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SWEET 'SINGER 
The Position of the Chazan in the Moder11 

Jewish Community 

THE position of Chazanim and 
Chazanut in western Jewish com

munities is a subject which, time and 
again, crops up for discussion in the 
columns of the Anglo-Jewish press. 

There is, it ought to be mentioned, 
no recognised and authoritative 
training centre for cantors. As a re
sult the character of the profession 
depends upon the personal attain
ments of each particular mem
ber, and upon the importance 
which Jewish communities attach 
to his position. Amongst modern 
Chazanim there are just as many 
scholars as · ignorant individuals, 
chosen merely for their vocal abilities. 

America is to-day considered the 
leading centre of Chazanut. One has 
only to glance at the advertising col
umns of the New York Jewish press 

. to obtain a gloomy and distressing 
picture of the decline of a noble pro
fession. Mushroom - congregations, 
built in years of prosperity· at almost 
every corner of the Jewish quarters, 
are now using the Chazan as a means 
of covering their deficits. 

The Chazan has been deprived of 
the dignity of the "Shliach Tzibur'' 
and has b com a pr y fo1· impr 'S 
·u its au l h 'L ri ~ I a r 11ci •• I 11 
fact, the nomenclature used by Jew
ish columnists in America is fairly 
characteristic; there is a "Chazanim
market," whose rises and drops are 
often dependant on the latest Roose
veltian moves "towards recovery." 
~fhere is a Chazanim-season (very 
quiet after the High Festivals!); 
th ere are Chazanim-stars, Chazanim
canaries and Chazanim - wonder
children. A product of one agent's 
brain is the "wonder-twins-Chaza
nim," who officiate jointly on Fri
days in a New York shool. 

This appalling treatment of one of 
the most sacred institutions has not 
spelt fortune to congregations or 
cantors. The synagogue has benefited 
but little by the theatrisation of the 
House of Worship; the youth who 
count most, have not flocked to the 
services. They find the "crooning 
stars'' of the music-hall more attrac
t"ve than the "nightingales" of the 
synagogue. As for the Chazanim they 
can find neither spiritual nor 
material security under such condi
tions. It is significant that the "king 
of Chazanim," a man known for his 
piety and learning, who recently died 
during a singing engagement for an 
American film company in ,Jerusah~rn, 
l~ft little behind him. 

Place of the Chazan. 
THE economic crisis in the United 

States has recently sent many 
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"larks" and "nightingales'' flying 
acrnss the Atlantic to seek their for
tune in Jewish communities of 
Europe. The solemn and austere 
''Jewish Chronicle'' has for some time 
past been gravel~· perturbed by their 
singing- in the synagogues of London 
and the Provinces. Respectable war
dens wrote to complain of the vulgar
isation brought into the Holy Services 
lJ.v congregants who flock to listen to 
"concert-antics." One contributor was 
induced to write a special article, dis
cussing: "The Place of the Chazan 
in the Congregation." 

The writer quoted two opposing 
views taken by communal leaders, 
one that such an artificial form of 
filling· the synagogue does not lead 
to any religious experience on the 
part of the worshipper; the other 
that to engage a sweet-voiced cantor 
i~ traditionally the most legitimate 
way of attracting- people to the House 
of Worship. 

The Qualities -0f a Cantor. 
THERE is another aspect which has 

to be considered in any discus
sion of modern Chazanut: 

1· \\ full) ju ifi d in lo >I i11 1
• 

upon tlie canlor only from the vie\\ 
point of the chanting of Services'? 
Do we nol thereby limit the scope of 
an office which is, or honld be, more 
and more expanding? 

The question is of particular im-
1wrtance to communal life of South 
Africa, in view of the elaborate ar
rangements which a Johannesburg 
congregation has just made for the 
engagement of a .famous Chazan and 
of the general position of the Jewish 
i\Iinistry, which is under discussion 
to-day in many parts of the country. 

