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The GREAT CANTORS Volume IV
Sic transit gloria mundi. With few exceptions, as soon as public performances
cease, an artist’s life and achievements are rapidly forgotten. Indeed, Dame Nellie
Melba had no doubt that if ever she lost her voice, all those "friends" would rapidly
disappear. Obituaries can be a start in a search for biographical details, but only if
the date of death is known and if the artist even then was sufficiently remembered
for an obituary to appear. In the case of cantors events in mid-century central
Europe have further depleted the store of information. Thus we have a group of
records of cantors of the first half of the twentieth century about whom, in many
cases, little can be related beyond the data stated or implied by the record, often just
a single record, as an artefact.
Symposium Records hopes that listeners who have even scraps of information
to extend these notes will send them so that they can be posted and acknowledged
on the website. Photographs would also be most welcome.
There was and is considerable interplay between cantorial and operatic music.
A number of singers with cantorial training, Cerini, Jadlowker and Joseph Schmidt
for example, moved into opera, and cantors often, wittingly or otherwise, were
influenced by operatic styles. Sometimes operatic melodies were even imported
into the service, but this could be frowned on in more orthodox environments;
operatic melodies are usually to do with thoughts not appropriate to the service.
Freedom to ornament on the operatic stage was, for better or worse, whittled away
during the last century on the grounds that what the composer wrote was to be
respected; if ornament was required it would have been indicated in the score. In
divine service however, attitude to ornament varies. For some it may be an
adornment to the service, for others a distraction from proper devotion.
There is also the question of extemporisation, which must be limited or absent
altogether if there is a choir or if the piece is being recorded.
It should be borne in mind, too, that music in orthodox services is limited to
male voices, whereas in reform and liberal environments female voices and
instrumental accompaniment are acceptable, and in recording studios instrumental
accompaniment is normal.
These records show a great variety of styles and ornamentation. Many of the
pieces are virtuoso variations, in which a phrase of the text is repeated again and
again with ever more astonishing coloratura display. Such pieces are frequently
based on traditional melodies associated with the particular prayer, the decorations
in a particular case reflecting the musical taste and vocal means at the singer’s
disposal. Of course, in a service such displays are limited in number; intervening
passages being sung as straightforward text, with little or no decoration. Thus, as
in opera, there are periods in which the voice has relatively little to do.
Some cantors in this album clearly stem from very orthodox backgrounds,
though some with extreme orthodox outlooks have refused to make records at all.

At the other end of the scale are big set pieces with large mixed choirs and organ.
In the track listing transliterations are given precisely as found on the original
records. It was felt similarly interesting to preserve the singers’ titles. Matrix
numbers and catalogue details, for those who love such things, are included.
SELMAR CERINI né Steifmann was born at Walka, Poland in 1860. He first sang
in the synagogue choir of Plonsk at the age of twelve. However, at his parents’
behest he entered the world of commerce. After losing everything in a pogrom he
accepted the post of cantor at Zagarov near Kalisz, Poland. After three years he
went to Breslau for auditions by both the Oberkantor and the director of the opera
house. Both advised him strongly to have his voice trained. He studied in Berlin at
the Hochschule für Musik, earning his keep as cantor of a synagogue there. On
leaving the Hochschule he sang at the Stadttheatre, Halberstadt in 1889, at the
Stadttheatre, Stettin in 1890 and at the Opernhaus, Breslau in 1891/2. The
following years he passed as a concert singer. Around 1895 he was appointed
Oberkantor at the Neue Synagoge, Breslau (Wroclaw) and he remained there until
his death. At the same time he continued his secular career, apparently without
disappointing his congregation. Cerini died in 1923.
His principle roles were Eleazer, Manrico, Radames and Vasco da Gama. His son,
Hermann Cerini became a noted conductor and pianist.
Cerini’s many records, some issued under pseudonyms, are hard to find today. The
first, with its traditional melody of c.1500, widely known, Beethoven, for example,
uses it in his late quartet Op.131, is typically ornamented, but rather rushed to fit
the record; the second shows an excellent trill. Examples of Cerini in operatic fare
from La Juive and Guillaume Tell can be heard on Symposium CD 1368.
JOSEPH EIDELSON was Municipal Cantor at Wilno and became First Cantor at
the Yeoville Synagogue, Johannesburg. It is a stong voice with ability in
traditional florid music and good top notes. He died 2004
MOSHE [Rev. MAURICE] GANCHOFF was born in Odessa in 1904. His father
was a secularist and socialist, but his mother was orthodox. According to one
account he had a career in Russia before moving to the United States in the late
1930s. However another account has him coming at the age of nine with his family
to the cantorial centre of Toledo, Ohio, and studying rudiments of music with
Irving Kolvin, and voice and religious music with Ariah Laib Rutman (q.v.). He
would thus have been one of the first immigrant cantors to study in the United
States. His first appointment was at the age of 21 and by 1940 he was one of the
country's leading cantors. He became a well-known figure in New York. His
weekly radio programme of music of diverse genre continued for twenty-five years.
He also taught. Ganchoff died in 1997 and was buried near to his home in
Brighton Beach, Brooklyn. It is a good voice with good intonation, accurate
fioritura and a pleasing, fine-grained vibrato.
M. GANOPOLSKY (Gann) (sic) baritone & Mixed Quartette
Amongst the few cantors in the baritone range are Ganapolsky, Kwartin and
Manfred Lewandowski. As in the operatic world, the tenor voice is the most

