
Many beloved Christmas songs written by Jewish composers 
 

One of the best kept secrets of the Christmas season is how many of the holiday’s 
beloved songs were written by composers who celebrated Channukah rather than 
Christmas.  It has long been believed that Christmas has had a huge impact on 
Jewish culture.  In reality, most people are not aware of how much Jews have 
influenced Christmas through their gifted musical compositions. 
 
Music has always been central to Jewish culture, and when the Jewish diaspora 
began arriving in North America in the early 20th Century, thousands of musicians, 
conductors and composers arrived with it.  Many of these individuals had been 
trained in Vienna, St. Petersburg, Berlin and Paris at Europe’s finest musical 
conservatories.  A number of these very talented people settled in New York City, 
and by the end of World War One many were knee deep in the city’s classical and 
jazz music scenes. 
 
Many of these Jewish musicians and composers had grown up in European cities 
where Christianity was the dominant faith, and Christmas was a well understood 
religious celebration.  All good composers look for a niche where success can be 
attained and the writing of new popular Christmas music seemed to be an area 
that American composers had taken little interest in. 
 
In a forty year time period, Jewish composers proceeded to created ten Christmas 
classics. They often purposely shared the writing credits with a Christian so the 
piece would be accepted by publishing companies and get played in what was still 
a very anti-Semitic United States. 
 
These songs were: 
 

1. Winter Wonderland co-written by Felix Bernard 
2. Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas co-written by Ralph Blaine 
3. Santa Claus Is Coming To Town co-written by Fred Coots 
4. Let It Snow, Let It Snow, Let It Snow co-written by Sammy Cahn and Julie 

Styne 
5. It`s The Most Wonderful Time Of The Year co-written by Edward Pola 
6. A Holly Jolly Christmas by Johnny Marks 
7. Rocking Around The Christmas Tree by Johnny Marks 



8. Rudolph The Red Nosed Reindeer by Johnny Marks 
9. Sleigh Ride co-written by Leroy Anderson 
10. White Christmas by Irving Berlin 

 
Most North Americans cannot imagine their Christmas playlist without many of 
these holiday classics on it. 
 
A study of these songs turned up a few curious references like the serving of 
pumpkin pie for Christmas and the telling of ghost stories as part of the holiday 
celebrations.  This indicated to musical scholars that the songs were penned by 
individuals who had significant, but incomplete knowledge, of the intricacies of a 
Christian Christmas celebration. 
 
Johnny Marks is an interesting case study as his story was typical of many of these 
Jewish composers.  Son of an electrical engineer, Johnny grew up in Mount 
Vernon, New York.  An adherent Jew, Marks as an adult lived in Greenwich 
Village, New York City`s cultural center, surrounded by other Jews and Christians 
of all different denominations and skin colours. 
 
Marks was a gifted songwriter and found a niche composing Christmas music.  
Marks wrote so much popular Christmas music that his publishing company, 
founded in 1948, was entitled St. Nicholas Music. 
 
Marks had a brother-in-law, Robert L. May, who was also a fellow composer, 
writer and adherent Jew.  May wrote the poem Rudolph The Red Nosed Reindeer 
in 1939 and asked Marks to set it to music a decade later.  Marks had the basic 
tune written in less than 10 minutes, and with a little bit of polish the song was 
done in a couple of days. 
 
Long after May and Marks had died their families shared that when the poem was 
originally written it was an attempt by May to surreptitiously say something about 
the Jewish experience in the United States.   The story of an individual with a very 
European sounding name being excluded from activities because of his physical 
appearance rang true for many Jewish immigrants from Europe.  The choice of 
Rudolf for a name was not accidental, because a more American name like Billy or 
Jimmy would have likely made the original poem more pleasing to the ear of 
Americans.  May and Marks ensured that Rudolf remained front and centre, and 



for many Jews the song told an all too familiar story of racism and exclusion for 
members of the Jewish community until their skills were so in demand that 
discrimination was temporarily forgotten. 
 
Many who now know the back-story to Rudolph claim they never hear the song 
the way they did before.  The song now has intrinsic meaning well beyond that of 
a simple children’s story. 
 
As we move through the holidays and enjoy the music of the season, it is very 
important to recognize and remember those who created these festive gems. 
 
Happy Channukah! 
 
Merry Christmas!   

 
 


