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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an investigation into the instrumental social music of the
Eastern European Jewish immigrant community in New York during the early
decades of the twentieth century. A professional tradition with roots in
medieval Germany, klezmer music had developed in the Jewish communities
of Eastern Europe during the course of several centuries and was brought to
North America by immigrants beginning in the late nineteenth century.
European klezmorim had formed a socio-economic group which fulfilled a
ritual function within traditional Jewish society at weddings and other
celebrations. Like Yiddish culture in general, the Jewish instrumentalists
adapted to the New York environment, creating a synthesis during the period
1880-1950 which contained both Eastern European and American attributes.

This study begins with the hypothesis that there is a unique style and
repertoire created and interpreted by the klezmorim, of which key stylistic
aspects can be identified. Utilising a three-prong approach — historical,
ethnographic and musicological — it provides a focused study based on the
recordings of the clarinettists Naftule Brandwein (1884-1963) and Dave Tarras
(1895-1989) made during the years 1922-1929 and, at the same time, places their
music within a larger socio-cultural context. Drawing on musical parallels to
Harshav’s theory of polylingualism in Yiddish, the study treats the various
genres within the overall category of metric dance tunes as a single field,
investigating key stylistic elements at the syntactical and improvisational
levels. It focuses in particular on issues of modality, compositional process,
improvisation and ornamentataion. A dynamic approach to modality presents
a new way of looking at oral musical traditions which contain elements of both
modal systems and Western tonality. The study both confirms the importance
of ornamentation as being crudial in defining style in oral traditions and
suggests that certain categories of ornaments may also serve a structural
function. Building upon Nettl’s concept of a “point of departure” upon which
musicians base their improvisations, those of Brandwein and Tarras may be
regarded as being based on a myriad of points of departure at every level of
detail which, when aggregated, made up the performance. Finally, through
investigating the interface between syntactical and improvisational elements, a
new way of looking at improvisation is suggested — one which blurs the
boundary between the compositional and the performative.

-13-
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ORTHOGRAPHY AND TRANSLITERATION

Yiddish and other foreign words have been italicised except for the words
“klezmer” and “klezmorim”, due to their frequency of usage. Yiddish words
and phrases have been transliterated according to the YIVO system as
presented in Weinreich (1968:xxi), with the following exceptions:

Some Yiddish words of Hebrew-Aramaic origin have been rendered
according to the more common Modern Hebrew pronunciation (haskalah as

opposed to the Yiddish haskole, chanukkah instead of the Yiddish khanike,
etc.).

Spellings of European place names follow wherever practicable the entries
in Cohen (1989) or Mokotoff and Samdur Sack (1991).

Spellings of the names of New York musicians have been based wherever
possible on the Local no. 802 Directory of the American Federation of
Musicians (1937).!

No attempt has been made to standardise the transliterated titles from
record labels. These have been reproduced as listed in Spottswood (1990) or
have been taken directly from the recordings themselves.

Transliterations of the names of well-known individuals such as Sholom
Aleichem or Isaac Leybush Peretz follow the most common Romanised

spelling known to the author. Moyshe Beregovski has been adapted from
Slobin’s Hebraised Moshe Beregovski.

1

The author wishes to thank Paul Gifford for access to this source.
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FOREWORD

The research for this dissertation grew out of the my practical experience as
a performer of traditional and contemporary klezmer music since 1980.
Although I am Jewish and the majority of my ancestors stemmed from
Yiddish-speaking Eastern Europe, I did not grow up directly with this musical
tradition. My paternal grandfather was born in 1893 in Kiev. Like his father
before him, he had apprenticed in the barber trade as a youth. My grandfather
played Yiddish, Russian, Ukrainian and American folk music by ear on the
guitar. He accompanied balalaika players, mandolinists and singers, including
my grandmother. It is quite likely that his father — also a musician — was a
Klezmer, for it was quite common throughout the Ukraine and Poland for
Jewish wedding musicians to be barbers as a supplementary profession to that
of music (Trivaks 1923:168; Stutschewsky 1959:91; Beregovski 1987:29-30).

In 1985 I was invited to teach at the first Yiddish Folk Arts Program of the
YIVO Institute for Jewish Research in New York. It was there that I first
encountered the New York clarinettist Sid Beckerman (b. New York ca. 1919),
son of the clarinettist Shloimke Beckerman (b. Imperial Russia 1884 - d.
California 1974). In addition to playing side-by-side with Beckerman from
1985-1991, I began to learn from, perform with, and document the music of
other traditional performers. Of particular importance was my relationship
with the clarinettist Max Epstein (b. New York 1912 - d. Florida 2000), which
developed over the course of his last ten years from one of documentation to
that of collegiality. Others included: the drummer-entertainer Ben Bazyler (b.
Kaluszyn, Poland 1922 - d. Los Angeles 1990), the last surviving member of the
Kalushiner Klezmurim from a town east of Warsaw; Leopold Koziowski of
Cracow (b. Przemyslany, Poland 1923), the great-nephew of clarinettist Naftule
Brandwein and last surviving European member of the Brandwein klezmer
dynasty; the Yiddish folk singer Bronya Sakina (b. Golovanevsk, Podolia
province, Imperial Russia 1910 - d. New York 1988); the violinist Leon
Schwartz (b. 1901 Karapchiv, Austrian Bukovina - d. New York 1990); Max
Epstein’s brothers, the trumpeter Willie Epstein (b. New York 1919 - d. Florida
1999) and the drummer Julie Epstein (b. New York 1926); the Yiddish Theatre
singer-actors Seymour Rexsite (b. Piotrkow, Congress Poland 1912) and Miriam
Kressyn (b. Bialystok, Grodno province, Imperial Russia 1911 - d. New York
1996); as well as Moshe “Musa” Berlin (b. Tel Aviv 1938), the leading
contemporary interpreter of the related “Meron” style of Israeli klezmer music.

My extensive personal relationship to klezmer music gives me to some
extent an emic, or insider’s point of view. On the other hand, the material and
spiritual worlds of both the klezmer musicians whose music is under study
here, as well as those of their audiences, are a thing of the past — be it in
Europe or the United States — and can to a certain extent only be viewed from
an etic, outsider’s perspective. Timothy Rice writes: “Even so-called ‘insider’
ethnomusicologists, those born into the cultures they study, undergo a
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productive distanciation necessary to the explanation and critical
understanding of their own cultures” (1994:6). Rice, originally an outsider to
the Bulgarian gnida (bagpipe) tradition, writes of the learning process which
allowed him to eventually move “beyond both Western concepts and the few
words of explanation older musicians had for their music to a much more
complete understanding of the tradition I began with” (1994:72). He speaks of
his new understanding as being “ultimately realized as self-understanding”
(after Paul Ricoeur), resulting from an expansion of his own horizons so that a
“partial fusion of horizons” between him and the Bulgarian musicians had
taken place (1994:87). This self-understanding is “neither precisely emic nor
etic, insider nor outsider” (1994:88). It is this Zwischenwelt between emic and
etic that formed the framework for the present study.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

As the result of a revival movement which commenced in the mid-1970s, a
type of music began to be known among a general audience as “klezmer”, a
term referring to its origins among the professional ritual instrumentalists of
Yiddish-speaking Jewry in large parts of Eastern Europe. During the past
several years in particular, the myriad forms of music being marketed as part
of the so-called klezmer revival or renaissance have become popular enough to
warrant best-selling CDs and separate klezmer sections in the “world music”
bins at record stores, award-winning film documentaries, dedicated radio and
television programmes, numerous articles in the mainstream print media, as
well as internet discussion groups, bulletin boards and a large number of web
sites.1

The combination of the rapid popularisation of this music with a
corresponding dearth of intensive scholarly research has led to a situation in
which the original tradition upon which this populistic movement is based has
become so obscured that it faces the danger of becoming permanently distorted
and misunderstood. The object of study in this dissertation is not the klezmer
revival which has taken place during the past three decades, but rather the
tradition of the klezmorim itself as it developed over the course of several
centuries in Europe and North America.2

1 A www.google.com search of the internet under “klezmer”, for example, yielded 73,900
results on 8 July 2001.

2 As the research of Rita Ottens has shown, the current revivals in the United States, Europe
and elsewhere may be attributed to a combination of factors, such as issues of cultural
identity and ideology, fetishism and representation (in the Freudian usage), the Shoah,
nationalism, commerce in late capitalism, and post-modernism (see Ottens’ dissertation in
progress: The Place of Yiddish Music in Berlin since 1989: Issues in Cultural Identity and
Ideology, City University, London, Department of Music).

