12

Arts & Culture

Forward January 15, 2010

that in order to go forward, you
have to go back. To innovate on

old material, you have to know

the old matenal in the first place.
But in the case of Yiddish music,
there’s often not much to go back to.
During the heyday of Yiddish culture
in the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ries, klezmer melodies, Yiddish the-
ater tunes and cantorial music were
popular entertainments for Jews from
Warsaw to New York. But with the
Holocaust in Europe and the rapid
assimilation of Jewish immigrants in
America, that culture went away as

today who want 1o learn the Yiddish
repertoire, finding a living link to that
centuries-old musical tradition is near-
ly impossible.

But there is another way. Between
1898 and 1942, some 6,000 78-rpm
recordings of Jewish music were pro-
duced in the United States, and some
5,000 in Europe, When Jewish musi-
cians in the 1970s revived the Yiddish
music that had largely disappeared
after the Second World War, it was
to those recordings that they turned

“If it weren't for these historic
recordings, there wouldn't have been a
klezmer revival,” said producer Henry
Sapoznik, executive director of Living
Traditions, a Yiddish arts organization
that produces the annual weeklong
KlezKamp in Kerhonkson, N.Y. “0Of
every traditional music scene, whether
it's Balkan or Greek or blues or early
jazz, the only one that relied com-
pletely on using 78s as a style and rep-
ertoire model was the klezmer scene.”

“Cantors, Klezmorim and Crooners
1905-1953: Classic Yiddish 78s From
the Mayrent Collection,” a new
three-CD boxed set, expands both
the quantity and variety of archi-
val Yiddish recordings available to
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teners alike. The release of the col-
lection by Living Traditions and JSP
Records celebrates the 25th anniver-
sary of KlezKamp, which ran in 2009
from December 23 to December 29. In
keeping with the practical function of
these recordings, they were incorpo-
rated into KlezKamp's many instruc-
tional workshops.

“Cantors, Klezmorim and Crooners™
is not the first reffizdteérdd collection
of Yiddish music, but it is one of the
most ambitious. For years, musicians

have struggled to gain access to old
Yiddish records. Those that weren't
junked or relegated to unknown attics
were mostly held in institutional col-
lections that restricted access to aca-
demic researchers, excluding both
working and amateur musicians. Even
for those who could get access, using
the delicate and irreplaceable 78s for
casual practice was impractical, and
the much-coveted tape-recorded trans-
fers that existed were of poor quali-
ty and further deteriorated with each
new copy.

In the pasi few decades, however,
music archivists and producers such
as Sapoznik have begun remastering
and releasing some of that material
on CD and in other digital formats,
making it available to anyone who
wanis it. To date, however, the bulk of
the reissued material has been instru-
mental music, passing over equally
prominent genres such as Yiddish the-
ater and cantorial music. Additionally,
much of the reissued material is
repeated on several albums, leaving
the vast majority of the original 78s
untouched.

In both of these respects, “Cantors,
Klezmorim and Crooners” breaks new
ground. The collection got started in
2004, when Sherry Mayrent, a klezmer
clarinetist and the associate director of
Living Traditions, bought 100 Jewish
78s for $40 on eBay Inc. Mayrent got
hooked on collecting, and now she
owns more than 5,000 discs — the
largest private collection of Yiddish
78s in the world. With the partner-
ship of Sapoznik and Grammy Award-
winning engineer Christopher King,
Mayrent used her collection to create
the new 67-track CD set.

*1 had a dream that I would be able
to make this stuff available,” she told
the Forward. “The fact is that I've nev-
er heard any Yiddish recording of any
quality that | haven't learned some-
thing from.”

The colleciion encompasses a wide
range of styles and genres that seem
somewhat haphazard at first listen. On
the first dis¢, an operatic performance
of “Kol Nidre” by Cantor Selmar Cerini
— one of the first cantors to make
Jewish liturgical music a quasi-oper-
atic art form — is immediately fol-
lowed by a performance of “Katinka™

by Yiddish/theater star Molly Picon:

But according to Sapoznik; it is pre-

cisely these'juxfapositions that make"
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this set valuable.

“It reinforces the interrelationship of
one genre to another,” he said. “You
get a chance to hear klezmer elements
in cantorial singing, or cantorial phras-
ings in Yiddish theater songs. There
was a lot of stuff that was obvious
and clear to the original con-
sumers of these records,
which is not as clear
today, which is why
we used this kind
of sequencing.”

The result is a
collection that
is both canon-
ical and idio-
syncratic, that
both serves as
an introduction
to the uniniti-
ated and pres-
ents new material
for those who think
they've heard it all.
Tunes played by such leg-
endary klezmer musicians as
Naftule Brandwein, Dave Tarras and
Abe Schwartz are presented along-
side such obscure and forgotten artisis
as the Russisch-Judische Orchestra, a
group whose recordings were import-
ed from Europe by Columbia Records
prior to World War 1, though nothing
is known about it outside of a single
entry in a 1914 record catalog.

Other gems in the collection include
a performance by Cantor Alter Yechiel
Karniol in the zogekhts (speaking)
19th-century cantorial style, which,
Sapoznik writes in his notes, is
one of a few tracks that “cross the
line between the commercial stu-
dio recordings they are and the field
recordings they sound like.” Another
rarity is a recording from 1915 of writ-
er Sholom Aleichem reading “If | Were
a Rothschild.”

“Reading a few lines from ‘Ven Ikh
Bin Rotshild® he stops,” Sapoznik
writes, “prompting the engineer to call
out ‘Is that all you got?'... Ten months
later Sholom Aleichem died. When his
funeral attracted a staggering 500,000
people, [RCA] Victor hurriedly rushed
out the failed test record. When it did
not sell it was soon dropped from the
catalog, making the record one of
the most important and rarest of all

Yiddish commercial recordings.”

For all the material contained on
“Cantors, Klezmorim and Crooners,”

however, the CDs barely scratch the
surface of Mayrent's collection, which
is why she plans to continue to remas-
ter the records and release them all
online,

A step in this process will be the
recently-announced foundation
of the Mayrent Institute for
Yiddish Culture to be
ermanently locat-
ed on the campus
of the University
of Wisconsin-
Madison.
Sapoznik
will head the
new institute
which will
be dedicat-
ed to helping
understand
the world of
Yiddish through
its arts.

Extensive music
projects are also being
pursued elsewhere. Florida
Atlantic University's Judaica Sound
Archives has been collecting Jewish
music of all kinds since 2002, and
provides much of it in streaming for-
mat on its Web site and more through
research stations located in libraries
throughout the United States, Canada,
Israel and the United Kingdom.

These projects, however, have to
contend with copyright laws which
protect any recordings made after
1923, But Sapoznik is optimistic that
they will eventually be able to release
all of the material, much of which is
now owned by such corporations as
Bertelsmann and Sony.

“I think the tide is turning,” Sapoznik
said. “It is sort of ironic that the
Germans and Japanese own almost
all recordings made in America prior
to World War Il — for the American
people not to have access to their
own national sound heritage. But I'm
very optimistic that this is going to
change.”

In the meantime, however, "Cantors,
Klezmorim and Crooners” provides
unprecedented access to a world and
a musical tradition well worth hold-
ng onto.

Ezra Glinter is-the books editor of

Zeek: A Jewish Journal of Thought
and Culture.
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