admired, indeed, some records of Lewandowski, a true German baritone if ever
there was one, are actually labelled tenor. The mixed quartet indicates that the
singer is from the reform or liberal wing. It is a pleasing voice, but it is not helped
by the unfavourable balance of the recording.
PINCHOS JASSINOVSKY was born at Romanovka near Kiev, Ukraine in 1886.
His father wished him to study for the rabbinate, but he was determined to become
a professional musician. As a boy he sang in the choir of Pinchas Minkovsky and
such was the promise seen in him that, with the recommendation of the composer
Cesar Cui, he was granted a special permit to live in St. Petersburg, where he
studied at the Conservatoire from 1906-1915. He left with ability as a choral
conductor already recognised and was sought after as a répétiteur and choir leader
by a number of cantors. At the start of the first world war he travelled to
Scandinavia and in 1917, after a successful year’s engagement, followed the route
of many emigrants to the United States of America. After holding posts at St.
Louis and at Tulsa, he became the Cantor of the Manhattan Jewish Center, where
he remained until his death thirty-four years later in 1954. His career developed as
a cantor, composer, poet and teacher, and with his smooth, plaintive voice he
became a celebrity.
ALTER YECHIEL KARNIOL was born at Dzialeshitz in the Kielce region of
Poland in 1855. He began to study music and singing at an early age. His first
appointment was at Pecs, Hungary in 1886. After gaining experience in various
parts of Hungary and Galicia his first significant posts were at both the German and
Russian synagogues of Cracow. He was appointed to the Ohab Zedek, First
Hungarian Congregation of New York in 1893. In 1898 he returned to Europe to
the Great Synagogue of Odessa. He was offered a post at the Odessa Opera, but he
turned this down. In 1905, with conditions in Eastern Europe deteriorating, he
accepted a post with the Sharei Zedek congregation in 118th Street, Manhattan.
Later he was re-engaged by the Ohab Zedek congregation. Revered as he was he
never felt secure and after occupying a series of posts he died in New York in 1928
or 1929 in utter poverty.
Karniol is probably the earliest born cantor on record. It was a very long voice
used with great emotional intensity. Here the voice is no longer young, but this
does not disallow an astonishing display of decoration.
(It has been claimed that the earliest born Cantor to have been recorded is Baruch
Schorr, 1819-1904. There are records, not very good, of a Baruch Schorr, but
Baruch and Schorr are common names amongst Hungarian Jews and the records
are of a much younger man, and made in the wrong country.)
CH. KRUBITSKY, The abbreviated name on the records is almost certainly
Chaim rather than Charles. The records were made in Warsaw in 1908 or shortly
after; Krubitsky was presumably engaged there. A style of cantorial singing very
rarely heard on records.
SOLOMON MANDEL was born in Novisnandz, Galicia in 1909 and he rapidly
absorbed the music of this Chassidic centre. On deciding to become a cantor he

