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Khei Ha’olamim—Life of the Worlds—
Journeys in Jewish Sacred Music 
by Cantor Richard Kaplan, © 2003 Five Souls Music 

Reviewed by Ira S. Bigeleisen

Life of the Worlds is a remarkable and wonderful journey into Sephardic 
piyyut and Hasidic niggun. Cantor Kaplan has a rich baritone voice that he 
uses expressively, at times with great bravura, at other times with an intimacy 
that goes deep into the heart. On this wide-ranging recording, Kaplan applies 
his ethno-musicological training to liturgical texts from Jewish communities 
around the world. As a result, no two of the eighteen tracks are alike. The selec-
tions are interpreted with a sure musical sense that always seems intuitively 
right. The accompaniments are engaging and fit naturally with the music. 
The accompanying booklet has personal notes on each piece along with the 
words, transliterations and word for word translations, in other words it is 
both accessible and useful. 

1.  Ha’aderet veha’emunah—LeKhay Olamim: A Yemenite Piyyut with a 
refrain for Leader and Congregation to be sung before the Amidah. I think 
this piece is eminently suitable for worship because the congregational 
refrain is so singable that people would pick it up immediately. It is 
performed with an arrangement of Middle Eastern instruments that 
builds as the song goes on.

2.  Le’Eil Adir N’ranenah: An Afghani piyyut in alphabetical acrostic for leader 
and congregational response accompanied with piano, doira (frame drum 
with jingles) and tar (long-necked lute). The verses are rhythmic and the 
response is instantly learnable.

3.  Bati Legani: A beautiful melody by Rav Zalman Shachter-Shalomi; the 
text is from Shir Hashirim. The intimate singing combines with the piano 
accompaniment in an especially affective rendition.

4.  Kinah Lekhurban Gan Eden: Based on the concept of Kinot on Tishah 
B’Av, this is a lament for the destruction of the earth (an eco-lament). 
In Hebrew and English, with words and music by Cantor Kaplan, the 
unaccompanied melody uses Eikha trop as its inspiration. Here Kaplan 
does some of his most creative work as a composer and writer.

5.  Sephardi Yerushalmi Khatsi Kaddish: The melody is the popular Ladino 
song, “Cuando El Rey Nimrod.” The accompaniment by oud (pear-shaped 
lute) and kanun (board zither) is charming.

6.  Nava T’hilah: Shokhein Ad is set to an Afghani Folksong in 7/8 meter; 
this is one of the most interesting of all the settings. Accompanied by 
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ney (Turkish end-blown flute) saz (wire-stringed lute), dundun (African 
talking-drum) and dumbek (hand-held drum), the piece rocks.

7.  Hayoshevet Baganim: Set to a text from Shir Hashirim, the melody is 
Yemenite. With only a drum for accompaniment, the music is almost 
mantra-like. Cantor Kaplan is in his element here with a performance 
that is truly meditative. 

8.  Ein Keiloheinu: This is an authentically non-Western approach to the 
familiar piyyut, its Moroccan melody being worlds apart from the usual 
four-square tunes heard in most American synagogues. I suspect that 
without the accompaniment, worshipers would find the melody difficult 
to follow. That being said, the performance is quite engaging.

9.  Modeh Ani/Elohay Neshamah: These two excerpts from Birkhot HaShahar 
are set to a beautiful Sephardi melody from Salonica that suits both the 
text and most voices. The performance is full of feeling, with a supple, 
expressive line and very effective accompaniment on the oud and ney 
(long, end-blown flute).

10.  Eli Shema Koli: The piece opens and ends with an unaccompanied, 
unmeasured chant from the Sephardi Yerushalmi community. This 
Moroccan piyyut is sung to the tune of an Algerian freedom song in 
which the leader intersperses each verse with a chorus that involves the 
congregation responsively. The accompaniment on accordian, dumbek 
(chalice-shaped drum), riqq (Arabic tambourine), bendir (Moroccan 
framed drum), violin and oud gives the song a driving verve.

11. Reb Nachman’s Niggun: Kaplan is at his most captivating in this 
unaccompanied, meditative niggun of the Bratslaver Rebbe. The singing 
is admirable, but at times felt a bit static to this reviewer...

12.  Hishtapkhut Nefesh: This is a beautiful rendition of the piece by Menachem 
Mendel of Vitebsk. The Yiddish is beautifully pronounced and the 
accompaniment by cimbalon, bass, tilinca (Romanian wooden pipe 
with no finger-holes), baraban (two-skinned drum from the Caucasus 
played with sticks), and violin is effective. In the accompanying notes, 
Kaplan identifies the mode as a gypsy doina; in Yiddish it’s known as 
a volokhl (shepherd’s song in the Ukrainian-Dorian minor mode with 
characteristically raised fourth and sixth steps). 

13.  Niggun of the Alter Rebbe: In this d’veikut (meditative “clinging-to-God”) 
niggun by Shneur Zalman of Lyady, who founded the HaBaD branch of 
Hasidism), Kaplan attains an appropriately devout mood, through his 
beautiful and deeply felt tone of voice.

14.  Ve’erastikh Li: Set to a Salonican melody, this three-part nuptial vow 
from Hosea is used in daily prayer while wrapping the fingers with the 
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Tefillin shel Yad. Here Kaplan combines vocal sonority, sinuous line and 
supportive accompaniment into a very moving rendition.

15.  El Mistater: Kaplan chants this unaccompanied piyyut from the Husyatiner 
Hasidim without the varied coloration and vocal agility that is so evident 
on every other track on this recording.

16.  Ashrey: This is a jazzy version of the deservedly popular responsive setting 
for Psalm 145 by Pinchas Spiro. In the middle of it—from Tov HaShem 
la-kol… through L’-hodi’a livnei ha-adam…(verses 9-12 ), Kaplan inserts a 
Gregorian chant as sung by Joel Cohen and the Boston Camerata on their 
recording, The Sacred Bridge: Jews and Christians in Medieval Europe. The 
chant actually originates in Sephardic practice, as Eric Werner showed 
so clearly in his book The Sacred Bridge (1955: 419f ).

17.  Yemeni Shema: This melody is verifiably Yemenite, and Kaplan is once 
again in his comfort zone—combining his beautiful voice with musical 
sensibility to create an impressively novel rendition of a familiar text.

18.  Grandfather Sang a Song: The prayer ha-ma’ariv aravim –from the Evening 
service—is first chanted in Mizrahi (Middle Eastern) style. That is followed 
by the personal tale of how Kaplan’s family emigrated to America. The 
chant then re-emerges in a jazz version interposed with Yiddish. This 
story of the American Jewish Experience interweaves cultural elements 
from all over the diaspora, and transforms them into something new and 
unique. 

Richard Kaplan is an artist well worth getting to know. His varied interests 
and musical acumen make this recording a listening pleasure from begin-
ning to end. Whether accompanied or a cappella, the music is served with a 
conviction that allows for setting aside one’s critical ear in order to make the 
journey with Kaplan. Moreover, his innovative melding of piyyut texts with 
disparate musical traditions points a plausible way toward the re-invigoration 
of Jewish music generally and Jewish worship in particular.
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