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Children Songs

The songs for children can be divided into two groups. The earlier children songs reflect the period when
the only educational institution was the Heder — the religious school, where the child began with the
alphabet and went on to the study of the five books of Moses and the commentaries of Rashi. The newer
songs were developed when the Heder gave way to the modern secular schools.

The first group contains essentially songs which the children themselves had a hand in their
developement. In the second; songs which teachers and poets had initiated, dominate. In both groups
the tone is one of playfulness, usually lyrical humorous, with the child himself as the hero. He relates
everything he experiences;‘about his studies and games, about father and mother, grandparents, about
puppies and kitties — -abdit péautiful world: THg rich fantasy of the child enables him to endow
animals with characteristics as fantastic’ as he wishes. Everything can be — oxen can cut up noodles,
bears can sweep floors, etc., — as long as the rhyme and the rhythm are in unison.

The modern children’s song is richer in theme and form, deals more with nature, with the greening of
fields, the rustle of forests and that “tisigood to danice;arouind:the fire/adorn your heads with flower

garlands.*

Many songs have a distinct didactic and national tone: Suffice to mention the classic and widely admired
song The Aleph-Bet by the song writer Mark Warshawski which was actually adopted as a folksong,
"Fortunate is the one who studies TQ?’é/Whéft ; ,'*‘fn'aﬂ need?
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Songs of Family and Life Style

The songs in this section encompass a wide variety of themes. We start with a song about the role of a melody

without words.

Among Jews, a melody is passed on from parents to children to strengthen the unity of the family. This s
followed by memories of an idylic patriarchal scene with the aura of a Friday evening and a holy Sabbath
day in a Jewish home. There are songs about the Jewish mother — the foundation of the family, who cares
for the welfare and health of the children. Her absence is bemoand in the lament for her bitter fate. "The
child in its cradle, cries for sustenance/The mother lies in the grave, broken shards on her countenance.*

The golden peacock, a poetic symbol of the trusted messenger, brings the complaint of a bride who feels
stifled and degraded at the table of her in-laws.

Honest workers and laborers would often be deprived of their livelihood by the Tzar's decrees driving
Jews out of the farming regions into the urban ghettos. In his song The Miller's Tears, the folk poet Mark
Warshawski tells of the fate of a miller whose mill has been confiscated and he is forced to leave. The
wheels continue to whirl, but at his age, where can he make a living?

Despite the decrees, there were settlements of Jewish farmers, mainly in the South. There abound songs of
Jewish farmers and workers about their difficult but joyous life. They strive that their children should also
engage in work on the land, so they too may experience the satisfaction of knowing that “'the bread that
they eat was derived from their own fields of wheat.*

Life was difficult in those days. Yet the Jew did not lose hope. Courage and inner joy were still part of his
makeup. If the sun has broken through the clouds, its light should not be wasted on worries. Take a drink
as long as you are alive, you may not get one in the Great Beyond.
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Wedding, Celebrations and Holiday Songs

Amongst the most widely heard songs are those on themes of communal happiness and joy, in contrast to
those of the individual's concern. A wedding could provide countless variations for the bliss of the couple
and for the relief and joy of the parents. Many of these songs may be very old, while others were the
creation of the Badchan who combined the talents of the preacher, bard, entertainer and master of
ceremonies. He would first evoke tears from the bride and assembled guests, but then revert to lively
humor and joy.

Sabbath songs dwell on the one day in the week when the Jew divested himself of the worries of his drab
life and let his spirit rise to loftier planes. As the sun begins to set, a note of nostalgia enters for the peace of
the day that has just waned, and a wish is voiced that the coming week be a good one. '

Holiday songs are more revelling in their words and tunes. Purim and Simhat Torah songs in particular
are sung with considerable abandonment. Others dwell more on the particular event associated with that
holiday. Thus the glorification of heroic deeds (Hanukah), or the significance and folk customs with
seasonal changes of nature, are more idyllic in form and the music may even derive from some liturgical
chant and subsequently expand on its phrasing.
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Du bist dem khosn gefeln,

Vorem du bist dokh sheyn un fayn;
Bald vet men di khupe shteln,
Bald vet di khupe zayn.

Oy, a naye velt vestu derzen,
Epes zogt men, zi iz zeyer sheyn,

Nor ikh veys nit, tsi darfstu zikh freyen -

Kalenyu, veyn zhe, veyn' ...
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