Beyond that, additional factors contributing to differences between the klezmer revival
and the klezmer tradition include: repertoire and performance style, modes of
transmission, performance and social contexts, the language, cultural, and religious
backgrounds of the performers and audience, as well as the intent on the part of the
performers and the reception on the part of the audience (Rubin 1998a:205-219; Rubin
forthcoming a).

For a further discussion of the klezmer revival and differences between the revival and
the klezmer tradition, see Dion (1986); Ottens and Rubin (1995b and 1995d, liner notes);
Zaagsma (1996); Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998); London (1998); Slobin (1998); Svigals
(1998); Ottens and Rubin (1999a:9-13, 285-311); Slobin (2000a); Cuthbert (2001); Kaminsky
(2001); Ottens and Rubin (2001).

On folk music revivals in general, see Rosenberg (1993).
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1.1 Terminology
1.1.1 The origins and meaning of the Yiddish term klezmer

The Yiddish word klezmer (pl. klezmorim, klezmer or klezmers; Weinreich
1968:581) derives from the compound in rabbinical Hebrew of the words kle
(vessels, instruments; sing. kli) and zemer (song), which originally meant
musical instruments (Salmen 1991:15). By the sixteenth century, the term
klezmer had begun to be used by Jews in Eastern Europe to signify the
instrumentalists themselves rather than their instruments (Salmen 1991:15).
More specifically, klezmer referred in the Yiddish-speaking world of Jewish
Fastern Europe — and subsequently in immigrant communities in North
America, Israel and elsewhere — to the mostly hereditary socio-economic
group of professional Jewish instrumentalists who performed a ritual and
entertainment function at khasenes (weddings) and other simkhes (festive
occasions).3 Until the last quarter of the eighteenth century the term klezmer to
denote instrumentalist was used only among Yiddish-speaking Jews in Eastern
Europe (Rivkind 1960:15). Among the Yiddish-speaking Jews in the Germanic
territories known as ashkenaz,* the word klezmer still referred to musical
instruments. There the Jewish ritual musicians were generally called leytsim or
letsonim (sing. leyts; “buffoon, clown, wag, prankster; scoffer”; Weinreich
1968:564), a word deriving from ancient Hebrew, where it meant “boisterous,
unbridled, unscrupulous, cheeky” (Gesenius 1962:389).> The term klezmer is
still used in the predominantly Yiddish-speaking hasidic communities to refer
to “musicians who are totally dedicated to the performance of traditional music
in Hasidic social contexts, primarily in weddings and festivities” (Mazor and
Seroussi 1990-1991:127-128).6

3  The notion of a “Jewish” Eastern Europe refers to the areas in which Jews lived in
significant concentrations during the approximate period from the middle of the
fourteenth to the early decades of the twentieth century. During most of the nineteenth
century and up until the end of World War One, this area included portions of Imperial
Russia (Congress Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Western Belorussia, Western Ukraine, and
Bessarabia), the Austro-Hungarian Empire (Galicia, Bukovina, Mdramaros, Slovakia,
Subcarpathian Rus), and Romania (Moldavia). These territories corresponded to what are
today portions of Poland, Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia, Moldova, Romania,
Slovakia, and Hungary.

4  Ashkenaz is the Hebrew term for the geographical area encompassing the first
concentrated Jewish communities along the banks of the Rhine and its tributaries, such as
Mainz, Speyer and Worms, as well as the Danube. The meaning has often been extended
to include the Jewish communities which developed throughout the entire German
language and culture area in what is now mostly Germany, Austria and the Czech
Republic (Bohemia and Moravia).

5  Walter Salmen asserts that the geographical dividing line between the use of the terms
klezmer and leyts was the Elba River (1991:15).

6 Hasidism is a popular pietistic movement which emerged among Eastern European Jewry
during the second half of the eighteenth century. Today its main centres are in Brooklyn
(New York), Jerusalem and Bnei Brak near Tel-Aviv.
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1.1.2 The term klezmer to describe a repertoire or style of music

Nowadays “klezmer music” is in common use to describe the music
performed by klezmorim. This is, however, a recent development. There is no
evidence that the klezmorim themselves used this term to describe their music,
nor do they seem to have had another standardised name for it. The English-
language term repeatedly used by the author’s informants was “Jewish music”
or, simply, “music”: “Years ago they didn’t ... say klezmer music. If you
played a wedding or bar mitzvah, you played the music” (M. Epstein 1991,
interview).”

It is not clear when and where the use of the term “klezmer music” to
describe a repertoire and style of music originated. An article which appeared
in the Yiddish-American press in the mid-1920s about Joseph Cherniavsky and
his Hasidic Jazz Band already made use of the terminology “di alte yidishe
klezmer muzik” (old Jewish klezmer music) and “di alte klezmer muzik” without
any additional explanation, as if it were already self-evident to the readers
(Yoysef Tshernyavski... n.d.).

The use of “klezmer music” by the scholarly community can, however, be
found no earlier than in the works of Soviet-Jewish ethnomusicologist Moyshe
Beregovski (1892-1961), the first major researcher in this field. The Russian-
Chuvash musicologist Ivan Lipaev (1865-1942), who wrote the first article on
Jewish klezmer ensembles, used neither the term klezmer nor did he attempt to
characterise their music as klezmer music, referring only to the Jewish
orchestras (“evreiskie orkestry”), or to an individual musician as a “muzikant”
(1904:102, 206). Nikolai Fyodorovich Findeisen (1868-1928) referred to the
musicians as klezmorim but did not name their music (1926:39). In 1932
Beregovski wrote of “klezmerishe shafungen” (klezmer creations; 1932:134); in
1935 he referred to a non-Jewish fiddler as having learnt the “klezmerishe shpil-
manirn” (klezmer manner of playing; 1935:98); and, in 1937 he used the phrases
“yidishe instrumentale (klezmerishe) folks-muzik” (Jewish instrumental [klezmer]
folk music), “klezmerishe kunst” (klezmer art), and “klezmerishe muzik” (klezmer
music) (1937:3-4). By 1971, “klezmer music” was used in the English-language
Encyclopaedia Judaica (Avenary 1970-1971a: 632).

The use of klezmer to describe a type of music first became popularised
among the general public during the mid-1970s when it was employed by
some of the early protagonists of the klezmer revival in both Israel and,
especially, the United States. From today’s perspective, a klezmer is seen as

7 It has been argued that the term klezmer music is anachronistic for the period under
study, since it was not used by the musicians themselves. It is not the aim of this author to
invent a new term for the music. Jeffrey Wollock lists some of the contemporary Yiddish
terms used to describe klezmer music. He does not, however, specify whether these terms

were current in Eastern Europe, the United States, or both, or whether they were actually
used by the musicians, either (1997:50).
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somebody who plays “klezmer music”, rather than “klezmer music” being
regarded as the music played by a klezmer, a member of a specific professional

group.

