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ABSTRACT 

REVIVING, CONTINUING, AND TRANSFORMING: STYLISTICALLY VARIED 
APPROACHES TO KLEZMER IN THE LATE TWENTIETH AND EARLY 
TWENTY-FIRST CENTURIES 

Benjamin Ryer, D.M.A. 

George Mason University, 2020 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Jesse Guessford 

 

“Klezmer” is the term commonly used today to refer to music Jewish music from Eastern 

Europe and is often associated with the Yiddish language and Ashkenazi Jews. Since the 

1970s a renewed interest in klezmer has led musicians, both Jewish and non-Jewish, to 

explore this style with its hallmark modal melodies and rhythmic patterns, and to 

interpret it through their own individual cultural lenses. These varied interpretations of 

klezmer nonetheless share a certain set of characteristics, from melodic and harmonic 

tendencies to a core repertoire which has persisted since the beginning of the twentieth 

century. This dissertation examines how these characteristics can be applied to construct  

a defined klezmer style while at the same time outlining differing approaches in late 

twentieth and early twenty-first century klezmer performances.
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CHAPTER ONE: BACKGROUND 

During the final quarter of the nineteenth century, a rise in anti-Jewish sentiment 

and a changing social climate contributed to a series of horrific pogroms. This caused a 

surge in Jewish emigration out of Eastern Europe, and many of those who fled the 

continent found themselves in New York City. As Western European immigrants from 

Ireland, Germany, and other European countries brought with them strong social and 

musical connections to their own culture, so too did these Eastern European Jews. By the 

time renowned Romanian violinist and bandleader Abe Schwartz arrived in New York 

City in 1899, Jewish music known as klezmer had already begun to find a place amidst 

the diverse society of Western European and American culture.1 Other Jewish musicians, 

such as acclaimed clarinetists Naftule Brandwein and Dave Tarras, would come to 

America in the following decades and make names for themselves as well, playing both 

Jewish and non-Jewish music for weddings and other social gatherings.  

Klezmer’s popularity and social role had begun to decline by the 1930s, and 

likewise for the next several decades little was heard of klezmer on the popular music 

front outside of a handful of memorable Yiddish songs and melodies.2 Starting in the 

 
1 Yale Strom, The Book of Klezmer: The History, the Music, the Folklore, Chicago: A Capella 

Books, 2002, 157. 

 2 Mark Slobin, “The Neo-Klezmer Movement and Euro-American Music Revivalism,” The 
Journal of American Folklore vol. 97, no. 383 (Jan. – Mar. 1984), 99. 
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mid-1970s, however, klezmer “revival” groups such as the Klezmorim and Kapelye 

began to find a new level of success with klezmer amidst a general wave of enthusiasm 

for various forms of folk music.3 The repertoire and instrumentation presented by these 

groups had, in large part, a basis in recordings from the early twentieth century. Once 

these groups had become established, other musicians began to pick up on the style in a 

whirl of increasingly widespread international performances and cultural exchange, 

which contributed to the emergence of more unique-sounding and “hybridized” klezmer 

groups. While many early revival-era groups came out of New York or Los Angeles, 

klezmer’s integration into popular culture following the revival era has led to a wide 

variety of musicians blending elements of klezmer with other stylistic or regional musical 

practices. Bands like the 4th Ward Afro-Klezmer Orchestra in Atlanta, Georgia, who 

combine klezmer with elements of funk, or the Zydepunks in New Orleans, Louisiana, 

who blend a number of folk styles such as zydeco, Cajun, traditional Irish music, and 

klezmer, represent a shift away from the “traditional” image of Jewish musicians of 

Eastern European lineage.4 This proliferation of klezmer spread internationally through 

groups including the Lerner-Moguilevsky Duo in Buenos Aires, Argentina and the 

Yurodny Ensemble in Ireland. 

While spreading globally the klezmer style has evolved, especially since the 

1990s. When defining klezmer, one of the questions which frequently arises is whether 

 
 3 Ibid., 100-101. 

 4 “Zydepunks,” accessed March 31, 2017, https://zydepunks.com/band/. 
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an ensemble calling itself a “klezmer” group can truly be defined as such if it is made up 

of non-Jewish members and incorporates elements outside of klezmer into its music (such 

as the Zydepunks or Yurodny). Because the word “klezmer” itself carries only a 

culturally implied connotation (the Yiddish translation for the word is simply “music” or 

“musician”) one could make the argument that any music simply claiming to be 

“klezmer” fits the bill. 

The hypothesis for this research is that, while klezmer is a highly flexible musical 

style which lends itself to borrowing and fusion, there exists an observable set of 

characteristics which give definition to the style. While self-proclaimed klezmer 

performers come from a variety of cultural, musical, and geographic backgrounds, the 

performers and ensembles examined here have preserved key elements of klezmer while 

at the same time introducing new musical characteristics into their art. In short, while the 

mechanics of klezmer necessitate a certain set of musical qualities, the spirit of klezmer 

invites a diverse set of musical styles while still maintaining the essence of Yiddish 

culture.  

The fundamental determination to be made here is the extent to which eight 

selected recordings made between 1978 and 2012 share a common set of characteristics 

that tie them into an overall definition of klezmer. The starting point for this study is that 

all groups featured in this set of recordings, in one way or another, self-identify as 

performers of klezmer. The first step toward answering this question is to establish a firm 

baseline of the history of klezmer, both from a cultural and analytical perspective. 
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Following this overview, an examination of more contemporary recordings invites an 

application of analytical techniques regarding instrumentation, harmony, and rhythm 

which will be discussed at greater length in the following section. Other questions 

addressed include how closely the selected musicians have followed and drawn from 

klezmer musicians who came before them, how each group has cultivated their own 

unique image, and to what extent these images play into the klezmer tradition.  

Once a historical backdrop has been set for the contemporary klezmer scene, the 

focus of the study will shift to the analysis of the selected recordings. A general overview 

of common musical practices in klezmer, as well as characteristics of common musical 

forms, will provide a basis for comparison between recordings. It is my goal to 

extrapolate from analysis of these recordings key musical characteristics which are 

shared between them, thereby rendering a set of common klezmer practices. Furthermore, 

I intend to trace stylistic changes between recordings made before 1990 and those made 

after 1990 in order to explain how klezmer practice has changed during the late twentieth 

and early twenty-first centuries. 

