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ABOUT THE ALBUM 
"TUNE AND IMAGE, 

 

TEN SELECTED YIDDISH SONGS" 
 

Take, dear klezmer, your fiddle in your hand 
And play me the song of a golden land. 
My mom used to sing it with feeling and heart... 
So play it for us, you our bard! 

                      Mordechai Gebirtig 
 
When I was a child, my father used to sing me Jewish folk songs and tell me the stories from the 

Talmud. It was a fantastic world for me existing in my father’s tales, but the reality was entirely different. 
All that my father used to tell me was kept deep in my heart. It lay there lurking because in the land where 
we used to live it was bad to be a Jew, and the people around us often let us know how bad it was. My father 
never gave in to anti Semites, he fought them openly and boldly and thus he gave me lessons in courage. He 
was a sculptor, he was a member of the Kultur-Lige, the main aim of which was to revive Jewish culture and 
self-awakening. This organization only existed up to 1931, but my father continued cherishing a love for 
Jewish folklore and music thereafter. 

When he died, all that was hidden inside me suddenly came to the surface. I felt a great urge to 
continue what he had instilled within me. I began seeking people who knew more about Judaism than I, and 
I wrote down in a notebook all the little items that I happened to find and to learn. 

In the editorial office of the magazine “Sovietish Heymland”, where I was invited to make 
illustrations, I received from one of the editors translations of Jewish folk tales. From different sources I 
gathered folk songs, proverbs, jokes, and sayings. There came out a series of pictures on the themes of 
tales, a number of lithographs illustrating folk songs, a collection of lithographs called “Women of the 
Bible”. I made friends with Dmitry Yakirevich, a musician and poet, whose mother tongue was Yiddish. 
He was a great help in my work and still continues giving me help even now. Teaming up with him and 
Joseph Ryklin, a producer and actor, we wrote and staged a musical after the fairy-tale “Wooden 
Princess” but the KGB prevented us from performing in public. I piled my pictures in a folder and kept 
them in the corner of the room, and once I took some of them to the exhibition of the Moscow Union of 
Artists, of which I was a member. My pictures were exhibited in a very prestigious hall, but the KGB 
intervened again and they were removed just before the opening of the exhibition. But the exhibition did 
take place: at the editorial office of “Sovietish Heymland”, at the committee of Moscow playwrights, in 
Israel and America. 

The ten songs collected in album were chosen on the basis of inner sentiment, melodies, intonation, 
and their artistic value to me. When you listen to or sing them you are wrapped up in the world of the author 
and with him you live through the events he sings about. Each song has its author, but the names of many of 
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them are forgotten though the songs continue living. And they shall live as long as we listen to them, read 
them, depict them, sing them to our children and to our children’s children. 

 
The song of the klezmer is not known to us from written sources. Boris Mogilner (“Sovetish 

Heymland” 1977, № 8) in his autobiographical story mentions a song which his mother used to sing to him. 
While drawing an illustration I noticed it; in 1980 Polina Belilovskaya, a singer, and I wrote it down from 
the words of Boris Mogilner, and Polina sang it at her concert. In the illustration there is an interlacing of 
branches – an interlacing of melodies produced by the violin – which joins the stages of the musician’s life. 
The strings break, marking the important periods of human life. In old age the violin becomes stringless but 
the melody revives and the life cycle begins anew. As far as we know the song is published here for the first 
time. 

 
 
Passing the texts and melodies from one to another, people preserved the old and created new 

versions. The old versions are found in a number of religious and festive songs, also in lullabies, which 
express tenderness, sadness and a mother’s anguish for her child’s fate, her dream of a happy life. Working 
on the theme of two lullabies I thought of the magic world which comes into the child’s life together with 
the mother’s song. In the illustration to the song “Go to sleep, my Yankele” the image of the moon merges 
with the image of a fairy-tale bird which lulls and evokes sweet dreams. 
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Children’s songs were used both by children in games and dances and by the grown-ups to entertain 

children with tales and facetious sayings. The song “The Granddads and the Grandmas” can be sung both as 
a joke and as a threat, depending on the singer. I painted a kind granddad and grandma who try to calm 
down a capricious child. 

“A shepherd-boy” belongs to the group of songs where the Jewish songs are intertwined with 
Ukrainian, Belorussian and Polish texts. In the illustration to the song I wanted to express the grief and fear 
of the boy who has lost a sheep and is afraid to go home. He is sitting and crying. He thinks that something 
awful has happened to the sheep. The rhythm of this illustration is conveyed by the carts, which pass the boy 
three times and enhance his despair, and also by the high grass in which his sheep is hidden. We don’t know 
who translated this song into Russian. 

 
 
The song “In Fields of Oat and Rye” is about love. It has several versions: with a good ending – a 

wedding and a bad one where the groom gives up his bride and marries another. 
There are very few songs in Jewish folklore where the young man and the girl are happy, and such 

songs are of late origin. At the wedding the guests shower the bride and the groom with grains, with bits of 
biscuits and cookies. This custom as a wish of well-being and wealth is kept in Israel. It is also observed by 
some other peoples. In this illustration I wanted to show the joy of two people in love. 

In Jewish folklore beginning from the 16th century up to the present time we can trace the 
connection of songs with colloquial speech. Dialogue songs are a favorite form of folk song and the 
following song belongs to this genre. 
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The theme of the song “Who is Knocking So Late at Night?” is met with in the folklore of other 
peoples and it is impossible to tell who borrowed from whom. (There is a poem with similar content in the 
poetry of Robert Burns.) I divided the illustration into two parts contrasting the dark silhouette of the lad and 
the light one of the lass. 

 
 
The song “I Built a Little House” is sad. It is about feeling insulted and spurned. The girl’s heart is 

broken and her dreams of a home and happiness are shattered. The theme “I planted a vineyard and it dried 
up” is frequently met with. Vineyard-vine-wine – a symbol of the good family life each girl dreams about, 
very often gets dried up. This symbol is adapted from the Song of Songs. 

The song “The Golden Peacock” is about the parting from the parents after the wedding, and about 
the hard life of a young wife in her husband’s family. The comparison with trees and birds, especially with 
the peacock, the fairy bird with golden feathers, is found in many tragic love songs. The Golden Peacock is 
a cherished dream, which adorns the young woman’s life. (H.N. Bialik wrote a poem “The Golden Peacock” 
on this theme.) In the illustration I tried to convey the dual position of the young woman who is flying to the 
husband she does not love, but whose soul is yearning to go back to her parents where she lived in love and 
happiness. Flying over her house she casts feathers to let her parents know how badly she is getting on. 

 
 
The song “Good Morning Feige-Sosye!” is usually taken as a folk song. But the Yiddish poet Rachel 

Baumvol holds that the words were written by I. Dobrushin (a critic, historian, and compiler of Jewish 
songs) as a parody on the Jews who disown their language and culture. The author of the music is not 
known. This song was performed by the Jewish academic choir EVOKANS (Kiev, 1927–1937) and the 
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famous singer Zinovy Shulman. The song is humorous, but I felt and painted it as a lyrical dialogue of two 
lonely people who happened to meet one Shabbat and fell for each other. Very often unfulfilled longing and 
an unsettled life hide behind the facetious sayings and jokes. 

I close with the hope that this album helps the reader to understand and love these and other Jewish 
folk songs. 

Itella Mastbaum 
 

Translated from the Russian by V. Riazanova, 
Ed. by Av. Greenbaum 
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