1.1.3 On arriving at a working definition of klezmer music

Today there is still no consensus as to what the term “klezmer music”

exactly represents. Clarinettist Max Epstein would assert:
There’s no such thing as klezmer music. A klezmer is a musician. It made no
difference whether he played in the opera or in a symphony, or he played a
Polish wedding. ... If you want to analyse it, klezmer music is any kind of
music. What does the word klezmer mean? ... So if you're a klezmer, if you're
a musician, you play anything! ... Klezmer music can take in Hungarian
music, Polish music, Romanian music; takes in all of that! ... The types of
music that we played was considered klezmer music, ‘cause it wasn’t
American music. Anything Jewish was klezmer music. Jewish theater?
Klezmer music! (M. Epstein 1991, interview; M. Epstein in M. and W. Epstein
1994, interview).

This lack of consensus was borne out by two recent academic gatherings on the
subject: the ‘Klezmer Research Conference’ at Wesleyan University in October
1996,8 and the two-day round table session ‘Towards a Typology of Klezmer
Music, held at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem in July 1997.9 At both
symposia, which were attended by scholars and performers from the USA,
Israel and Europe, considerable time was expended on attempting to define
klezmer music, but without arriving at any precise conclusions. This need to
define klezmer — and the apparent inability to do so — seems to stem from the
facts that the study of klezmer is a relatively new discipline, as well as because
of the various ideological and national differences in viewpoints between the
participants. This is not unlike the continuing debate on defining
ethnomusicology as a field, as described by Bruno Nettl: “There clearly is such
a thing as ethnomusicology. But just as I find myself unable to give a single,
simple definition, confident that most people in my field would subscribe to it,
the literature of the field abounds in them” (1983:2). In fact, at the Wesleyan
conference, folklorist Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett suggested the participants
drop the discussion on defining terminology altogether and rather look at the
tradition of the klezmorim itself and how it functions.

In order to develop a more precise definition of klezmer music for the
purposes of this study, it is necessary to look more closely at the word klezmer

8  Some of the papers from the Wesleyan conference organised by Mark Slobin and Hankus
Netsky have been published in Baumgarten (1998).

9  The session was chaired by Simha Arom and took place within the framework of the
symposium ‘The Jewish Music Collections from Russia and Ukraine: The Retrieval of Lost
Treasures’ organised by Israel Adler and Edwin Seroussi of the Jewish Music Research

Centre as part of the Twelfth World Congress of Jewish Studies’.
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itself and its various meanings. In her study of Macedonian éalgija music, Sonia
Tamar Seeman has written:

... Calgija can be narrowly defined as comprised of these elements: an urban-
based professional ensemble of instruments of Ottoman origins; as playing a
set vocal and instrumental repertoire; as performing in an Ottoman-derived
style based on the mekam system, yet emphasizing innovation and
improvisation. Cilgija is thus an ensemble, a repertoire and a style (1990a:17-
18).

In a similar fashion, klezmer may be viewed as comprising five elements, the
first two of which are of a socio-religious and the last three of a musical nature
(parallel to Seeman’s definition): (1) a mostly heriditary socio-economic group,
with its attendant guild-like structures and lifestyle; (2) performing a specific
ritual function within the Eastern Europen Jewish life and calendrical cycles; (3)
an urban-based ensemble performing on mostly Western orchestral
instruments; (4) a body of instrumental repertoire associated with that
ensemble; and (5) a musical performance style associated with that ensemble,
characterised by its own unique set of expressive devices, including various
techniques of ornamentation and performance practice. At the confluence of
these five factors is klezmer music in the strictest sense. In a more general sense
klezmer can be seen to have different or compound meanings, depending on
the context.

A further stumbling block in defining klezmer music is the exceptionally
wide spectrum of repertoire demanded of the musicians. Like the modern
Bulgarian Rom (Gypsy) wedding musicians, who service a diverse clientele,
the klezmorim in Eastern Europe had to perform for disparate groups, a result
of their not being able to make an adequate living playing for Jewish weddings
and festivities alone. The repertoire of the Rom musicians is “dictated by their
patrons, the hosts and guests” and must include not only the typical regional
Bulgarian folk music styles, but also the “folk music of other ethnic groups in
the country such as Gypsies and Turks, and popular and folk music heard on
the radio from Serbia, Macedonia, Greece, Romania, and Turkey” (Rice
1994:243). In a similar manner, Eastern European klezmorim had to perform
not only for Jews, but also for the pritsim (the mostly Polish landowners), as
well as for peasants of a number of ethnic groups, such as Ukrainians,
Lithuanians, Poles, Belorussians, Romanians, Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians and
Germans, depending upon the geographical location. Within the Jewish
context, the klezmorim not only had to know music for all of the various rituals
and ceremonies associated with the traditional wedding, which would last for
an entire week (Weissenberg 1905; Rivkind 1960:18-27), they also had to have
repertoire which was appropriate for other Jewish events, such as the holy
days purim, sukkoth, simchat torah, and chanukkah, for dedications of new Torah
scrolls and for the various Hasidic courts. In the United States, the customs
associated with the traditional Eastern European Jewish wedding ceremony
lost currency as a result of the forces of acculturation and assimilation, and the
entire ritual was reduced in most cases to several hours. At the same time, the
musicians were met with new repertorial challenges. The repertoire of the



traditional wedding was gradually augmented with the music of the (mostly
American) Yiddish theatre and Yiddish-language radio, as well as ragtime,
vaudeville blues, early jazz and other forms of American vernacular music.
Especially in New York, new performance contexts required knowledge of the
music of neighbouring ethnic groups, such as Greeks, Rom (Gypsies) and
Italians. Thus, klezmorim always had to be in command of not one, but a
number of musical repertoires and styles in order to satisfy their various
performance contexts.

Klezmer music had its social and functional origins in twelfth century
ashkenaz. An early form of klezmer music was likely brought to Eastern Europe
by Jewish refugees from ashkenaz fleeing persecution and seeking new
economic possibilities beginning around the mid-fourteenth century. There, the
musical repertoire and style today known as klezmer developed over the
course of many centuries. Brought with the Jewish immigration wave from
Russia and other Eastern European countries during the period 1881-1924, a
modern klezmer tradition developed in the urban centres of North America,
particularly in New York City. In the United States the music was still
dominated by European-born members of klezmer families and continued to
maintain its basis as an Eastern European Jewish form of expression, at the
same time taking on American attributes.

What exactly is klezmer music, is a central question to this thesis. The very
edecticism of the klezmorim, together with the large geographic spread and
centuries-long development of their music, begs the question: is it possible to
actually speak of a klezmer music? In its broadest sense, klezmer music could
be considered to be all music performed by the klezmorim over the course of
many centuries, regardless of musical content or performance context. This
would be roughly equivalent to viewing all Western art music in its various
stages (Medieval, Renaissance, Baroque, Classical, Romantic and so forth) as
consisting of one category, “classical music”. In a narrower sense, klezmer
music could be seen as the music performed by the klezmorim as klezmorim —
that is, in fulfilling their traditional function within the Eastern European
Jewish wedding ritual and other festive occasions. Yet the klezmorim played
many pieces, even within the Jewish context, which they shared with or
borrowed from neighboring ethnic groups, and even from Western art music.
Still more specifically, klezmer music could be seen as comprising that subset
of repertoire performed by the klezmorim in their function as klezmorim,
which was unique to them. This would include those pieces not shared with co-
territorial groups which possesed their own, identifiable stylistic elements, as
well as those which may have been shared with other, neighbouring ethnic
groups, but which the klezmorim had significantly transformed into their own
style; in other words, they had “klezmerised” them. '

It is these latter two groups of klezmer repertoire which shall be scrutinised
in this dissertation. In so doing, light shall be shed on the following basic

questions and issues:
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o Is there a music which can rightly be termed to be klezmer, as opposed to
being simply a collection of borrowings from or sharings with other
cultures?

¢ If so, what is it that made this music sound different from that of other
musical traditions?

¢ Can the syntactic elements of the musical pieces and the stylistic elements
of their performance practice be isolated, described, quantified and
categorised?



