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“I was attracted to the strange and
haunting beauty of Jewish music. I felt,
almost, as though I had been brought into
a new musical world when a few authentic

Jewish melodies were brought to my
notice. I was so bewitched by the
mysterious color and exotic charm of
these melodies that for weeks I could not
get this music out of my mind. Then my
imagination was set aflame...”

Maurice Ravel.

“The innermost history of the Jewish
people is expressed in its Folksongs.”

Aaron Jellinek
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PREFACE

Assuming that the readers and the singers of this Anthology may wish to
know how it came into being, we would like to describe its “Genesis” in a few

sentences.

In 1979, a new immigrant from Leningrad, Aharon Vinkovetzky, approached
the Information Department of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, with a
suggestion to publish an Anthology of Yiddish Folksongs based on material
which he had collected in Russia over many years. A Public Committee was
then organised, headed by Mrs. Emma Schaver of Jerusalem, Mr. Leon
Gildesgame of New York, with some thirty members, mostly volunteers,
including experts in Jewish Folklore, Music, Literature and History, as well as
graphic artists, translators, editors and educators, all of whom were inspired
by the desire to preserve and to re-vitalize something of the cultural and
folkloristic heritage of Eastern European Jewry that is no more.

The Editorial Board spent more than a year, probing, scanning and selecting
340 songs, most of them based on Aharon Vinkovetzky’s collection - and
others on old publications, manuscripts, recordings and oral transmission.

Abba Kovner, one of Israel’s foremost poets and leader of the partisan
fighters in Lithuania during the Second World War, wrote an inspired and
inspiring introduction which was translated from Hebrew into English by
Malcolm Low and Shirley Kaufman, and into Yiddish by Ephraim
Shedletzky. The English translations and summaries of the songs were written
by Sol Liebgott and Professor Yitzhak Walerstein, and the Hebrew by David
Niv, aided by Yitzhak Bonneh and Daniel Efron. The illustrations were made

by Daniela Passal.

The Editorial Board wishes to express its deep appreciation and gratitude to
Professor Dov Noy and his brother Meir for their valuable advice and
guidance; to Yoseph Marton for his devoted efforts; and to Mr. Leon
Gildesgame for his tireless efforts to secure the funds needed for the project. A
list of major gifts appears in the introductory pages.

It is the hope of the Public Committee and of the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem that the Anthology of Yiddish Folksongs will serve as a source of
joy and inspiration to Jewish families all over the world and will be a valuable
resource for Jewish schools, synagogues and societies.

EMMA SCHAVER SINAI LEICHTER
Chairman Chairman
Public Committee Editorial Board
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To the Reader

To enable the widest possible use and enjoyment of the songs in the original Yiddish,
especially by the younger generation of Jews throughout the world, the Editorial Board

has provided the following facilities:

a) Transliteration of all songs, in full, into Latin characters, according to the rules of
YIVO.

b) Chords suited to piano or guitar to enhance group singing at home, in synagogues,
schools, clubs and youth movements.

c) Names of poets and composers are given wherever known.
d) Captions to each song in Yiddish, Hebrew, English and in Transliteration.

€) Short biographies of all known poets and composers whose songs appear in this
Anthology, and of the major protagonists of Yiddish Folksongs.

f) Bibliography of major collections of Yiddish Folksongs and a selection of books on the
subject.

g) Alphabetical indexes of all songs, composers and poets.
e) Each of the 14 chapters is briefly prefaced for the purpose of general orientation.

Note: The lyrics of some of the songs will not make sense, unless sung in Yiddish, where
the humourous rhymes and rhythms are the core of their attractiveness and popularity.
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Love Songs

The songs in this section, with the exception of those by Gebirtig and Shneour, undoubtedly belong to
the early period of Yiddish fold creation. Collectors of Yiddish folksongs were able to gather, transcribe
and record hundreds of old love songs. Unfortunately much of this material was lost during the Nazi
occupation of Eastern Europe.