The major implication to come out of this study is the notion that klezmer is not 

strictly limited to a homogeneous sound consisting only of time-tested repertoire and 

performance practice. The analyses of the recordings included in this study will aim to 

demonstrate that there exists a set of musical elements that give klezmer its distinctive 

sound. At the same time, musicians of varying cultural and stylistic backgrounds have 

continued to push the envelope in order to bring novel elements to a long-standing 
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musical style. Making these connections helps us to not only better understand klezmer’s 

place in popular culture among both Jews and non-Jews, but also provides an analytical 

template to be applied to any number of traditional musical styles which have found their 

way into popular culture. 
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CHAPTER TWO: HISTORY 

Early Period in America (1880-1930) 

Decades before the musical style now called klezmer first made its way from 

Eastern Europe to the United States, Jewish folk music by its very nature was based upon 

stylistic heterogeneity. The history of klezmer runs parallel to the history of the Jewish 

people; for centuries Eastern European Jews were spread across myriad nations, and 

while they shared a common faith, they did not have a true unifying homeland. Jewish 

culture transcends nationality, and for this reason klezmer “was a ‘magpie’ music made 

up of many different elements…for the Jews of Eastern Europe, klezmer acted as a kind 

of sonic glue; one of the things that bound them together as a people.”5 Performers of 

klezmer, known as klezmorim, played an important role in society by bringing 

entertainment to weddings and other cultural celebrations.6 

The archetypal klezmer was a traveling musician, sometimes seen as a vagabond 

or unsavory character, not unlike the rebellious rock and roll musicians of the 1950s and 

1960s. And yet, at the same time, these musicians were a vital component of social 

 
5 Timeshift, season 12, episode 4, “Klezmer,” directed by Merryn Threadgould, aired October 14, 

2012 on BBC. 

6 Yale Strom, The Book of Klezmer: The History, the Music, the Folklore (Chicago: A Capella 
Books, 2002), 1; Historically the musician himself was referred to as a klezmer, a Yiddish word meaning 
“vessels of the music.” In this context, the italicization of the word klezmorim or klezmer implies the 
performer himself, rather than the name of the musical style. 
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gatherings and celebrations, expected to bring life to the party. Klezmer musician and 

scholar Henry Sapoznik describes the klezmer as “…indispensable to both Jewish and 

non-Jewish celebrations for hundreds of years…that these itinerant, frequently poverty-

stricken characters appear so often in oral and legendary traditions indicates the 

prominence of their social role.”7 A vestige of old-world Europe, this type of performer 

was all but extinct by the beginning of the twentieth century as Jewish music and culture 

began to proliferate in America.8  

Due to increasing political instability, violent pogroms, and anti-Semitic 

sentiments throughout Eastern Europe, the years between 1890 and 1930 saw a large-

scale migration of Jews to the United States, including klezmorim.9 Many of these Jewish 

immigrants settled in blocs in New York City and were quickly confronted with a 

language, culture, and way of life alien to them. For this reason, comforts such as Yiddish 

publications and traditional music were of great social import, as they gave these people a 

connection to the homes they had left behind. As more Jewish musicians made the move 

from old-world Europe to the United States, their practices and the societal roles of their 

music began to shift. By the end of the nineteenth century, notated klezmer sheet music 

was becoming available to musicians. Ukrainian ethnomusicologist Moshe Beregovski 

spent the 1920s and 1930s compiling an extensive list of klezmer repertoire dating back 

 
7 Henry Sapoznik, liner notes for Klezmer Music 1910-1942, Folkways Records FSS 34021, vinyl, 

1981. 

8 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 95-96. 

9 Ibid., 140-3. 
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to the middle of the nineteenth century. Prior to his work musicians including violinist 

Aron Moyshe Kholodenko began to more regularly notate their own compositions.10 

These notated manuscripts, along with early recordings, would help to create a solid, 

cohesive core of repertoire and reference material for musicians and scholars during the 

“revival” period several decades later.11  

One of the most influential resources for performers of klezmer came in 1924 

with the publication of the Kammen series of “fake books,” collections of transcribed 

tunes. Put out by brothers Joseph and Jack Kammen, these books included well-known 

music from Europe, of both Jewish and non-Jewish origins.12 Many of these popular 

melodies which were compiled and played during the early 20th century bore titles that 

were essentially fabricated, as musicians would simply refer to a given piece by its genre 

and composer.13 Works from the Kammen collection that were considered Jewish 

wedding standards during the early 20th century include a number of freylekhs (a type of 

Jewish dance, which will be further discussed later), Der Broiges Tanz (“The Dance of 

Forgiveness”), and Der Patch Tanz (“Hand-Clapping Dance”).14 Even as klezmer’s 

 
10 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 58-9; Seth Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer: A Music Lover’s 

Guide to Jewish Roots and Soul Music, from the Old World to the Jazz Age to the Downtown Avant-Garde 
(Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2000), 32. 

11 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 111. 

12 Ibid., 150. 

13 Mark Slobin, ed., American Klezmer: Its Roots and Offshoots (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2002), 16. 

14 Jack and Joseph Kammen, arr., Kammen International Dance Folio No. 1 (New York: J. & J. 
Kammen Music Co.) 55. 
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presence in the United States began to wane toward the end of the 1920s, continuing 

performances saw individual cities represented by the sounds of their own unique core 

folios, which had supplanted the tradition of passing repertoire down in person from one 

generation to the next.15 

As the cultural role and accessibility of klezmer evolved in early twentieth-

century America, so too did the idiomatic instrumentation of the klezmer ensemble. 

Whereas the violin and tsimbal (hammered dulcimer) had been the most iconic lead 

klezmer instruments in nineteenth-century Europe, louder and more resonant instruments 

shifted to the forefront of American klezmer performances by the turn of the century, 

including the accordion, trumpet, and most notably the clarinet.16 The major catalyst for 

this shift began in mid-nineteenth century Eastern Europe as Jews who had been 

conscripted into military service learned to play “field-appropriate” wind instruments; 

this meant that they could remain professional musicians while avoiding combat roles.17 

The increasingly common incorporation of clarinet, saxophone, trumpet, guitar, and other 

instruments into klezmer ensembles also coincided with the rise of jazz in the United 

States and contributed to the stylistic crossover on the part of professional musicians.18 

Bandleader and trumpet player Abe Elenkrig’s 1913 recordings, for example, were 

among the earliest made in the United States, and already featured a noticeably more 

 
15 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 65-6. 