went to study under Cantor David Steinberg of the Great Synagogue, Vilna. His
first engagement was at the Tohorat Hakodesh Synagogue, Vilna, where the choir
was directed by the distinguished Chanan Glazer. From Vilna he travelled in the
footsteps of Gershon Sirota and Moshe Kusevitszky to Warsaw, for his next post
was at the Moriah Synagogue in Dzalna Street there. After two years he moved to
the Ahavat Re’im Synagogue of Krakow. From there he visited England and the
Netherlands. In 1938 he was appointed to the Berea Synagogue, Johannesburg and
he remained there until 1975 when he retired and emigrated to Israel. Solomon
Mandel died on a visit to Johannesburg in 1981 and was buried in Israel. The
records show a fine voice, excellently trained.
MATHIAS MÁTYÁS, Oberkantor, Seitenstettentempel, Wien. He was still in
Vienna in August 1939. A fine tenor voice, which would have been heard easily
throughout a large building. [The Seitenstettentempel survived the war as it could
not be destroyed without risking severe damage to neighbouring buildings.]
YESHAYA (JOSHUA) MEISELS was born in Warsaw in 1869. He had a great
reputation as a cantor with control of the voice and ability of intelligent
improvisation suitable for the various prayer modes.
He was succeeded at the Ohab Zedek Synagogue, New York by Rosenblatt.
ARIAH LAIB RUTMAN presumably came from central Europe and settled in
America. An attractive, very well controlled voice, with fine ability in fioritura and
probably with power sufficient for a largish building, and always used musically.
ISRAEL LEIB TKATSCH, Oberkantor, Budapest, was born in 1867 at a village
near Odessa. Around 1900 he emigrated to Bucharest to avoid the pogroms. Later
he moved to Budapest where he was cantor at the Rumbach Street Synagogue.
Subsequently he emigrated to New York. After officiating in Montreal he returned
to Hungary. An exceptionately pleasing sound, with a style nearer to Western
music (does one detect a hint of Beethoven at one point?) that might well have
raised eyebrows in more orthodox congregations. The record used for this transfer
had on it a shop-sticker reading:
MUSIKHAUS / METROPHON / WIEN I. GRABEN 20 / TEL.69.4.22
NATHAN WILKOMIRSKI was presumably engaged at a Berlin synagogue in the
1920s. A not unattractive voice of considerable power and skill in traditional
ornament.

1 L’El Orech Din From the liturgy for the New Year and Day of Atonement
(High Holidays) services. God’s attributes in judgement, he investigates hearts, he
shows mercy. A very repetitive, highly ornamented setting, excellently sung.
2 K’vakoras A section of the repetition of the Amidah (standing prayer) in the
additional service on the New Year and Day of Atonement; often a highlight of
cantorial and choral display, though sung here as a solo.

3 Kol Nidre Opening moments of the Day of Atonement. A formal legal
declaration nullifying vows made, but forgotten and violated. Judaism expects
promises to be observed; it is in no way the purpose of the Kol Nidre to give some
form of general pardon.
4 Mi Addir Blessing of bride and groom at beginning of wedding ceremony.
Suggests a big choral setting reduced to vocal line with piano accompaniment.
5 L’eil Boruch Blessings before reciting Shema (Hear Oh Israel) from the
morning service every day. A strong voice able to carry in a large building.
6 Mimkomo hu yifen From Kedusho section of the repetition of the Amidah in
the Sabbath additional service. A part of the service often given with full cantorial
and choral display. The mixed choir suggests a Reform or Liberal congregation.
7 Kohanim Duchnen Priestly blessing given on festivals, the text uttered word
by word by the cantor and repeated by the priests. A traditional melody.
8 V’shomru A passage from Exodus describing the observance of the Sabbath
by the Israelites, sung inter-alia on Friday evening and followed here by Kiddush,
(sanctification of the Sabbath) in the synagogue setting. A traditional melody in a
very ornate setting impeccably sung. Both sections end somewhat operatically.
9 Hinneni Heonni Introduction for the cantor to the Additional Service on New
Year and Day of Atonement. A very old fashioned east-European style.
10 Jishtabach Concluding section of verses of praise with which the morning
service commences every day.
11 K’vodo maleh olom From Kedusho section of the repetition of the Amidah in
the Sabbath and festival additional service. Usually alternating sections are sung
by cantor and choir. An impressive voice, not especially large, but able to fill a
considerable hall, surely operatically trained.
12 Mogen Owos A telescoped version of the repetition of the Amidah recited on
Friday evening.
13 Wechel Maaminim All believe . . . from the cantor’s repetition of the
Amidah in the additional service for New Year and Day of Atonement. An old
fashioned style, extremely ornate.
14 Zur Israel A passage from the morning service leading to the morning service
Amidah. A very normal setting with, typically, many individual touches.
15 Kiddush Sanctification of the Sabbath on Friday evening, version sung in the
synagogue.
16 Onoh Bkoach A mystical prayer sung by the cantor as part of a Friday evening
service and also during the Counting of the Omer (the weeks following Passover).
The strength and quality of the voice somewhat concealed by backward recording.
17 Moh oschiw l’Adonoj From Hallel, the group of psalms sung on festivals.
This passage is from Psalm 116.
18 Ki Lekach Tov Sung as the scroll of law is returned to the ark.
Another fine lyric voice, again, influence of opera is just below the surface.
19 V’Shomru As track 8, but on its own i.e. without kiddush
20 L’eil Boruch As track 5. (Missing first 2 words.)
21 Av Horachamim From the part of the service in which the scroll of the law is
taken from the ark. (Missing first 2 words.)
22 and 23 Al Chét and Veal Chatuim Prayers of repentance for sins. Recited on
the Day of Atonement. For the sins which we have sinned before Thee.
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