1.2 The basis of this dissertation

Rather than attempting to view klezmer music as a monolithic tradition, a
cross-section of the music at a particular point in time shall be put “under the
microscope”. Deriving data from a limited pool of performers over a relatively
short time period within a restricted geographical area shall provide a
controlled means of looking in detail at the kind of music-making which went
on among klezmorim at that time, how it functioned and what made it unique.
For this purpose, the commercial solo recordings of two clarinettists, Naftule
Brandwein (1884-1963) and Dave Tarras (1895-1989),1¢ made in New York
between 1922-1929, shall be focused on as case studies.!! A detailed
comparative analysis of the melodic playing of these two musicians within the
ensemble context shall be performed, based on a representative sample of
performances. Brandwein and Tarras have been chosen for this purpose
primarily because of the relatively large body of solo recordings they made
during that period, rendering an empirical study of syntax and performance
style possible. Additional factors influencing this decision included: that a clear
link could be established to their klezmer heritage and training in Eastern
Europe; the leading role both played within the New York immigrant musical
community; and, finally, the fact that it is exactly their music, more than that
from any other source, which has been canonised by the klezmer revival
movement since the 1970s.12

10 Whenever possible, birth and death dates of musicians have been verified with the U.S.
Social Security Death Register (www.rootsweb.com). The author thanks Paul Gifford for
this reference.

11 Commercial klezmer discs made in Europe and the United States from approximately
1908-1948 represent the only body of recordings of klezmer ensembles made by
European-born musicians at the time that the tradition was still an ongoing one. Thus, the
historical recordings really become a corpus of “field recordings”, allowing insights into
the musical world of the klezmorim which would otherwise not have been possible.

Limiting the geographical scope and time frame of the present work makes it a focused
study of a subset of New York klezmer music. The author makes no claim to extrapolate
from this a normative American klezmer music. While New York contained the largest
concentration of Jewish wedding musicians and was the centre of the recording industry
which produced the discs under analysis here, there were significant Jewish populations
in cities such as Philadelphia, Chicago, Boston, St. Louis, Cleveland and Baltimore (Diner
2000:38), each of which had its own Jewish wedding musicians. The first regional study of
American klezmer music outside of New York is Hankus Netsky’s dissertation in
progress at Wesleyan University, which investigates the history of klezmer music in
Philadelphia. Some preliminary comments on the regional differences between klezmer
music in New York and Philadelphia are to be found in Slobin (2000a.)

12  Slobin refers to the “Tarras-Brandwein canon” (2000a:130).

-26-



1.3 The methodological approach

In Eastern Europe, what remained of the klezmer tradition was decimated
during the Shoah and by the Stalinist anti-Jewish campaigns in its aftermath.
After having flourished for several decades, klezmer music in New York
declined rapidly following the foundation of the State of Israel in 1948 and the
subsequent shift in orientation of the American Jewish community towards the
nascent Hebrew-Israeli culture. At the time the current klezmer revival began,
klezmer music was rarely performed and the death of Dave Tarras in 1989
marked the passing of the last of the European-born clarinettists to have been
active in New York.

Because the tradition of the klezmorim, as it developed in Europe and was
brought to America, was no longer an ongoing one at the time this study was
undertaken, it was necessary to adopt an interdisciplinary research method,
combining aspects not only of ethnomusicology and historical musicology, but
of Judaic studies, comparative religion and literature, history, sociology and
cultural studies as well. In order to put the music in its historical and social
context (chapters 3-5), it was necessary to take a diachronic approach, applying
a critical reading to the available secondary scholarly sources as well as those
from the memoir and fictional literature.

Although Naftule Brandwein and Dave Tarras had both passed away, their
music and the culture it represented still existed in the memory of the author’s
informants. It was therefore possible to supplement the historical approach
with an ethnographic component, consisting of interviews carried out from
1990 to 2000 with musicians born between 1911 and 1940. These represent the
next younger generations following those of Brandwein and Tarras. The
experiences and memories of these mostly Amercan-born musicians enhance
the picture of this tradition which would otherwise be based solely on
historical materials. In particular, two of the author’s informants had begun
their musical careers in the early to mid-1920s and knew Brandwein, Tarras
and the klezmer milieu of the 1920s intimately: Max Epstein and the drummer-
entertainer Max Goldberg (1911-2001). In addition, it was possible to carry out
interviews with surviving relatives of Naftule Brandwein on three continents.

A number of ethnomusicological studies in recent years have made
extensive use of ethnographic interviews. In their studies of jazz improvisation,
Paul Beriner (1994:5-9) and, in particular, Ingrid Monson (1996:11-25) deal with
the myriad of issues involved in designing, carrying out and transcribing such
interviews. The primary difference between the interviews for the present
study and theirs is that the events which the informants were asked to recall
took place forty to sixty-five years in the past, whereas Berliner's and Monson’s
improvisers were responding primarily to questions about their present
activities and attitudes.13 When possible, the interviews were carried out in the

13 Hareven (1978) deals with issues of oral history and generational memory, those “...
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informants’ homes and were anywhere from forty-five minutes to three hours
in length. In a few early interviews, the author attempted to follow a set
questionnaire based upon those published by An-ski (1914:141-142) and
Beregovski (1937). It became clear that it was not practicable in a live interview
situation to adhere to the questionnaire for both reasons of time (see Berliner
1994:6) and due to the disparate experiences of the various informants. Some of
the informants were interviewed several times, both live and in taped follow-
up conversations on the telephone. The excerpted interview transcriptions
included here have been edited slightly to remove asides and redundancies.
Missing words or incomplete sentences have been filled out with bracketed

words.

The musicological analysis carried out in chapters 6-8 is “synchronic”
(albeit in the past) in the sense that it is not attempting to locate a normative
klezmer style over a long period of time. It rather looks at a short time period
during which — at least based upon the recordings themselves — there was
evidenced a fairly stable musical “language” at work. This is consistent with
structuralism, which takes a “functional view of language in its ‘wholeness’” at
a particular point in time (Flender 1992:6). The recordings of Naftule
Brandwein and Dave Tarras show many stylistic similarities which point to a
generic klezmer clarinet style during the era in which they were recording.
Both musicians lived and worked within the same competitive atmosphere of
the Yiddish-speaking immigrant communities of New York City and its
environs, although they had grown up and apprenticed in different parts of
Eastern Europe — Brandwein in Eastern Galicia southeast of Lemberg (L'viv)
and Tarras in Podolia southwest of Uman’, some 400 kilometres to the East.14

Due to the fragmentary nature of the historical evidence relating to klezmer
musicians and their music (see the discussion in chapter 2), this research can be
likened to putting together a complex jigsaw puzzle. By piecing this puzzle
together, a picture shall emerge of klezmer music as it was performed in New
York during the early years of the twentieth century. It is hoped that this study
shall make a valuable contribution not only to the study of Eastern European
Jewish music, but to that of Euro-American urban ethnomusicology and
popular music studies as a whole.

memories which individuals have of their own families’ history, as well as more general
collective memories about the past” (1978:137). The author wishes to thank Barbara

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett for pointing out this reference.

14 During the years that Brandwein and Tarras were living in Europe, Eastern Galicia was a
part of Austro-Hungary and Podolia a part of Imperial Russia. Both areas had belonged to
Poland prior to its partitioning in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, and both are

now a part of Ukraine.



Beyond that, what Benjamin Harshav has written about the study of the
Yiddish language could be easily modified to apply to the study of klezmer
music. It is “a treasure trove for the study of language [music] and culture in
general: cultural interaction, semiotics of cultural history, and languages
[musics] in contact. And, above all, it is interesting for its own sake, for its own
... idiosyncrasies” (1990:xv).