16 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 151. 

17 Ibid., 98-9. 

18 Ibid., 169. 
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brass-heavy sound than was previously considered mainstream in klezmer performance.19 

The same can be said for the style of Philadelphia bandleader Harry Kandel, who came to 

the United States in or around 1906 and played the clarinet under John Philip Sousa 

before beginning to record Jewish music in 1917.20 This American wind-band influence 

shone through in Kandel’s music, as his recordings during the late 1910s and early 1920s, 

like those of Elenkrig, featured a particularly brass-heavy sound. These recordings often 

featured theatre musicians with whom Kandel had previously worked and performed.21 

By the time klezmer arrived in the United States the clarinet had emerged as a 

particularly significant and characteristic voice in Jewish music and was represented in 

large part by performers Naftule Brandwein and Dave Tarras. Arguably the two most 

important klezmer clarinetists of the twentieth century, Brandwein and Tarras each left 

their own distinctive mark on the American klezmer scene through contrasting 

performance styles and personalities. Brandwein immigrated to New York around 1910, 

already an active musician from a prominent klezmer family in Galicia.22 He was known 

for his sweeping, rushing, and fluid playing style, with on-stage antics that often rivaled 

the intensity of the music. This borderline maniacal style famously created tension with 

other musicians, and despite continued attempts to secure work Brandwein’s playing 

 
19 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 55-6. 

20 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 9. 

21 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 57. 

22 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 59-60. 
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career ultimately fizzled out by the 1940s.23 Conversely, Tarras, who emigrated from 

Ukraine in 1921, was considered the more “professional” and consummate musician of 

the two, musically literate and well-versed in Russian, Polish, and Greek musical styles.24  

While Brandwein was flashy, flamboyant, and known for his boisterous lifestyle 

and connections to the Jewish mafia, Tarras was viewed as clean-cut and polished, and 

would go on to enjoy a performing career for decades after Brandwein’s had ended. In 

fact, Tarras ultimately went on to play a role in the klezmer revival of the 1970s and 

1980s before his death in 1989. The legacies of these two musicians had a lasting impact 

on the world of klezmer; Brandwein’s recordings have been used as benchmarks for later 

performers, and Tarras is largely credited with popularizing the bulgar dance style, which 

will be further discussed in Chapter 3. Throughout his career, Tarras has also been 

credited with pushing klezmer in a direction which has minimized its religious 

connotations and increased its visibility as popular music, a distinction becoming 

particularly salient during the klezmer revival of the 1970s and 1980s.25  

As Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe continued to arrive in the United 

States through the early twentieth century, those musicians already in the United States 

managed to maintain and solidify their audiences with new listeners eager for familiar 

music. However, the Immigration Act of 1924 greatly stemmed the flow of these 

 
23 Ibid., 61-2. 

24 Michèle Gingras, “Klezmer for Klarinettists: A Beginner’s Guide.” Australian Clarinet and 
Saxophone 3, no. 2 (2000), 11. 

25 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 67. 
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audiences, and with the previously steady growth of Jewish communities now halted, 

musicians faced new pressure to more fully assimilate into American culture.26 Part of 

this assimilation meant continuing what had already been an established practice for these 

musicians in Europe, which was creating a multicultural repertoire for their audiences. 

Klezmer musician and scholar Yale Strom writes that in New York City, for example, 

“there were Italians, Slovaks, Croatians, Ukrainians; and the klezmer who went from 

courtyard to courtyard knew who lived there so [a musician] had to have a diverse 

repertoire.”27 In an interview from the 1980s with Polish-born klezmer drummer Ben 

Bazyler, Michael Alpert uses the term “cultural versatility” to describe the style of early 

twentieth-century klezmer. Alpert notes that Bazyler would frequently switch between 

English, Russian, Yiddish, and Polish during their conversation depending on the 

context.28 This sense of multicultural adaptability was frequently demonstrated by 

Naftule Brandwein as well, as his popular “Heiser Bulgar,” based on “a well-known 

Greek hassapiko, which had been recorded several times in New York by both Greeks 

and Jews.”29  

As Yiddish music continued to borrow from and extend into disparate artistic 

styles, its own unique cultural presence began to wane. The diminution of Yiddish culture 

in the United States coincided with the end of klezmer as a significant generational social 

 
26 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 144-5. 

27 Ibid., 148. 

28 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 74-80. 

29 Ibid., 104. 
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tradition; as Strom describes this pattern beginning in the mid-1920s, “Yiddish culture in 

America began to recede rapidly, evolving from a necessity of Jewish life to a nostalgic 

memory for the immigrant and finally to a piece of clothing that no longer fit.”30 Scholar 

Walter Zev Feldman ‘…[contends] that in America the distinction between the 

orientalized [sic] and core klezmer repertoire collapsed between 1930 and 1950.”31 This 

is not to say that Jewish and Yiddish musical culture disappeared entirely from the United 

States, but rather that Jewish immigrants (and by now, their children) were more fully 

integrating into American society. At weddings and celebrations, many families opted for 

performances of contemporary popular music, such as big-band charts, rather than old-

fashioned music from the “old world.”32 Indeed, Strom notes that “…by the end of World 

War I, one rarely heard the term klezmer used to designate one who performed Jewish 

music. The term klezmer still carried a great deal of negative baggage for many 

immigrant Jews…”33 He goes on to explain that, “even of the eve of World War II, many 

[Western European] Jews felt culturally superior to their Yiddish-speaking brethren in 

Eastern Europe.”34 Saxophonist and scholar Hankus Netsky similarly makes a distinction 

between two different terms referring to the musicians themselves: a musician known as 

a klezmer, which he calls “a vestige of medieval folklore” is different from a muziker, a 

 
30 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 144-5. 

31 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 87. 

32 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 8. 

33 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 166-7. 

