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FOLKWAYS RECORDS Album # FW 8738
©1963 by Folkways Records & Service Corp. , 121 W, 47th St. NYC USA

Selected Songs of
ELIAKUM ZUNSER

sung in Yiddish by Nathaniel A. Entin
with Merienka Michna at the piano

By ABraHaM CaHAN 2
The poetry of Eliakum Zunser is sometimes described as intellectual. 1f that were all

_that could be said about it, one would be at a loss to account for the immense fascination it

had for the unintellectual masses. A similar query is suggested by a certain characterization
ot the music to which he set his lines. Composer and bard at once, he is said to have invested .
his verse in a species of recitative rather than in melody. But then common people, and more
especially our common people, are passionate lovers of melody. Yet every new song that
issued from Zunser's lips was sure to be hungrily seized upon by the multitude and to spread
like wildfire over the ghettos of Russia, Poland, Galicia and Roumania. ' ;47 -

To dojustice to his unique genius, to appreciate the charm which his songs had for our
people, one must be familiar with the combined effect of the text and music'in them, with
special attention to the peculiar witchery of the rhythm throbbing in both.

You would enjoy them separately, too. - You would admire the pretty little parables he
develops out.of the simplest things of everyday life, the quaint moral to which he leads up
his meditations, or the ardent love for Israel that glows in them, Likewise, you would ad-
mire the homelike, yet compelling cadences ot his intonations on their own account, It is
music of a high order. As tor the appeal it has for me, it is heavenly music. _If, however,
you would realize the full spell which a song of Zunser's generally cast. over.a toiling shop
girl or house-wife singing it as an accompaniment to her work, the poetic.moods it:would
put her into, the intoxicating visions of beauty it would unroll in her mind, you must intone
it as the great “wedding bard™ Eliakum Zunser taught his unnumbered worshippers to do.
The Zunser melodies which 1 remember best echo in'my mind, in each case, as a vague,
soulful recital of some ancient tale of woe and, at the same time, as a spirited argument in sup-
port of the particular bit of wisdom that forms the theme of thesong. . | =~

Szemingly the height of simplicity and all but made up of accents of ordinary speech, 1
can never hum an air of his without succumbing to, what impresses me as the magic mysti- .
cism of something hovering in the background. i

Millions of Yiddish-speaking men and women sang his ditties and brooded’ over his
thoughts long before terms like “Yiddish literature™ or “'Yiddish culture” ‘were 'dreamed of.
Thinking, singing and writing during a period when such-things as Yiddish newspapers and
other organs of publicity of modern times were utterly unknown, he achieved a popularity -
that would have been considered stupendous in our own day. : T h oy L

Eliakum Zunser is one of the most remarkable men 1 ever met," ‘One of the scénes of
my early youth which I cherish among the most precious gems in my memory is an occasion
when I heard him perform some of his famous songs to the accompaniment of: hisithen cele-
brated orchestra. That was in Vilna, in the latter part of the seventies. * It was an evening
of thrills for me and I beheld the entranced faces of the other members of the.audience. ‘A
dense crowd was listening spellbound in the street outside,. . And for weeks and weeks after-
wards I would often catch myself humming one of the tunes I had heard on that diviné eve-
ning and evoking the never-to-be-forgotten image of the wizard of rhythm as’ he stood:sing-
ing and beating time for his own voice as well as for the instruments, s ,,;‘5'1;. e

Many years later I heard him at a concert at the Thalia Theatre in New.-York.¥ The
orchestra was, naturally, much larger than the one which accompanied his singing in’Vilna
in the seventies, As for Zunser's success, it was as great in the new setting as itzhad beetr in
our old home. ; ; aoiten visrd . dsvignes dalieion S0

We met occasionally, on East Broadway, where he owned his little printing shop.4nd I
had my office. We visited each other on several occasions and in one instance, we sangrsome
of his early melodies together. A Gentile American' was present, a literary_man" who had
wanted to know the celebrated poet and whom I had introduced to him.- ‘As. ke watched us
sing those wonderful melodies, our moist eyes telling a tale of yearning for olden times, the
Anglo-Saxon was all but moved to tears as wgll. v Tysate ek 31 Bk (g

Eliakum Zunser is one of the immortals in the history of Yiddish life.” His marvelous

‘gifts and enormous popularity, his original art and the unique characterof the sway he held
‘over the Jewish masses have secured for him a conspicuous place in the Panthgon of our pop-

ular literature.