CHAPTER 2. THE STATE OF KLEZMER RESEARCH

Despite the focus by the popular media on klezmer music during the past
three decades,! surprisingly little of a scholarly nature has been written about
the klezmer tradition, particularly from an ethnomusicological perspective. The
situation seems to be rapidly changing, however. Since this dissertation was
begun in 1995, Hankus Netsky began his dissertation work at Wesleyan
University on klezmer music in Philadelphia, and Rita Ottens began her
dissertation at City University in London, The Function of Yiddish Music in
Germany since 1989: Issues in Cultural Identity and Ideology. In addition, several
master’s or diploma theses on various aspects of klezmer music and culture
have been completed in recent years, including Gerben Zaagsma's “Music to
match the badchn songs” De rol van klezmer en klezmorim in de joodse cultuur in
Europa en de Verenigde Staten (The role of Klezmer and Klezmorim in the Jewish
Culture of Europe and the United States, 1996). A number of undergraduate
term papers and theses have been written as well, most notably James
Loeffler's A Gilgul fun a Nigun: Jewish Musicians in New York 1881-1945 (1997a).
The organisation of the recent klezmer symposia at Wesleyan University and
the Twelfth World Congress for Jewish Studies in Jerusalem, as well as the
several papers on klezmer music delivered at the International Conferences on
Jewish Music in London (City University, 1994 and 1997; SOAS 2000) serve as
additional indications that the scholarly community is finally turning its
attention to this neglected subject.2

2.1 The place of klezmer music within the (ethno)musicology of Eastern
European Jewish musical traditions

Prior to World War Two, only one scholar had pursued extensive research
on klezmer music: Moyshe Beregovski. As he wrote in 1937, “There is,
however, one area of Yiddish folk art which has not even barely been touched,
not by the researcher and not by the collector. That is Jewish instrumental
(klezmer) folk music” (1937:3). Why this is has to do with several factors. These
include the relatively late blossoming of research in Eastern European Jewish
folklore and musicology in general, as well as the low standing awarded
klezmorim and their music within the framework of Jewish society. An

1 Examples of the popular treatment of klezmer music include A.L. Goldman (1978,
newspaper article), Davis (1983, newspaper article), M. Goldman (1987, documentary
film), Broughton 1992 (television documentary) and Rogovoy (2000).

2 The first session devoted to klezmer music at an international conference was chaired by
Joachim Braun and Walter Salmen at the Thirtieth World Conference of the International
Council for Traditional Music in Schladming, Austria in July 1989 (Braun 2000:2). Braun
also organised several annual one-day klezmer seminars during the early 1990s at the
Musicology Department of Bar-llan University in Ramat Gan, Israel, the last one taking
place in 1993 (J. Braun 1993, personal communication).
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additional determinant was the destruction of many of the traditional Eastern
European Jewish communities, first through the ravages of World War One,
and then as a result of the pogroms during the Russian Civil War 1918-1921, in
which hundreds of thousands of Jews in the Ukraine and Belorussia were left
homeless and approximately 150,000 were killed, or died of wounds or illness.
The old social and economic relationships were ruined forever (Gitelman
1988:96-108, Levin 1988:121). In the aftermath of the October Revolution the
political climate was not conducive to the study of Jewish topics. The Bolshevik
stance, as formulated by Lenin, held that “The idea of a distinct Jewish people
is scientifically untenable, from a political point of view — reactionary”
(quoted in Braun 1974:408). This led to campaigns against Zionism, the Hebrew
language and the Jewish religion during the 1920s under the direction of the
Evsektsiia, the Jewish sections of the Communist Party (Gitelman 1988:111-121).
Those aspects of Jewish life which were tied to the religion and the carrying out
of religious life — as klezmorim were — were strongly discouraged and
effectively driven underground, if not eradicated completely. During the brief
period of the “flowering of nationality cultures” from the mid-1920s until
approximately 1932 when the government attempted to Sovietise the minority
populations by actively supporting their languages and cultures, Yiddish
language and culture received the official support of the Communist Party.
This resulted in the “creation of Yiddish schools, soviets, newspapers, journals,
courts, and theaters”, as well as scholarly research institutes (Levin 1988:279).3
After 1932, there was limited government support for Yiddish language and
culture continuing up until the Stalinist anti-Jewish purges beginning in 1948.
As a result of the social upheavals in the early years of the Soviet Union, there
was a mass migration from the Jewish towns in the former Pale of Settlement,
particularly by younger Jews.? Beginning in the mid-1920s, a large number of

3  Regarding Yiddish folklore scholarship in the Soviet Union, see Slotnick (1976); Mlotek
(1977-1978); Braun (1978); Soifer (1978).

4  The term commonly associated with the Jewish town is shtet! (pl. shtetlekh), the diminutive
form of shtot (city). There is no standardised definition for this term, although it is
generally considered to have been an Eastern European town with a large, if not majority
Yiddish-speaking, Jewish population centering around a marketplace economy (see
Pinchuk 1990:12-19; Soyer 1994:21 ££.).

Since the appearance of Zborowski and Herzog's Life is With People (1995), originally
published in 1952, the term shietl has become increasingly problematic. Barbara
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has identified three questionable assumptions associated with the
term: (1) shtet! was identified with Jewish community; (2) it was imagined to be isolated,
self-contained and homogeneous; and (3) it was imagined to be timeless, without
undergoing change or modernisation (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1995:xiv). In addition, an
accurate distinction was not made between shtetl (the town itself) and kehile (the
autonomous Jewish community; 1995:xv). As Kirshenblatt-Gimblett points out, the shtetl
is only one place where Jews lived, ranging from the dorf (village), to the shtetl to the shtot,
in addition to those Jews who lived on the land (known as yeshuvnikes or gut bazitsers).
The effect of a publication such as Zborowski and Herzog's, is that “In English, the
meaning of shtetl ... narrows to the world of Sholom Aleichem ... an exclusively Jewish
world, a vanished world.” The shtetl becomes “a protagonist in its own right”, “reified”
(treated as a thing) and “anthropomorphized” (treated as a person) (1995:xviii-xix).
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Jews were resettled to agricultural colonies in the border regions of the Crimea,
the Ukraine, and Belorussia, as well as Birobidzhan in the Far East — part of a
plan by the Evsektsiia to “productivize the Jewish masses” (Gitelman 1988:142).
As a result of the industrialisation of the first Five Year Plan from 1928-1933
and continuing throughout the 1930s, a large number of Jews resettled to the
urban centres. By 1939 almost forty percent of the Jewish population had left
the former Pale (Gitelman 1988:142-168).5

In Eastern European Jewish society, klezmorim were generally held in
contempt, subject to scorn and derision, in spite of their integral and
unavoidable role in community life. They were seen as suspicious figures who
made fun of the traditional Jewish way of life, and were viewed almost as
ignoramuses, unlearned in torah and talmud (Stutschewsky 1959:63-65).¢ The
klezmer’s art was not recognised to be on the level of that of a bal-melokhe
(skilled craftsman), and most of the players had to take on supplementary
professions in order to augment their meagre livelihood as musicians. As a
result of these prevailing attitudes, as well as their penury, the musicians
formed a socio-economic group of low status within Jewish society. In addition,
Yehude Elzet has pointed out that klezmorim had much contact with non-Jews
and with women, both of whom were seen as threatening to the traditional
patriarchal Jewish society. They were also considered to be sexually dangerous
outsiders. As Isaac Leybush Peretz (1852-1915) wrote in his story Shampanyer
(Champagne), “I guarded my daughter like the apple of my eye ... klezmorim
are going around” (quoted in Elzet 1920:33). Because of their association with
women at weddings and other celebrations, klezmorim could not adhere to as
strict a code of conduct as would have otherwise been expected of them by

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett advocates the use of the term the “Jewish town” in place of “shtetl”,
and this terminology has been adopted here. At the same time, she stresses:
Notwithstanding its importance, the “Jewish town” is not the only place that Jews lived in
significant n and created a recognizably Jewish way of life. Nor is the “Jewish
town” to be confused with the shtetl, which has come to signify all that is most Jewish
about East European Jewish culture (1995:xix).
The so-called Pale of Settlement was the territory within tsarist Russia in which Jews were
legally authorised to live, corresponding roughly to today’s Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine
and Moldova. Formed by various statutes during the period following the second and
third partitions of Poland in 1793 and 1795 and with boundaries shifting as recently as

1893, the Pale was finally abolished after the February Revolution in 1917 (Ben-Sasson
1992:925-927).