34 Ibid., 46. 
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title implying a more stylistically versatile Jewish musician.35 Netsky goes on to say that 

during the mid-twentieth century, “American musicians took great pains to distance 

themselves from the term [klezmer], and klezmer never appeared in a title in any 

recording made by immigrant musicians in the early 1900s.”36 Part of the reason for this 

attitude concerned the fallout from World War II and the ensuing emotional pain, as 

millions of Jews in Europe were killed, and many more were forced to either repress their 

faith and culture, or to flee Eastern Europe. Strom notes that “it would take fifty years 

after the Holocaust began for politicians and the Jewish communities to accept and 

promote the revival of Yiddish culture in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union.”37 

The declaration of independence of Israel in 1948 represented hope and a homeland for 

the Jewish people, which led many Jews to embrace Israeli culture rather than memories 

of the painful diaspora of Eastern Europe, a tattered Jewish homeland devoid of 

geographic roots. 38 

Despite both the passive and active suppression of Yiddish culture beginning in 

the late 1920s some klezmer tunes remained popular for decades within Jewish 

communities, especially at weddings. Among these were “The Silver Wedding” (or 

“Freylekh No. 1”), “Shtiler Bulgar” (or “Freylekh No. 15),” and “Khusn Kale 

 
35 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 57. 

36 Ibid. 

37 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 141. 
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Mazeltov.”39 Additionally, Jewish entertainers such as Mickey Katz and Theodore Bikel 

developed their own performing styles by tapping into their Yiddish roots.40 Katz, a 

musician and parodist, was known for his musical and spoken material which 

exaggerated aspects of Yiddish culture for comedic effect. While he did not perform 

klezmer per se, much of his material evoked the klezmer sound and, by extension, the old 

world from which it came.41 His musical parody derided what modern Yiddish culture 

and theatergoers saw as close ties between klezmer and its “old-fashioned” Hasidic 

religious roots.42 Bikel presented a different perspective as a folk musician who first 

came to the United States in the 1950s. His songs drew from some of the same cultural 

experiences as those of klezmer musicians before him, but the musical space that he 

occupied in popular culture was closer to American performers like Pete Seeger than to 

musicians like Naftule Brandwein.43  

With Katz’s performances more conducive to the theatrical stage than in the 

concert hall, and Bikel playing the role of a free-spirited folk singer, klezmer’s role as 

functional celebratory music in the mid-twentieth century had virtually disappeared, 

compared to the heyday of Jewish immigration in the 1910s and 1920s. Despite this 

cultural movement away from overtly Jewish or Yiddish performances, Jewish influence 
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remained prevalent on stages across the country. Ethnomusicologist Tamar Barzel writes 

that Jewish musicians during this time “…rarely commented on their Jewish 

backgrounds, or on issues of wider Jewish cultural relevance” and yet unmistakable 

vestiges of klezmer performance remained popular between the 1930s and the 1970s.44 

Yiddish tinges occasionally worked their way into popular music; for example, the song 

“My Little Country Cousin” was melodically derived from the Yiddish “Di Greene 

Kuzine.”45 The popular big band tune “And the Angels Sing,” written by Ziggy Elman 

and made famous by clarinetist Benny Goodman, shares notable harmonic and melodic 

qualities with the klezmer tune “Der Shtiler Bulgar,” as seen in Figures 1 and 2.46 
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Figure 1 “Der Shtiler Bulgar” (The Quiet Bulgar), Harry Kandel’s Orchestra, 1917, A Section47 
 
 
 

 

Figure 2 “And the Angels Sing,” Mercer/Elman, 1939, excerpt48 
 
 
 

 

 
47 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 40. 

48 Johnny Mercer and Ziggy Ellman, “And the Angels Sing,” arr. John Brimhall, WB Music Corp, 
1999. 
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Still, such songs and recordings did little to increase general awareness of and 

interest in the klezmer tunes from which their composers drew inspiration. Regarding 

mainstream musical entertainment in the United States, this was the extent of the Yiddish 

cultural experience. While many Jewish musicians, authors, and playwrights may have 

drawn some inspiration from their Yiddish heritage, the traditions of nineteenth-century 

Eastern Europe were hardly visible to the general audiences. Even among America’s 

Jewish population, interest in their cultural roots was largely waning for several reasons, 

from a painful association of Jewish culture with the still-fresh memories of the 

Holocaust to a generally increasing preference for American rock and popular music. In 

fact, so many Jews in Europe had been killed during the Holocaust that late-twentieth 

century klezmer scholars could rarely find or rely on historical accounts from the “old 

world,” and frequently had to rely on records gleaned from those who had immigrated to 

the United States. This approach to research tended to garner a more nostalgic view of 

klezmer as something that had come with immigrants from the “old world,” since it was 

often one of their strongest remaining connections.49 This ever-present spark of klezmer, 

coupled with continuing performances by artists such as Katz and Bikel, eventually 

pushed Jewish musicians and scholars including Henry Sapoznik and Andy Statman to 

begin exploring and embracing their musical heritage. Statman, who would form a 

working relationship with an aging Dave Tarras in the 1970s, along with Sapoznik and 

 
49 Christina L. Baade, “Jewzak and Heavy Shtetl: Constructing Ethnic Identity and Asserting 
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others ushered in a period of klezmer “revivalism” which would later lead to a full-blown 

social and cultural “renaissance” in the 1990s.50 

  

 “Revival” Period (1970-1990) 

Between 1970 and 1990, klezmer and culturally Jewish music in the United States 

saw a dramatic rise in popularity. This phenomenon has been widely referred to as a 

“revival” by writers, scholars, and musicians including Seth Rogovoy, Abigail Wood, 

and Carol Silverman.51 Yale Strom makes the case that this re-emergence of klezmer 

should be considered a “continuation” rather than a “revival” of Yiddish culture, since it 

never disappeared entirely.52 Nonetheless, while both these views hold scholarly merit, 

this examination will hereafter refer to the years between 1970 and 1990 as the klezmer 

revival period based upon the prevalent language and general consensus found in 

historical and musicological sources. 

This revival was set into motion by musicians who in general were culturally (if 

not religiously) Jewish. Because this revival movement was not inherently connected to 

religious or spiritual tenets, its roots were much more firmly planted in the artistic aspects 

of Yiddish culture than religiously in the Jewish faith.53 This meant that musicians could 
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present klezmer in such a way that it was equally accessible to both Jewish and non-

Jewish audiences, and both those with and without roots in Yiddish culture. To this end, 

both Strom and Rogovoy have compared the rise in klezmer’s popularity during the 

revival era to the 1977 television mini-series Roots, a narrative which documented 

several generations of a family descended from slaves who arrived in America in the 

eighteenth century.54 Both Roots and the klezmer revival as a whole spoke to a sense of 

cultural interest, awareness, and history which was able to find new and diverse 

audiences through popular media.  

