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It is always a sensitive matter to put a composer’s name into a category like 
“unknown,” “little known,” “disregarded,” forgotten,” “undeservingly forgotten,” etc. 
There are thousands of such composers, many of whom were/are/will be highly 
professional and talented. The justification for their oblivion as the result of “natural 
selection” is neither appropriate nor always true. It is a rare and lucky composer who 
finds, even posthumously, a staunch advocate; who is discovered and revived; whose 
biography is reconstructed; and whose works are collected, performed, edited, and 
published. The edition under review is just such a case: the result of a long-term 
project—a deed of wholehearted devotion. The composer is Leo Zeitlin (1884, Pinsk, 
Belarus—1930, New York). 

During the massive, early twentieth-century emigration from Russia, a stream 
of musicians, mostly Jewish, spread widely to both Americas. They ranged from 
traditional klezmorim to great virtuosi: violinists, pianists, cellists. There were also 
cantors, orchestra performers, composers, musicologists, and others. Among those 
who left Russia were most of the young musicians who constituted a newly born 
Jewish school of composition. In the same vein as the many nationalist artistic 
movements then arising in Europe, this school picked up the mantle from The Mighty 
Five. Encouraged by such patriarchs as Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov and Vladimir 
Stasov, they collected and studied Jewish musical folklore, and cultivated it in the 
firm belief that they were working with the genuine foundation of Jewish art music. 
Greatly enjoying their newly acquired freedom to do so, they reverently cherished the 
Jewish idiom, seeking the most appropriate compositional styles for its elaboration. 

The story of the early twentieth-century, young Jewish School that began as 
the St. Petersburg Society for Jewish Folk Music is widely known. The names usually 
mentioned are Joseph Achron, Solomon Rosovsky, Alexander Veprik, Lazare 
Saminsky, Jacob Weinberg, Alexander Krein, Michael Gnesin, and Moses Milner. 
Leo Zeitlin was rarely named in this context, and somehow his musical profile 
remained uncertain for a long time. The name “Zeitlin” was associated with the well-
known violinist who was the founder and concertmaster of Persimfans (Pervyi 
Simfonicheskyi Ansambl’ – The First Symphonic Ensemble), the symphonic orchestra 
without a conductor that enjoyed a very high standing in the 1920s (the idea was very 
much in tune with the revolutionary spirit of the time). 

This misidentification would probably have continued to accompany the 
composer, had not Paula Eisenstein Baker, a cellist captivated by one of Zeitlin’s few 
published scores, been deeply intrigued by the obscurity of his biography. What 
followed was years of intensive, persistent, and courageous research, rewarded by one 
discovery after another—from the composer’s grave in a New York cemetery to the 
real treasure: a trunk of manuscripts and other materials found in his daughter’s 
house. Aaron Lansky’s breathtaking story of rescuing a million Yiddish books comes 
to mind (see his book Outwitting History [Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books, 2005] 
as we read Eisenstein Baker’s exciting report). 

As the scholar reveals, Leo Zeitlin the composer and Lev Tseitlin, the 
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Persimfans concertmaster, “are not the same person, despite the similarity of their 
names [in Russian, their first and last names are identical, and their patronymics both 
begin with the letter M] and the parallels in their lives [they belonged to the same 
generation of Russian Jews, both were string players, and both graduated from the St. 
Petersburg Conservatory]” (xi). 

The works, carefully collected, are supplemented by thorough research 
materials: an introduction, including Leo Zeitlin’s biography and his connection with 
the Society for Jewish Folk Music, and the fascinating story of the research itself. 
Eisenstein Baker and Nelson also provide an overview of Zeitlin’s chamber music, 
with a critical evaluation of his musical influences and a discussion of his melodic, 
harmonic, and rhythmic styles and form. 

The musicological section concludes with historical and analytical discussions 
of Zeitlin’s works. Reference apparatus, texts with translations, and a critical report 
discussing how the scores were edited are also presented. 

Most of the works were composed during the decade or more prior to Zeitlin’s 
emigration to the United States in 1923. Created in a very special epoch, when World 
War I, revolution, and civil war followed closely one on the other, they reflect 
idealistic hopes and emotional despair, traditional values and national pride. 

For Leo Zeitlin, one of the talented composers almost lost in the turbulence of 
the twentieth century, the present volume is the best monument he could have.  
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