5  For a general account of the events in the Soviet Union during this period, see Gitelman
(1988:108-142); Levin (1988, volume 1, chapters 4-5, 8-9, 12 and 14).

6  The study of torah (Hebr.) and talmud (Hebr.) forms the foundation of the Jewish religion.
Torah — also known as the Written Law — generally refers to the Five Books of Moses but
is also used to refer to the entire Bible or even to the entire body of traditional Jewish
laws. The talmud — also known as the Oral Law — is a set of books written by a series of
rabbinic scholars over the course of several centuries. The talmud incorporates both the
mishna (Hebr.), the codification of the Oral Law completed in the second century, and the
gemara (Hebr.), which consists of the discussions and commentaries to the mishna by later

generations of scholars (Helmreich 1982:2-3; Maier and Schiifer 1981:115, 213-215, 288-293,
301-302).



traditional Eastern European Jewish society (1920:33). The disdain for
klezmorim was transferred to the Jewish communal structures in America.
“Through their professional associations and business activities, the theater
conductors, composers, and music publishers of Yiddish New York
systematically barred klezmorim from their ranks” (Loeffler 1997a:36). A
“Tewish music nationalism” arose, the diverse strands of which included the
rise of an American-Yiddish theatre élite, the growth of both Zionist and
Yiddishist workers’ choruses, and the emergence of a Jewish national school of
art music fostered in the St. Petersburg music conservatory (Loeffler 1997a:37).
In addition, the so-called “shtetl myth” came into being in which “there could
be no outside contaminating influences of the modern world such as published
sheet music, recordings, or any other commercial musical influences” (Loeffler
1997a:38). Klezmorim were “judged not to be true folk musicians but
commercial dance musicians”:

... [Their] connections with Gypsies and other non-Jewish musical sources and
their commercialism and knowledge of popular and quasi-popular musical
materials disqualified them in the eyes of the Jewish musical nationalists. The

rofessional dimension in the klezmorim’s musical knowledge and performance

style also invalidated them (Loeffler 1997a:38).

Jewish folklore as a field of study was first founded around 1896-1898 by
Dr. Max Griinwald of Hamburg (Noy 1980:3), more than a century after the
study of folk song in general had been founded by Johann Gottfried Herder in
1778 (Bohlman 1988:6-7). Given this and the low social status afforded
klezmorim, it is not surprising that their music was not deemed worthy of
serious scholarly study until recently.” The (ethno)musicology of Jewish
musical traditions is generally considered to have been founded by Abraham
Zevi Idelsohn (1882-1938). Idelsohn’s ten-volume Thesaurus of Hebrew Melodies,
the largest undertaking of its kind to date, contains three volumes of Eastern
European music (all originally published in 1932). However, the only genres
included within them were synagogue song (volume 8), secular folk song
(volume 9) and hasidic song (volume 10) (1973a-c) — and not instrumental
klezmer music. In his book Jewish Music in Its Historical Development (first
published in 1929) Idelsohn did dedicate part of one chapter to klezmorim
(1992:455-60). Here, he concentrates almost exclusively on historical accounts of
Jewish instrumentalists in Germany, Bohemia, Poland, Belorussia and Hungary
from the Middle Ages through the first half of the nineteenth century,
mentioning only in passing that: “in Eastern Europe the klezmorim continued as
a guild until lately” (458).8 Idelsohn’s condescending attitude towards the

7  Victor Greene has pointed out the low status of the study of ethnic music in America in
general: “Neither classical nor ‘popular’ in the general sense, ethnic music seemed to be
absent from the standard surveys of American music, a surprising circumstance in view
of the fact that many people enjoyed listening and dancing to this music” in the urban
ethnic centres (1992:viii).

8 The Jewish Middle Ages in Europe are considered to have lasted from 1000-1600.
Northern European Jewish society “retained its medieval aspect through the sixteenth
century, and considerably later in some places” (Trachtenberg 1939:viii; see also 315).
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musicians begins with the first sentence, in which he depicts the term klezmer
as a “corruption” of the Hebrew compound (455), and continues through to the
last sentence of the chapter, in which he portrays the klezmorim as only the
“forerunners of the host of musicians of Jewish extraction ... who, from the
beginning of the nineteenth century on, contributed enormously toward the
upbuilding of European art-music” (460). In a work which otherwise abounds
with musical examples — thirty-five tables of up to ten pages in length each —
Idelsohn (1992) did not include a single example of instrumental klezmer

repertoire.

Although he did not deal directly with the analysis of klezmer music,
Idelsohn was the first musicologist to have attempted to categorise or analyse
systematically secular Yiddish song based upon its musical qualities (rather
than its textual content). He concentrated particularly on the scalar basis of the
pieces, and also made the first efforts to catalogue their basic figures
(“motives”, 1973b:ix) in his introduction to The Folk Song of the East European
Jews (1973b:xii-xxviii; see also 1932, 1933 and 1939; Bayer and Schleifer 1986).
Unfortunately, Idelsohn’s figural charts do not refer back to specific pieces

contained within the collection, so that their original melodic context cannnot
be traced.

Idelsohn’s tendency to view the Jewish wedding musicians as primarily a
medieval, Central European phenomenon, is also present in the writings of
Albert Wolf (1908) and Paul Nettl (1923, 1927, 1931, 1957) and, later, Alfred
Sendrey (1970) and Walter Salmen (1991). The extraordinary growth and
development in the music of the klezmorim in Eastern Europe during the
course of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries in
Europe, and in the first half of the twentieth century in the United States — the
only klezmer music that has actually been documented in musical notation and
recordings — is completely ignored by these writers, with the exception of
Salmen, who devotes three pages to a discussion of European klezmer music

after the mid-nineteenth century, American klezmer music and the klezmer
revival (1991:46-48; see Rubin 1993-1994).

In his overview of the historiography of Jewish musical traditions, Eric
Werner (1901-1988) makes no mention of klezmer music research at all and he
completely fails to acknowledge the contributions of Beregovski (1976). In
reference to the folklorists and composers of the St. Petersburg Gezelshaft far
yidisher folks-muzik (Society for Jewish Folk Music), Werner states:

This group ... was chiefly interested in Yiddish secular folklore, and studiously
neglected the Hebrew-religious elements. Consequently, its concern with the
mainstream of Jewish Music was scanty and superficial (1976:14).
Werner’s attitude seems to embody that of the Jewish musical establishment of
his day, that the true Jewish music is sacred music whereas secular music,
particularly Yiddish, is of secondary interest. Jewish musical traditions were
viewed from a national perspective by researchers in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. This attitude, which was influenced both by general
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ideas on nationalism, such as those of Herder, as well as the rise of Zionism at
the end of the nineteenth century (Zaagsma 1996:9, 17-18), continued into the
1970s. In the Proceedings of the World Congress on Jewish Music Jerusalem 1978, for
example, only one paper was published on any aspect of Yiddish music, Mark
Slobin’s ‘“Looking” at Yiddish Song: Iconography of Jewish-American Sheet
Music’ (Slobin 1982a).?

9  Bret Werb noted a similar phenomenon regarding the music of the American-Yiddish
theatre when he embarked on his research of the music of Joseph Rumshinsky (1879-
1956). He attributed this to a “lack of historical perspective”, a “bias toward liturgical
music” as well as “linguistic attrition” relating to the decline of the Yiddish language

(1987:10).