In the early twentieth century, klezmer had simply been a part of everyday life for 

those with a culturally Yiddish background. It was not considered a relic to be placed on 

a pedestal but was simply the continuation of a traditional practice. Once klezmer began 

to re-emerge decades later during the revival period, however, it no longer held a 

ubiquitous functional social role. No longer contextualized by those who had grown up 

with it, klezmer was heard for the first time by many listeners as an art form waiting to be 

re-introduced into popular culture. The word “klezmer” as a musical descriptor had not 

been widely used prior to the revival, and it had never been used in reference to a specific 

musical genre. Historically, it had simply been the word for music that Jewish 

immigrants brought to the United States. So, when it began to gain popularity during the 

1970s and 1980s, musicians and scholars caught up in the klezmer revival found 

themselves at a loss for a clear and concise definition of the word regarding musical style. 

 
54 Ibid., 220; Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 75. 



21 
 

Even years later, during the mid-1990s, musicologists would meet at symposia in the 

United States and in Israel and repeatedly find that they could not reach an agreement on 

the precise stylistic definition of “klezmer.”55 Still, scholar Joel Rubin has documented 

incidental usages of the term “klezmer” throughout the twentieth century by scholars and 

musicians, and establishes a modern context for the term in that “by 1971, ‘klezmer 

music’ was used in the English-language Encyclopaedia Judaica.”56  

In an attempt to provide some degree of clarity, ethnomusicologist Mark Slobin 

offers a definition of klezmer as “a generic term for secular instrumental entertainment 

music of the Jewish-Americans…”57 This definition, while still rather broad and open-

ended, highlights salient identifiable features pertaining to this discussion, notably the 

descriptors “secular,” “instrumental,” and “Jewish” (or more specifically, “Jewish-

American”). On the other hand, Jewish clarinetists Andy Statman and Giora Feidman, 

who have often – but not exclusively – been associated with klezmer, question the very 

utility and viability of the term. Feidman, who had been performing Jewish music even 

during the “lull” prior to the 1970s, made an effort in his music to elevate klezmer 

“…from the folklore plateau of amateurism…to artistic heights, amazingly sophisticated, 

profound in style and virtuosic éclat,” a practice which in and of itself brings into 
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question the inherently vernacular nature of Yiddish-American music.58 Musicologist and 

klezmer scholar Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett also notes that “Andy Statman [has] said 

that the music he plays is not klezmer but Hasidic.”59 With disparities arising between 

these definitions and viewpoints, author Christina L. Baade posits an even simpler and 

more direct notion in simply asserting that “the common thread between these definitions 

ties klezmer music to Jewish identity.”60 Beyond this unifying point, however, defining 

characteristics of klezmer remain somewhat nebulous. Just as Slobin and other musicians 

and scholars have developed their own codified ideas, violinist Alicia Svigals of the 

Klezmatics offers her own detailed manifesto concerning klezmer: 

1. “No nostalgia:” klezmer does not “belong” to the older generation; it is just as 

legitimate when performed by younger musicians. 

2. “High Jewish self-esteem:” klezmer is not about self-deprecation or creating a 

Jewish “Uncle Tom” character. 

3. “Our own language:” recognizing the legitimacy of Yiddish as its own 

independent language with its own cultural milieu. 

 
58 Giora Feidman, liner notes on Long Live Giora, His Clarinet and His Soul Music, Giora 

Feidman, Star Record ST AE 76 A/B, 1977, vinyl.  

59 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 131. 

60 Baade, “Jewzak and Heavy Shtetl,” 209. 
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4. “No folk-fetishism or false definition of ‘authenticity:’” playing “authentic” 

klezmer does not mean playing it as it was in New York City during the 1920s, 

but rather playing with one’s own true musical passion and personal style.61 

Svigals’s first and fourth points acknowledge the musical evolution of klezmer 

and promote a spirit of inclusivity for contemporary musicians, provided that the 

musicians recognize the cultural connection to klezmer’s Yiddish roots (addressed in her 

third point). The notion of a “Jewish Uncle Tom” evokes Mickey Katz’s performances 

during the 1950s and 1960s, which exemplify this notion of exaggerated “Yiddish-isms” 

and an over-the-top or “shmaltzy” stage presence. In making this point in her manifesto, 

Svigals asserts that while performance of Yiddish music was often part of Katz’s act, the 

music that he performed does not fit her definition of “klezmer” because although his 

performances may have had musical and even cultural merit, they served primarily as a 

parody of Jewish culture in a “self-deprecating” manner. 

It was not until the later part of the klezmer revival era that Jewish musicians who 

became involved in the klezmer scene found an environment in which their peers actively 

celebrated their cultural heritage through art, if not through overt religious expression.62 

This expressive and celebratory sentiment would seem to align with Svigals’s notion of 

avoiding purely parodic treatment of klezmer, but even as the revival began in the 1970s 

Jewish musicians had not yet developed such a level of religious openness, and in fact 
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some artists were initially reluctant to openly label their music as “Jewish.” This 

averseness to publicly celebrating their faith is demonstrated through bands including the 

Klezmorim making a concerted effort to use “…the word Jewish as infrequently as 

possible on their album covers, liner notes, and onstage patter…”63 Rogovoy notes that in 

fact the term “klezmer” was often used in place of “Jewish” in a similar manner to the 

term “Celtic” being used in place of “Irish,” as both terms denoted a sense of cultural 

ambiguity.64 English clarinetist Merlin Shepherd also explains that using the broadly-

defined term “klezmer” makes sense from a commercial standpoint, as it allows for easy 

labeling and categorization: “…the klezmer term is beautiful because it manages to find a 

category to put it in in the record store. You can’t look through the record store and look 

for Eastern European Jewish wedding music; it doesn’t make sense. But klezmer music 

fulfills that function; it also very conveniently takes the J-word out of it.”65 Author David 

Kaminsky explains that Western European musicians, including those outside of 

traditional Jewish cultural heritage, initially exhibited tendencies to avoid even the term 

“klezmer,” along with other Eastern European styles (“Balkan,” “Roma,” etc.) so as to 

avoid “repatriative claims on their music by any one ethnic group.”66 This allowed these 
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musicians to avoid potential accusations of cultural appropriation or an “inauthentic” 

stylistic approach. 