In the past when the intellectual 
standard of matter· Jewish was high 
amongst us, it wa quite convenient 
for a Jewish community to define 
rigidly the functions of its officials 
and to desire speciality, rather than 
versatility. In a community where 
almost eve1·y member was learned in 
religious matters, where proverbially 
speaking, every Jew was a Chazan, a 
"lamdan,'' a teacher and a preacher, 
it was feasible that the Rabbi be 
chosen for some special quality, such 
as extreme piety, or modesty, or some 
special achievenient as a writer of 
Talmudic commentary, and that the 
Chazan be chosen onl ,. bv reason of 
his sweet voice. · · 

Nahum Sokolow has aptly described 
the attitude which prevailed in Jew
ish communities towards the Jewish 
Minister: 

if the Rabbi engages actively 
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in communal affairs ... 'vell and good. 
If he ~oes not, so long as the people 
know him to be a distinguished scholar 
and a devotee of learning, they will not 
condemn him for it ... A similar at
titude prevailed regarding the Rabbi's 
ability as preacher; as to whether he 
delivers beautiful sermons or is a 
tongue-tied speaker . . . In important 
communities the Magid-an officer next 
in importance to the Rabbi-delivered 
the sermons . . . When voice was looked 
for. the Chazan was there, open to the 
criticism of anvbody and everybody." 
(Haani hakibutzi, pp. 57-8). 

These conditions which :Mr. Soko
low rightly describes as tending to
wards "a definite uplifting of com
munal affairs," no longer prevail in 
our communal life. The learned lay
man, well versed in Jewish matters 
and fully capable of sparing the 
Rabbi, the preacher and the Chazan 
for some special and single branch of 
communal activity, is to-day becom
ing rarer. A vast field of extra-pro
fessional activity must needs fall on 
the shoulders of the cantor, as well 
as of the Rabbi. 

No .Jewish Home. 
THE deficiency of Jewi h experi-

ence, religious observance and 
learning in the modern Jewish horn , 
fu H bro 1 1 ht alJ nit · mn I 1t r ati 1 

of Jewish life. eremonies, festival 
and other religious observances, 
which in former days \Vere prac
tised in the home, have to
day been relegated to the or
ganised institutions of the com
munity. The school. the lecture-hall, 
the meeting-room, have to perform 
the ·functions of an almost extinct 
Jewish home and a demand for a Jew
ishly cultured and active leadership 
is growing in every sphere of com
munal life. 

In this scheme of communal acti
vity, there are many tasks awaiting 
the enterprising cantor, who does not 
regard himself and is not looked upon 
as a mere singer of services. The 
growing demand for cultural activity, 
as evidenced at the recent Bloemfon
tein Zionist Conference, will not be 
satisfied by lectures only. J\Iusic
Jewish music-should play a great 
part in the religious and cultural ad
vancement of our community. In thi · 
direction lies one of the primary 
duties of the cultured Chazan. To 
the Chazan we must look for the es
tablishment and direction of Jewish 
choral societies, the encouragement 
of Jewish performance and composi
tion,. t~e inculcation of a love and ap
preciat1011 of the Palestinian Hebrew 
melody and the Yiddis!i folk-song. 

The difficulty of training our child
ren to participate in synagogue-
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Silver Wedding of Rabbi and 
Mrs. Hirsch 

THE Pretoria Hebrew Congregation held 
a reception in the Memorial Hall on 

Sunday, the 1st inst., in honour of the sil
ver wedding of Rabbi and Mrs. Hirsch. The 
catering was carried out by the Ladies' 
Hall Committee and the Ladies' Benevolent 
Society. A large number of guests filled the 
hall and the function was a fitting tribute 
to the labours of Mr. and Mrs. Hirsch on 
behalf of the community to the personal 
esteem in which they are held by all sec
tions of the community. Numerous presen
tations were made, among which were a 
grandfather clock, a reading lamp, a silyer 
entree dish, from the Chevra Kadisha, the 
Ladies' Benevolent Society, the Ladies' 
Memorial Hall Committee and a kiddush 
cup from the Otto Warburg Lodge. 

The rabbi was deeply touched by the 
numerous messages of congratulation he 
had received and by the expressions of 
loyalty and goodwill which flowed in from 
all quarters. The reception was a happy 
affair, in which for once the Jewish com
munity were united-in paying homage to 
its spiritual head and wishing both Ir. and 
frs. Hirsch many years' active life and a 

happier golden wedding. 

