JINNN1I XA'RY 1INNNY K'Y
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Understanding the Fourth Verse
The last verse of the song was added after the Six-Day War. Naomi Shemer
explained:

“At that point [when the song was first performed] we were moving toward war, and
three weeks later, when the paratroopers liberated the Western Wall, they had an
anthem at the ready. On that day, June 7, 1967, | added a fourth verse to the song in
honor of the victory.”

How did it go? Let us know! learning@nli.org.il
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This photograph shows Naomi Shemer's first draft of the
fourth verse.

e Where was the draft written? ) o L

e What can you learn about circumstances of the i ( Rl 4=t f?/)_,;"g/
writing of the verse from looking at where it was §
written? I’ - 15 .

e What can you learn about Shemer’s writing b e
process from |00king at her handwriting? Jerusalem of Gold (Yerushalayim Shel Zahav), 1967

Read the fourth verse and answer the questions with reference to the pictures
below.

We have returned to the cisterns, to the 122%1 Y7 DA NN 7R TN
market and to the market-place NZ'AYN 'Y N'AND 103 KR 191
A shofar calls out on the Temple Mount in NINYIT NIYNY '97X Y702 WYX Ninynl
the Old City. iN™' 3072 N'7/R0 0! 78 1) Q1Y)

And in the caves in the mountain,
thousands of suns shine

We will once again descend to the Dead
Sea by way of Jericho!

e Which of the previous three verses does the fourth verse relate to? ,.,f?_/j,}, 4?’5”
¢ How does the mood change from the first verse to the fourth verse? S
¢ What s the connection between the sign in Photograph 1 and the ";-3,'9.? 7"(/

fourth verse?

e Look at the photographs that were taken days after the Six-Day War.
What do they tell you about the atmosphere in Israel at that time?

e The song “Yerushalayim shel Zahav” was written a short time before Vs 284 Vo
the Six-Day War and became popular immediately. e N
How do you think it was received after the Six-Day War? :

e Ofir Ben Yair claims that the song straddles the definition of a modern ",62 = [ 4 ”2
Israeli song and a prayer. Which do you think it is? /s /j\,?., /33.?

e Can it be seen as both? Explain your answer. net
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Photograph 1 — The Border in Jerusalem
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From te Dan Hadani Archive

Photograph 2 - Rabbi Shlomo Goren

After the capture of the Old City, IDF Chief Rabbi Shlomo Goren blew the shofar at
the Kotel.

e Where is this event referenced in Naomi Shemer’s song?
In the days immediately following the Six-Day War, the photographer Dan Hadani

took moving photographs of the changes that were taking place in Jerusalem.
Thousands of Israelis came to Jerusalem to visit the Kotel and parts of the city that

How did it go? Let us know! learning@nli.org.il
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had been previously denied to them. The city of Jerusalem prepared for the large
numbers of visitors by expanding the plaza in front of the Kotel.

Photograph 3 - The Kotel (Western Wall) in 1918

.

From the Dan Hadani Archive
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Creative Activities
e Learn the song, “Yerushalayim shel Zahav.”
e Create a presentation of photographs to accompany the song.
Recommended websites: Canva, Emaze, Prezi.
e Write a blog post explaining the textual roots of “Yerushalayim shel Zahav.
e Interview someone who remembers the Six-Day War.
o Ask them how they felt when they heard that Jerusalem had been
reunified.
o Ask them what they feel now and felt then about the song.

n
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