2.2 The state of published klezmer research

The following literature review is based upon a survey of Sendrey (1951),
Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart (1958), the RILM Abstracts of Music Literature
(1967-2001), Weisser (1969), Encyclopedia Judaica (1971-1972), Werner (1976a),
the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (1980, 2001), Heskes (1985),
Adler (1995a), Bohlman (2000) and Slobin (2001), among others.

2.2.1 Pre-war studies

The first article about klezmorim and their music was written by Lipaev
(1904), who laid out many of the themes which would be later taken up in
greater detail by Beregovski. These included the role and significance of the
klezmer kapelye in Jewish society in pre-revolutionary Russia,10 the
organisation of the kapelye and its guild-like structures, how the musicians were
trained, the economic relationships within the kapelye, the expressive elements
of klezmer performance style, the “Judaising” transformation into klezmer
style of pieces of non-Jewish origin and the creations of the nineteenth violin
virtuosi, in particular Pedotser (Arn-Moyshe Kholodenko, 1828-1902).

Beregovski was the only scholar to have attained the equivalent of a PhD
for research on klezmer music, being awarded the academic status of Kandidat
of Artistic Sciences from the Moscow State Conservatory in January 1944
(Beregovskaya and Eppel 1994:144).11 He did not write a separate dissertation
on klezmer music, but rather received the degree based upon his submission of
the text from volume 3 of the planned five-volume anthology Euvreiiski
Muzykal’nyi Fol’klor (Jewish Musical Folklore). This work, first published
posthumously (Beregovski 1987), was completed in 1938 and comprised
around fifty pages of text and annotations, with transcriptions of 271 musical
pieces (Beregovskaya and Eppel 1994:144).12 Beregovski published two
writings on klezmer music during his lifetime: the short monograph Yidishe
instrumentale folks-musik (Jewish Instrumental Folk Music, 1937), a call for the
collection of raw data on klezmorim and their music; and the article Yidishe
klezmer, zeyer shafn un shteyger (Jewish Klezmorim, Their Creations and
Lifestyle, 1941), which contained most of the same information as in the text to
the posthumous publication (Beregovski 1987). He also discussed some aspects
of klezmer music in the articles The Interaction of Ukrainian and Jewish Folk Music
(1935 in Slobin 2000b:526-27), The Altered Dorian Scale in Jewish Folk Music (On

10  Kapelye (pl. kapelyes): band.
11 Kandidat iskustvovedcheskikh nauk is a Soviet degree equivalent to a Western PhD.

12 For the book version, Beregovski prepared 258 musical pieces. The editor, Max Goldin,
rearranged Beregovski's original text and further reduced the number of musical
examples to 239 (Beregovski 1987:5). An English edition based on Beregovski’s original
manuscript has been edited by Mark Slobin, Robert Rothstein and Michael Alpert (2001).
This publication came out just as the present study was going to print and all quotes are
from an unpublished translation of the 1987 Russian edition.
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the Question of the Semantic Characteristics of Scales; 1946 in Slobin 2000b:558-
560),13 as well as the anthology Jewish Folk Songs (1962 in Slobin 2000b:301-302).
Beregovski’s work on the music of the purimshpiln (volume 5 of Jewish Musical
Folklore), the Yiddish folk plays for the holy day purim which were traditionally
accompanied by klezmorim, remains unpublished.14

Beregovski’s work is distinguished by its attention to detail, particularly
regarding information about informants. He took care to note their age and
occupation, the location, date, and circumstances under which they were
recorded, as well as the original key and metronome markings. He also was a
strong proponent of using mechanical recording equipment in the field
(Slotnick 1976:8). Despite this adherence to detail in the field, Beregovski did
however tend to rely substantially on his informants for his notated musical
source materials. For example, of the 271 notated pieces submitted with his
kandidat thesis, only eighty-two had been transcribed by Beregovski and his
assistant from cylinders (Beregovskaya and Eppel 1994:144).15 Of the remaining
184 pieces, fourteen were transcribed by Beregovski from informants directly
by ear, and the other 170 pieces stemmed from a variety of notated sources,
primarily manuscripts of anonymous musicians and of Beregovski's own
informants (Beregovski 1987:5-6). He justified the use of these materials,
because “Many of the klezmers had a very good knowledge of musical
notation and they could always be relied upon” (in Beregovskaya and Eppel

1994:157).

Of most relevance to the present study, what Beregovski did not do in any
of his writings was to undertake a detailed analysis of the musical elements in
the repertoire and performance practice of the klezmorim. His musical analyses
were limited to short descriptions of the repertoire types, their overall
(“skheme”) and phrase (“period”/“fal”) structures (1941:435-441), modes
(“gustn”) (1941:443-445), and what he termed “half cadences” (polykadansi) and
“final cadences” (zakliutshitelnie kadansi) (1987:42-43).16 Beregovski also wrote
about some elements of the klezmer performance style (“Typical features of
klezmer performance”, 1941:446-447), but he did not use any musical examples
to illustrate his points. Beregovski’s transcriptions do not contain a high level
of detail in comparison to that present on the available commercial klezmer

13 This article was published in a Russian anthology in 1973.

14 A Russian edition of volume 5 is plannned for publication in 2001 in Kiev (L. Sholokhova-
Goyzman 2000, personal commmunication).

For a more complete discussion of the publications of Beregovski, see Slobin (1986), Braun
(1987 and 1988) and Ottens and Rubin (1995a).

15 Of the eighty-two, some may have been recordings made between 1912-1914 by the Music
Division of the Jewish-Ethnographic Expedition in the Name of Baron Horace
Guinsbourg, the so-called “An-ski Expedition” led by the folklorist and writer Sh. An-ski
(Shloyme Zaynuil Rappaport, 1863-1920), author of The Dybbuk.

16 The application of Western analytical termininology to klezmer music is problematic. See

the discussion in chapters 6-8.



recordings from Eastern Europe from 1908-1914 and 1937.17 While those
recorded performances exhibited a large number of ornaments and improvised
variations, as well as phrasing subtleties such as tempo rubato and agogic
accents, Beregovski’s published transcriptions contain few ornaments, variants
and articulation markings. In addition, Beregovski was unable to include scores
of ensemble playing in his works. When he began his work in 1927,

... Jewish weddings rarely took place ... [and] klezmer bands no longer existed

— there were only a few individual klezmorim. In any case the klezmer of the

1927-1928 period was already one who played with a contemporary orchestra.

It was impossible for me to get hold of even one sheet of a musical score (in

Beregovskaya and Eppel 1994:157).
Beregovski's work is, therefore, primarily of interest as that of a systematic

collector and archivist, but his analyses are of little value from a contemporary
ethnomusicological perspective.18

Other pre-World War Two writings on klezmorim and their music were
mostly of a sociological, historical or linguistic nature. In his short article about
the tsimbl in Jewish music (1926), Findeisen was the only pre-war scholar
besides Beregovski to have actually included musical examples in his work.1?
Several articles dealt with the lives and social role of Jewish wedding musicians
of the fifteenth to the early nineteenth centuries in Jewish centres in Western
and Central Europe, such as Prague and Frankfurt. Among these, the primary
studies were those of Albert Wolf (1908) — who wrote about travelling Jewish
entertainers of all kinds, including ritual instrumentalists — and Paul Nettl
(1923; 1927; 1931). The music of the letsonim in the German-speaking lands was
not documented: their tradition had died out by the early nineteenth century as
a result of the haskalah,20 as well as the gradual emancipation of the Jews in
Central Europe which took place during the years 1781-1869. Several scholars,
most notably Nettl (1923:40-45), attempted to extrapolate what the music of the

17 See, for example, the pre-World War I solo violin recordings of Joseph Solinski, Leon Ahl
and H. Steiner as well as the 1937 recordings of M. L. Rabinovitsh. Some have been

reissued in Sapoznik and Spottswood (1993), Ottens and Rubin (1995e), Schwartz (1997)
and Ottens and Rubin (1999b).