Rabbi and Mrs. Hir ch 
Rabbi and l\Irs. W. Hirsch thank 

their numerous f1 i nd for th good 
i l t 1 d d h m n th c-

casion of theh silver wedding. As it 
is not possible to acknowledge them 
all personally, they make use of the 
"Zionist Record" to assure their 
many well-wishers of their deep gra
titude and sincere appreciation. 

SOUTH AFRICAN AIRWAYS 
(S.A.R. & H.) 

A bi-weekly service operates be
tween the RAND and CAPE 
TOWN via Durban, and weekly 
service between the RAND and 
CAPE TOWN via Kimberley and 
Beaufort West. The days of de
parture from the Rand Airport 
will be as under: Tuesdays and 
Fridays (Via Durban), at 7.00 

a.m. 
Tuesdays (Via Kimberley), at 

7.15 a.m. 

• A.R. Headquarters, 
Johannesburg. 

T. A. Watermeyer, 
General Manager. 

NOTICE 
OWING to pre ure on pace in 

tlti i ue a number of local 
reports from varfous centres 
have unavoidably ad to be held 
over until next week. 

Chalutz Fund Campaign 
A Shilling Day. 

A "Shilling Day" canvass of Johannes
burg will be held on Sunday, 15th Septem
ber, in aid of the S.A. Chalutz Farm, which 
has been doing such excellent work in train
ing young South African Jews and Jewesses 
for settlement on the land in Palestine. The 
Shilling Day is being organised under the 
auspices of the Transvaal Zionist Youth 
Executive, whose eleven affiliated societies 
in Johannesburg are all sending their con
tingents of canvassers. A generous re
sponse from the public is anticipated. All 
who are desirctus of assisting in the can
vass are asked to communicate with Mr. S. 
Berg, 30 Progress Buildings, Commissioner 
Street, Johannesburg, or with the or
ganiser, Mr. A. Kam ('phone 24-241!J 
evenings). 

(Concluded from page rn.) 
prayers (which being long and varied, 
are often beyond the capability of a 
little child \Vho has two Hebrew les
sons a week) could h, ve been easily 
overcome if every school were visited 
daily for lrnl f c n h Ul' b r 1 • n ' 
~iih th obj ct oft aching th child

ren to sing their services and not 
read them mechanically. The Psalms, 
it should be remembered, were not 
meant to be read, nor to be recited ; 
they were meant to be sung. 

Outside these functions, which are 
immediately related to Chazanut, one 
would like to see members of this 
profession at the head of all other 
communal enleavours in the field of 
Jewish art. The paucity of Jewish dra
matic entertainments, the over- indul
gence in producing revue-shows and 
musical comedies by Jewish clubs and 
guilds is largely due to lack of guid
ance and leadership. The average 
amateur producer gets his inspiration 
from the latest Hollywood film and 
knows no better. In America central 
Jewish youth organisations and edu
cational institutions have evolved a 
special office of a "Music and Enter
tainment Director'' for Jewish clubs, 
schools and camps. Since our limited 
means here do not warrant such an 
office - one would like to see the 
Chazan keep in contact with the work 
of these organisations and help to im
prove the standard of this type of ac
tivity. 

The Use of Pageants . 
SOME time ago Jewish artistic cir

cles in New York produced an 
elaborate pageant which was un
doubtedly one of the greatest Jewish 
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cultural achievements in recent 
years. The whole Jewish history was 
brought before the eye of the public 
through the medium of a series of 
tableaux, accompanied by specially 
selected and arranged music. Simil
arly there could be no better exposi
tion of Bialik's works (especially to 
an English-speaking Jew) than the 
Bialik pageants recently arranged in 
Tel-Aviv. 

This type of activity deserves to be 
emulated in South Africa, even if car
ried out on a smaller scale. There is 
also a growing demand for suitable 
programmes for the celebration of 
national festivals and holidays. In this 
direction, there is a large field await
ing to be explored. The modern, musi
cally trained Chazan is the most com
petent person to tackle this work. 

Since there is now in South Africa 
a goodly number of young men en
gaged in the profession of Chazanut, 
I would sugges that they take an in
terest in such useful activities as out
lined above. 
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