One of the common threads between musicians of the klezmer revival was an 

interest in exploring Yiddish musical heritage, as most (but not all) of the early revival 

musicians possessed a cultural, social, or familial connection to such music. However, 

these musicians came from a wide variety of social and artistic backgrounds, and this 

convergence around klezmer inevitably brought stylistic tendencies from foreign musical 

styles. Rogovoy discusses this multicultural influence in late twentieth-century klezmer, 

noting that “for some reason, virtuosos from disparate fields like bluegrass, classical, and 

avant-garde music were turning to klezmer and finding in the raw material of the doina 

[klezmer musical form] what was for them, as Jews, the personal, musical, and spiritual 

equivalent of what twelve-bar blues is to African-Americans.”67 Perhaps no revival-era 

musician better exemplifies this idea than Henry Sapoznik. Following an incidental 

encounter with klezmer during his bar mitzvah, Sapoznik spent his teens and early 

twenties taking little interest in his Jewish heritage, instead going by the nickname 

“Hank” and specializing in playing American folk and bluegrass music on the banjo.68 

After studying for several years with Appalachian fiddler and banjo player Tommy Jarrell 

in North Carolina, Sapoznik was allegedly asked by Jarrell, referring to the student’s 

Jewish heritage “don’t your people got none of your own music?”69 This question 
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resonated with Sapoznik, and in searching for an answer he began to listen to old 

recordings and communicate with other Jewish musicians and scholars, ultimately 

leading him to join with fiddler Michael Alpert in founding the klezmer group Kapelye in 

1979.70 

Like Sapoznik, other early revival-era musicians give similar accounts of 

multicultural approaches to klezmer. Clarinetist and mandolinist Andy Statman, who is 

perhaps just as well known in the world of bluegrass as the world of klezmer, has 

expressed an interest in Eastern philosophy, studying the I Ching, a practice also 

commonly associated with contemporary avant-garde composer John Cage. 71 Hankus 

Netsky has stated that attending a “Celtic jam session” helped inspire him to explore his 

own Jewish cultural roots.72 Alicia Svigals found a natural role playing klezmer violin 

coming from a background in playing Italian and Greek traditional music.73 And Ron 

Robboy of the Big Jewish Band describes hearing sound reminiscent of klezmer in the 

music of twentieth-century composers such as Gustav Mahler, Georges Enesco, and 

Harry Partch.74 Similarly, violinists Itzhak Perlman and Nigel Kennedy of the klezmer 

band Kroke both found klezmer by way of backgrounds in classical music.75 Perlman, 
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himself of Jewish descent, had been known predominantly as a highly renowned classical 

musician before making a significant impact on the klezmer scene with the 1995 album 

In the Fiddler’s House, a collaborative album which contributed to klezmer’s continuing 

commercial success.76 

Performers without Jewish heritage often found klezmer in a similar way; 

trumpeter Frank London explains that “many of the musicians who were doing klezmer 

music weren’t Jewish, so they weren’t discovering their roots. A lot of them were in it for 

the technical reasons, particularly the clarinetists, as in the case of Don Byron. Here was 

a music that was technically challenging, fun to play, and had a market.”77 Byron 

performed with the revival-era Klezmer Conservatory Band, and has discussed the notion 

of feeling “entitled” to play klezmer just as any white musician can explore any “world 

music” style. Byron states that “…it hasn’t been easy to feel entitled to play [klezmer]” 

but at the same time, after having listened to and transcribed many klezmer recordings 

“…I feel entitled to the knowledge, entitled to participate.”78 

Regardless of one’s religious or cultural background, re-discovering older 

repertoire played a major role in many revival-era musicians’ initial foray into klezmer. 

Violinist Sophie Solomon has said that for serious klezmer musicians, it is important to 

listen to the “wax cylinder recordings, and then to the [78 recordings]” of the 1910s and 
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1920s, taking great care and time to slow down recordings and listen to minute details 

and articulations.79 It was through this practice that the Klezmorim, another of the earliest 

and most influential revival groups, developed much of their initial repertoire.80 Formed 

in Berkeley, California during the mid-1970s in Berkeley, California, the Klezmorim 

released their first album East Side Wedding in 1977, which contained both standard 

klezmer tunes from the beginning of the century as well as popular contemporary 

European music.81 In the spirit of inclusion and musical diversity, the Klezmorim strove 

to make music which not only replicated performances of the past but drew from each 

member’s own experiences prior to the group’s inception. Two of the original members, 

low brass player and percussionist Rick Elmore and trumpeter Brian Wishnefsky, were 

first scouted by the group playing eclectic musical mixes around the folk music scene in 

San Francisco.82 This group of musicians from myriad musical backgrounds ultimately 

found inspiration and a performance style in klezmer; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has said that 

“[the Klezmorim] are klezmers by affinity, rather than by descent or Jewish 

identification.”83 

Strom describes the Klezmorim’s performances as multimedia experiences, with 

the musicians “…mixing different costumes and theatrics with early jazz, Greek, Turkish, 
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and freylekh tunes, all incorporated into a concert set.”84 Klezmorim co-founder and 

saxophonist Lev Liberman explains his own ideas behind the Klezmorim’s sound, 

painting a picture of a cultural hodge-podge. He states that “Jewish was the common 

denominator between Russia, New York, the radical European stage, early film, and New 

Orleans jazz” and listing off musical influences on the Klezmorim including 

“…minimalism… African rhythms, Schoenberg, Prokofiev, Stravinsky, and free form, 

collective composition… horns, Constantinopolitan, improvisational, urban, jazz.” 85 He 

also describes the revival as a whole as incorporating “…tight ensemble playing, 

improvisation, klezmer/jazz fusions, neo-klezmer composition, street music, world beat, 

and New Vaudeville.”86 In fact, the Klezmorim’s 1986 live album Jazz Babies was 

heavily inspired by jazz and Vaudeville, hearkening back to Yiddish music of the 1920s 

not in a purely stylistic sense, but in the same vein of “musical borrowing.”87 

Kapelye, on the other hand, took a somewhat more conservative approach to 

klezmer performance. Their approach to klezmer was, in a way, more direct, as several 

members of the group spoke Yiddish. This afforded the group a particularly intimate 

understanding of and connection to Yiddish stories, songs, and idioms within the early 

twentieth century Jewish community in the United States.88 Scholar Abigail Wood has 

 
84 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 208. 

85 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 77; Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 192. 