18  Goldin (1987) raises similar concerns about the scientific basis of Beregovski’'s musical
analyses.

It is possible that Beregovski was prevented from carrying out to fruition his detailed
klezmer research plan of 1937 as a result of the Shoah and the subsequent purges in the
Soviet Union from 1948 until Stalin’s death in 1953: “As a result of the onset of World War
I, with the destruction of the communities in which he worked, and his subsequent
arrest, much of his work is either incomplete or unpublished ... so we have lamentably
little to go on” (Slobin 1986:259).

19 The tsimbl (pl. tsimblen) is a trapeziform hammered dulcimer popular among European
Jewish musicians from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries in Central Europe and
from the seventeenth century to the twentieth century in Eastern Europe.

20 Haskalah is the Hebrew term for the Jewish Enlightenment originating from the
philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786) in Berlin. The haskalah had begun to spread
to parts of Eastern Europe already by the 1780s (see Fishman 1995).
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letsonim might have sounded like based upon existing manuscripts of German-
Jewish liturgical and para-liturgical music. The works of Wolf, Nettl and their
contemporaries shed light on the origins and social context of the letsonim
tradition which, although a direct relationship beetween the two groups of
musicians has not yet been established, did bear striking similarities to those of
the Fastern FEuropean klezmer tradition. Alfred Landau (1913), Samuel
Weissenberg (1913), Noyekh Prilutski (1918), Yehude Elzet (1920), Avrom-
Yitskhok Trivaks (1923), and Leon Dushman (1928) contributed linguistic
studies on the Eastern European klezmer-loshn (klezmer language), the secret
jargon of the klezmorim. Weissenberg (1905) had also published an eyewitness
report of a Jewish wedding in Southern Russia circa 1880, in which he describes
in detail the rituals accompanied by the music of the klezmorim. Y. Lifshits
(1930) wrote the first substantial study about badkhonim from the sixteenth to
the early twentieth centuries, citing archive and scholarly sources, as well as
those from the memoir literature and belles lettres. The badkhn was a wedding
entertainer fulfilling a combination of roles, including master of ceremonies,
moraliser and jester. The rhyming of the badkhonim was accompanied
instrumentally by klezmorim.

2.2.2 Post-war studies

2.2.2.1 Israel

The first monograph on klezmorim and their music written in the post-war
period is Joachim Stutschewsky’s Ha-Klezmorim (1959). Stutschewsky had been
born into a klezmer family in Romny, Ukraine and was primarily known as a
cellist, music pedagogue and composer (Bayer 1971-1972c). Although not the
work of a scholar, Ha-Klezmorim is well-researched, drawing together
information from many previous publications, including the work of
Beregovksi. In addition, Stutschewsky carried out original research, gathering
pieces, stories, folk sayings and biographical information about East European
klezmorim from a number of informants in Israel (see especially 109-146). He
was also the first to write about the klezmer tradition in pre-Israel Palestine
(52-55). The most important theme for Stutschewsky was what he perceived to
be the quintessentially “Jewish” nature of klezmer music: “The klezmorim of
Eastern Europe gave us the most Jewish music that we have got” (194). This, he
saw, set klezmer music apart not only from other Eastern European
instrumental folk musics but also from other genres of music within the
Eastern European Jewish milieu itself. Stutschewsky’s basic claim was that the
music very clearly reflects a vibrant, spiritual Eastern European Jewish life
displaying its own particular sensibility. According to him, it is not the
individual elements to be found in the music, such as the recurrent use of the
interval of the augmented 2nd, which characterises it, but rather the lyrical
musical expression and its emotionality (184-185; see also Beregovski 1941:446
and 1987:32-33). Stutschewsky sees the very lack of theoretical musical
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knowledge on the part of the players as allowing them to create a music which
was full of fantastic and unexpected flights of musical imagination and great
nuance of rhythm (187-88). The author disputes Stutschewsky’s image of the
klezmer as a naive folk musician without any theoretical knowledge
whatsoever. The spectrum of the different types of klezmers and their musical
training and abilities shall be discussed further in chapters 3 and 4.
Stutschewsky pointed out the essentially monophonic nature of klezmer music
and that, even in ensemble playing, use is generally not made of elements such
as counterpoint, imitation and polyphony (201). Unfortunately, his musical
analyses and statements about style are rather general and vague, and cannot
easily be tested.

A year following the publication of Ha-Klezmorim, Isaac Rivkind (1895-1968)
published a rebuttal to Stutschewsky in the form of the monograph Klezmorim
(1960). Rivkind admitted he could not evaluate Stutschewsky’s writings about
klezmer music itself. He accused Stutschewsky in the strongest terms,
however, of a lack of thoroughness in his research methodology and
presentation of the sociological and historical information (1960:8-11). At the
same time Rivkind added historical-ethnographic information of his own
regarding the origins of the terms klezmer, leyts and badkhn (12-16), klezmorim
within the context of the traditional wedding (18-27), descriptions of traditional
dances (28-36), the demographics of klezmorim in Eastern Europe (36-39),
iconography of klezmorim (40-44), as well as other playing contexts of the
musicians outside of the wedding (45-48). The folklorist Dov Sadan (1947)
contributed the first scholarly study of the flautist and xylophonist Mikhoel-
Yoysef Guzikov (Michael Joseph Gusikow, 1806-1837). The composer Moshe
Bik’s publication of Bessarabian klezmer tunes (1964),2! although written from
the perspective of a practical musician and not a scholar, is the only collection
to focus on the klezmer repertoire of a single Eastern European town. In the
short, accompanying text, Bik discusses klezmers in Orgeyev from the second
half of the nineteenth century until the early decades of the twentieth century
and, in particular, the musical interaction between the local klezmorim and the
Gypsy liutari, the professional, mostly Rom musicians.

Research in the area of hasidic klezmer music in Israel has been carried out
by the composer and ethnomusicologist André Hajdu and the
ethnomusicologist Yaacov Mazor, both together and separately. The work of
Hajdu and Mazor has shown that there are many inter-relationships between
the Israeli “Meron” style (Hajdu 1971) and the Eastern European and American
klezmer styles. Of particular relevance to this study is Mazor, Hajdu and
Bayer’s preliminary study of the related tradition of hasidic instrumental dance

21 Bessarabia is the historical name of the area between the Prut and Dniester rivers, settled
by Romanians from the province of Moldova in the fifteenth century. This area comprises
most of the contemporary Republic of Moldova (former Moldavian SSR), as well as parts
of Ukraine (see Feldman 1984:31).
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nigunim (1974).22 Making use of a sample of 250 tunes as a basis, it was the first
attempt to analyse specific aspects of Ashkenazi Jewish instrumental dance
tunes. The article was originally planned to be the first of a two-part study. The
first part set out to define the parameters of the music and present the data for
analysis in the form of skeletal transcriptions. The second part of the study —
which has not been published to date — would have then analysed the data
from part one making use of a computer. Mazor, Hajdu and Bayer set out to
study only two main parameters which they described as “form structure” and
“scalar structure and ambitus” (1974:138). They planned to analyse the formal
elements at various levels of detail breaking the complete composition into
“sections” (1974:140) and the sections into “components” (1974:144). Their
planned analysis was to be strictly structural:
No account was taken of those elements which are beyond the primary
procedures of musical analysis, such as performance characteristics — tone
colour, tempo and tempo changes, pitch, variants and graces. Nor have there
been included two common “analytical” criteria, namely motivic analysis and
rhythmical analysis. Their importance is beyond doubt, but this would have
demanded a full and detailed description of the motivic and rhythmical
elements (and the invention of new terms and new definitions to suit the
material analyzed); all this before reaching the classification and statistical
analysis of the primary structural elements, which is the aim of our study
(1974:138).

The writings of Joachim Braun have shed light on the life and works of
Beregovski (1987, 1988), the role of klezmorim and descendants of klezmer
families in the developme