The love song is primarily a recreation of an intimate experience which is sung for oneself or confided to
really close friends. It may be the fruit of an exalted emotion or of an unrequited love. Examples of the
first kind are the simple, almost naive ones, like A Lad From Poland or A Girl Sits At The Hearth.
The lament of a love gone awry are heard in I’m A Maiden No Longer Young or in the regretful
memories of Where Were You ?

Some of the songs are composed as a dialogue between him and her. These may be declarations of mutual
love but at times they seek out whom or what to blame for their relationship having gone on the rocks.
Love was not always to be the determinant, -- parental authority, pride of family and insufficient dowry
are often mentioned as the stumbling block. Another deterrent was service in the Czar’s army which
caused separation for years and possibly for ever. Thus the motives for the love song were many and
varied -- longing and regrer, loyalty and disappointment but also hopeful dreams and youthful joy.
These styles and tones are also found in the compositions of the later Yiddish song writers -- Goldfaden,
Gebirtig, Manger -- and in the folk motifs of some of the poems by Peretz, Bialik, Reisen, Shneour and

others.




IKH BIN SHOYN A MEYDL IN DI YORN
I AM A MAIDEN - NO LONGER YOUNG
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Ikh bin shoyn a meydl in di yorn,

Vos hostu mir mayn kepele fardreyt ?
Ikh volt shoyn lang a kale gevorn

Un efsher take khasene gehat.

Du host mir tsugezogt mikh nemen,

Ikh hob oyf dir lang shoyn gevart;

Far vos zolstu, dushenyu, mikh farshemen
Tsi hostu dikh in mir genart ?

Un efsher geyt dir, dushenyu, in nadn ?--
Mayn mame vet farkoyfn ir shtib.

Lomir beyde khasene hobn,

Vayl ikh hob dikh zeyer lib.

Un efsher vilstu visn mayn yikhes ?
Mayn zeyde iz gevezn a rov;

Lomir beyde khasene hobn,

Un zol shoyn nemen a sof!
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Lullabies

The lullabies are the creation of Jewish mothers in their daily concern for the wellbeing of the child, in
the sleepless nights atits cradle, in the appreciation and joy at the first smile or clear babble. Sitting at the
cradle relieves her of her troubles, and the pleasure she derives from her own dear child she would not
relinquish for all the Czar’s treasures*...

A little white kid is often involved in the symbolism of Yiddish poetry and painting (the “one kid* of the
Seder). In the lullabies he stands guard at the child’s cradle and tells of his exploits in trading with
“’raisins and almonds.* Is it a hint of the mother’s dream that the child will grow up to be a merchant?
But what she stresses is that he study Torah and become a scholar so that he be offered the hand of a
lovely well-to-do bride. In her brooding she nevertheless complains that he robs her of sleep and always
wets himself. In other lullabies she expresses her hope to live to see her daughter under the wedding
canopy.

Life was hard and despite all the mother’s efforts to sing of joy and happiness to the child, some
reflections on the family’s worries are bound to emerge. She tells of the father who wanders over the
villages to eke out a living, or who made the far-off journey to America in search of the ”Golden Land.*
Shalom Aleichem’s lullaby Sleep My Child, My Crown, which speaks for these abandoned but
hopeful mothers, became one of the most popular folk songs.

Many poets contributed to this type of lullaby, often in high praise of the suffering but comforting
mother as in David Einhorn’s Only A Mother.
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UNTERN KINDS VIGELE
UNDER BABY’S CRADLE

yoyam o1p WLNK
™% nEYy ninn

90

Untern kinds vigele

Shteyt a goldn tsigele,
S'tsigele iz geforn handlen
Rozhinkes mit mandlen,
Rozhinkes mit faygn —

S'kind vet shlofn un shvaygn. ..

Shlof mir, shlof mir in dayn ru,
Makh di koshere eygelekh tsu!
Makh zey tsu un makh zey oyf,
Kumt der tate un vekt dikh oyf.
Tate, tate, nit oyfvek,

Dos kind vet shlofn vayter avek.

Shlof zhe, shlof, mayn tayer kind,
Es vet dir zayn tsu gezunt!
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