86 Ibid., 129. 

87 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 82. 

88 Ibid., 94. 



30 
 

called violinist Michael Alpert “one of the most highly regarded Yiddish singers on the 

klezmer scene today. As a native Yiddish speaker, he is – at the time of writing – also the 

only singer with a prominent klezmer band regularly to write and perform his own 

Yiddish songs.”89 Alpert himself has discussed different styles of Jewish music he heard 

as a child which shaped his musical background, including “…American Jewish music of 

the 1950s and ‘60s…the old 78 rpms…” and “…Yiddish and Russian folk melodies.”90 

Having the cultural knowledge to maintain such a connection to older Yiddish culture 

was a major contributing factor in Kapelye’s ability to revive the klezmer style in popular 

culture. 

Another group aiming to create a “revival outfit” and more closely emulate 

klezmer performers of the 1920s and 1930s was The Klezmer Conservatory Band, 

founded in the early 1980s by New England Conservatory professor Hankus Netsky. 91 

Like Sapoznik and Alpert, Netsky drew inspiration from recordings of klezmer bands in 

the early twentieth century, and with a conservatory at his disposal he was able to record 

with larger groups in a “klezmer big band” format, sometimes including up to fifteen 

musicians.92 Later revival-era groups, including the Brave Old World and the Klezmatics, 

took an approach more akin to that of the Klezmorim by combining elements of klezmer 
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with popular music of both the early and late twentieth century. Members of Brave Old 

World, for example, were well-versed in klezmer, rock, jazz, classical, and Baltic 

music.93 Alpert, perhaps providing a glimpse of what was to follow the klezmer revival, 

quipped of Brave Old World’s style, “I think it should be called ‘newish’ music.”94 The 

music of the Klezmatics, meanwhile, has been described as an “…eclectic, ecstatic fusion 

of klezmer, jazz, rock, and reggae, it was a slivovitz ‘n’ rhythm-fueled affirmation of 

assimilation, a shout-out to the world that said ‘Jewish is hip!’”95 

 While klezmer was initially brought to the United States by Jewish immigrants 

from Eastern Europe, the revival of the 1970s and 1980s followed a reverse course as a 

decidedly American phenomenon which ultimately spread across the globe. Wood states 

that “today, while the USA continues to represent the heartland of modern klezmer, 

hundreds of klezmer bands, both amateur and professional, span America, Europe, Israel, 

and further afield.”96 Giora Feidman’s performances in Germany during the 1980s 

constituted one of the catalysts for the spread of what was being dubbed the “New Old 

Europe Sound” through Western Europe.97  

That this style of music was strongly tied to Judaism and Yiddish culture was of 

particular social and cultural import, as klezmer musicians were now performing Jewish 
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music in Germany only half a century removed from the horrific events of World War II 

and the Holocaust.98 In fact, American klezmer groups were met with great enthusiasm 

and excitement in Germany, particularly Brave Old World,99 and throughout Europe 

these bands began to rekindle a long-subdued interest in Yiddish music.100 Michael 

Alpert and Alicia Svigals describe performing in Germany with Kapelye and The 

Klezmatics, respectively, and both remark that while their earlier klezmer performances 

were rooted in historical practices, contemporary European audiences pushed them to 

explore and move in more experimental directions.101 This included, as Svigals explains, 

“…using electric and synthesizer sounds and different beats and rhythms.”102 These 

experimental elements paved the way for the klezmer renaissance period of the 1990s, as 

early twentieth-century source material was now being filtered through contemporary 

performance practices. 

 

“Renaissance” Period (1990 – Present) 

While bands such as the Klezmorim and Brave Old World incorporated a variety 

of contemporary styles into their performance practices, the concept of hybridity in 

klezmer existed before the revival. Sarah Weiss, discussing the notion of “natural” versus 
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“intentional” hybridity, juxtaposes musical styles which arose from an organic blend 

between different genres and cultures and which came from a conscious effort on the part 

of the performer to combine elements from disparate musical styles.103 Mike Anklewicz 

hones in on this notion in klezmer, making the case for natural hybridity in klezmer by 

writing that “…as far back as records show, Roma and Jewish musicians were in contact 

with each other and interacted musically.”104 Indeed, brass bands had become a staple of 

traditional Balkan and Roma music, and this trend was paralleled by the rise in brass-

heavy klezmer bands during the 1910s and 1920s.105 These bands also demonstrated 

intentional hybridity in music by melding klezmer, jazz, and blues in works such as 

“Yiddishe Blues” by Lt. Joseph Frankel and “Jakie, Jazz ‘em Up” performed by the 

Harry Kandel Orchestra.106  

Following the development of American popular music in jazz, blues, and rock 

through the mid- to late twentieth century, this sentiment is echoed by Marion Jacobson 

as she discusses the Klezmorim drawing sounds “from Balkan peoples, Gypsies, and 

American jazz musicians” and revival-era klezmer’s overall “inclination toward fusions 

with rock, jazz, world beat, and classical idioms.”107 To this end, as the klezmer revival 

 
103 Sarah Weiss, “Permeable Boundaries: Hybridity, Music, and the Reception of Robert Wilson’s 

‘I La Galigo,’” Ethnomusicology vol. 52, no. 2 (Spring/Summer 2008), 205. 

104 Mike Anklewicz, “Extending the Tradition: KlezKanada, Klezmer Tradition and Hybridity,” 
MUSICultures vol. 39, no. 2 (2012), 87. 

105 Silverman, “Gypsy/Klezmer Dialectics,” 161-2. 

106 Anklewicz, “Extending the Tradition,” 87-8. 

107 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 202. 



