Biography of Cantor Jakub Lichterman
1909-1986

-~

At the age of 8, I started singing as a soprano in a synagogue choir in Warsaw, Poland where
I was born. Although my parents were opposed, they finally agreed because I was so keen and had
such a beautiful soprano voice. After singing for one year, I applied to the choir of the Great
Synagogue of Warsaw, the Tlomacka Synagogue. It was extremely difficult to be accepted; trying
out was a huge challenge as the choir master, Leo Low accepted only the most talented singers. My
acceptance was a great honor for my family. The choir consisted of 120 members of which 80 were
young boys, sopranos and altos, and 40 adult professional singers, some of whom sang in the state
opera chorus.

Life was not easy. We attended many rehearsals along with school and homework, and had
to walk in snow, rain or heat as there was no transportation. The cantor at that time at the Great
Synagogue was Gershon Sirota, who had one of the great voices of history; a true legend. It was a
special honor to sing with Sirota or in Leo Low's choir. This was my first introduction to
professional chazzanut (the cantorate) and I cultivated a great love for it, although my earliest
foundation was from my father who was a non-professional cantor.

After a short while as a member of this choir, my musicai abilities were recognized and I
was promoted to soloist. In Cape Town I found an old record of Cantor Sirota from around 1920
with the choir of the Tlomacka Synagogue, on which I am the soloist, singing “v'haser satan” from
Hashkivaynu. Around the time of my Bar Mitzah my voice began to mature and dropped from a
soprano to an alto. My voice never broke and at the age of 17 began singing as an adult tenor.

Fate and destiny played their hand and I became the assistant cantor of the second synagogue
of Warsaw, the Nozyk Synagogue where I was soon promoted to first cantor. Cantor Sirota had left
the Great Synagogue for an extended concert tour overseas and on his return he transferred to the
Nozyk Synagogue where I served as his assistant. I studied music and voice at the Warsaw
Conservatory of Music from which I graduated with honors. This was a time in my life of intensive
study and devotion to Jewish and secular music and I rarely missed a symphony or opera
performance. Besides being a full time cantor, I sang as tenor soloist in the Warsaw Philharmonic
Choir and the Hazamir Jewish Choir. We sang a complicated repertoire of oratorios, classical music,
folk and liturgical music. Because of my voice, I was nicknamed “glocken”, meaning “a bell”.

As assistant cantor to Sirota, I was extremely busy as he only led services once a month when
we blessed the new month. The other three weeks I led services with the choir. The Nozyk
Synagogue was more popular than the Great Synagogue, especially for weddings. On Sundays we
averaged 8-12 weddings scheduled every hour as well as Saturday nights. I did all those weddings
as Cantor Sirota was unavailable. At Nozyk Synagogue I served with the University of Warsaw
Professor of History Meir Balaban who was the honorary rabbi. The choir master was the prominent
composer Abraham Davidowicz. I studied extensively with him and married his daughter Sonia who
was a prominent pianist and musician in Warsaw. Many Cantorial records from this period in
Warsaw feature Sonia as the accompanist. In January 1939 our daughter and only child Shoshana
Raizel was born.

My typical Friday evening service at Nozyk Synagogue lasted 1% - 2 hours. We sang many
great compositions; the synagogue was always packed and services were like concerts. I was also
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the military cantor for the Polish army and on national holidays I led special services along with the
chief chaplain Rabbi Dr, Kahane. I also Sang many concerts, on radio, made records and sang at
many functions such as for the Zionist Organization in which I was active.

I served as.first cantor of the Nozyk Synagogue until the German occupation in September
1939 when synagogues were closed and we held secret prayer services in private homes. During the

to sleep, as I would have frozen in the snow as happened to many.

I made my way out of the woods and found myself in the border village of Gleiwitz where
a Polish peasant sheltered and fed me in a haystack in his barn for a week until the Russians arrived.
I made my way back to Warsaw by foot; there was utter chaos, I searched for my family in vain.

Page 2




-3

. cient cantorial art.

IT TOOK CANTOR JACOB
LICHTERMAN of the Cape -
Town Orthodox Hebrew

-Congregation  (the Beth |

Hamedrash Hachodosh ia
Vredehoek) three years to
write the notes and Hebrew
lettering, in his own hand, for

- his “‘Complete Services for

the High Festivals’’, contain-
ing close .on 200 pages of’
meticulously beautiful nota-
tion and words.

~ The work contains the com-
plete services for the Days of
Awe (Yamim Noraim) includ-
ing the ““trop”’ (cantillation) for
the. Torah readings. The music
to which all these prayers and
readings are set was either
composed by Cantor Lichter-
man, or adapted by him, or
acknowledged to its original
sources. Traditional tunes may
have been modified or new
ones composed, based on the
old style; the cantor in places
gives his own specific interpre-
tations to" certain tunes without:

departing radically from tradi-

- tional cantorial style.

The Cantor relates that he

_has never before seen the com-

plete Shaharit services in one
volume; his volume is the first
one to do this.

- Cantor Lichterman has .
served for 25 years as-cantor
of. the Synagogue, and has
dedicated. his work to his two
sons Joel and Ivor; who are
both -musical and already
‘young practitioners of the an-

The volume s divided into
seven ‘sections: there are
melodies and/or variations to
them ascribed to such famqus
cantors as Lewandowski (Ger- ;
many); Sulzer (Vienna); Weis-
ser (U.S.A.); Davidowich
(Warsaw) and _ Zilbers

(U.S.A). /57 /0. 7y