34 
 

flourished and Eastern European Yiddish music gained more social recognition, 

musicians found themselves performing for increasingly diverse audiences. Rogovoy 

contends that prior to 1990, “…klezmer concerts were still seen primarily as Jewish 

cultural events or as of interest only to ethnic-music aficionados, not mainstream 

audiences.”108 Concerning music with European roots, ethnomusicologist David 

Kaminsky wrote in 2015 that by “the 1990s, Celtic fiddles, pipes and voices were the 

iconic sounds of European world music…over the past quarter century, however, this 

music has…been replaced by an East European bricolage – Balkan, Romani and klezmer 

music…”109 Exemplifying this broad range of popular “world music” styles, the opening 

track from the Klezmatics’ 1990 album Rhythm + Jews, “…underlines the song’s [“Fun 

Tashlikh”] Middle Eastern and Celtic overtones and features an extended, almost 

psychedelic, nignlike [wordless chanted melody] chant by Lorin Sklamberg.”110  

Around 1990, this trend of hybridization and stylistic fusion gave rise to what is 

commonly referred to as the klezmer renaissance, characterized in part by bands 

combining klezmer with other genres, such as modern jazz and avant-garde classical.111 

In contrast to Kapelye or the Klezmer Conservatory Band, many renaissance-era bands 

have trended toward innovation rather than re-creation, as New Orleans Klezmer All 

Stars keyboardist Glenn Hartman describes an effort on the part of their band to “shy 
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away from cheesy old Yiddish folk songs,” while at the same time incorporating 

rhythmic, modal, and instrumental hallmarks of the klezmer style.112 Similarly, The 

Flying Bulgar Klezmer Band, straddling the end of the revival era and the beginning of 

the renaissance era, incorporated into their 1999 album Tsirkus original works tinged 

with “…pop, jazz, Afro-Cuban music, and Broadway…”113 Released in the same year, 

Brave Old World’s album Blood Oranges includes bass lines which evoke jazz and Afro-

Cuban roots.114 Indeed, Strom denotes this distinction in attitudes toward the presentation 

of classic klezmer tunes by referring to the revival and renaissance, respectively, as the 

“fourth and fifth generations” of klezmer in the United States.115  

While the klezmer renaissance was separated from the revival by a more 

pronounced degree of stylistic fusion and avant-garde presentation, the recordings of the 

early twentieth century were never completely abandoned by musicians from the 1990s 

onward. The Klezmatics, formed in the mid-1980s, listened to clarinetist Naftule 

Brandwein and borrowed from his repertoire, playing pieces such as his “Fun Tashlich,” 

as did groups formed over the next decade such as Kroke and Yid Vicious.116 As Marion 

Jacobson describes it, these groups and others active during the 1990s and beyond 

“…reconfigure[d] klezmer music beyond its traditional reception as ethnic heritage 
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music.”117  While popular tunes persisted decades after they were first recorded, evolving 

performance styles kept them accessible in popular culture. 

Just as “world music” became an increasingly popular (if not ill-defined) label in 

the United States, through the 1980s and 1990s the music and influence of American 

klezmer musicians steadily spread overseas. Strom notes that during the 1990s, there 

were new klezmer groups forming not only in the “homeland” of Eastern Europe, but 

also as far as Oceania.118 As klezmer groups gained wider appeal among audiences, it 

became apparent that the “ethno-music” factor was, in fact, a major selling point. The 

band Balkanarama, for example, has performed music with not only a klezmer influence, 

but which also draws from musical traditions of many European countries including 

Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, Hungary, Romania, and Serbia.119 Klezmer began 

“…springing up across Europe and elsewhere (Australia, Mexico, and Japan),” and even 

within the United States alone groups with hybridized musical styles began to appear 

during the 1990s.120 The New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, for example, found success 

blending klezmer, Creole, and funk.121 Other groups included The Austin Klezmorim 

(TX), The Cayuga Klezmer Ensemble (NY), 12 Corners Klezmer Band (NY), Yid 

Vicious (WI), Shloinke (Chicago, IL), The Kabalas (Quad Cities, US), and 
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Freilachmakers Klezmer String Band (NY), who incorporated Celtic music into their 

klezmer sound.122 Beyond the United States, groups such as The Amsterdam Klezmer 

Band, Melech Mechaya (Lisbon, Portugal), and The North Strand Klezmer Band (Dublin, 

Ireland) have blended their own personal and cultural musical elements into klezmer.  

As different stylistic and cultural influences diversified among klezmer musicians, 

so too did instrumentation. Baade discusses this development, clarifying that, as of 1998 

“…the instrumentation of contemporary klezmer bands is not strictly defined. Few are 

without a clarinet, accordion, trap set, or violin. Many expand to include acoustic or 

electrified basses and guitars – even bassoons and saxophones.”123 Even in many 

contemporary and renaissance-era klezmer recordings, the persistence of the clarinet and 

violin among progressive and emerging artists is indicative of a continuous expansion of 

the musical tradition rather than an outright reinvention.  

Still, despite the persistence of instrumental klezmer mainstays, many groups 

have pushed the instrumental and timbral envelope, incorporating electronics and various 

multimedia effects into performances. Anakronic, an experimental electronic music 

group based out of Toulouse, France, has roots in klezmer stemming from collaborative 

works with clarinetist David Krakauer.124 Similarly, electronic beats and samples were 

featured heavily on the album HipHopKhasene, which was released in 2003 and features 
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established klezmer musicians Krakauer, Michael Alpert, and Frank London. 

HipHopKhasene was recorded by “…violinist and ragga-jungle DJ Sophie Solomon from 

London and musician-photographer-magician Josh Dolgin, aka DJ SoCalled, from 

Montreal” and features “fragments sampled from older Yiddish and klezmer 

recordings.”125 Other bands combine more traditional klezmer instruments with guitars, 

bass, and drums; for example, the punk-klezmer band Golem incorporates an accordion, 

trombone, and violin into an ensemble dominated by a punk style as expressed by electric 

guitars, bass guitar, and drum set.126 

For many Jewish musicians, klezmer’s rise in popularity during the revival period 

opened the door to a newfound pride in and expression of their Jewish heritage. While the 

subsequent klezmer renaissance is the focal point of this study, there was another parallel 

movement of Jewish cultural and artistic pride that began around the same time. This 

divergent path manifested itself in what came to be known as Radical Jewish Culture, a 

movement which began in New York City and was represented by avant-garde and 

genre-crossing musicians such as John Zorn and Marc Ribot. Unlike the klezmer revival 

and renaissance movements, which were rooted in the stylistic idioms of Eastern 

European klezmer brought to the United States a century prior, Radical Jewish Culture 

was about music and art that incorporated Jewish language or culture or served a function 

in the Jewish community without explicitly referencing “klezmer” tunes, forms, styles, or 
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instrumentations.127 It developed as a movement stylistically independent of the klezmer 

renaissance while at the same time sharing some overlapping musicians and 

characteristics. David Krakauer and Frank London, both early members of the klezmer 

revival/renaissance group The Klezmatics, have also been involved with Radical Jewish 

Culture.  

Tamar Barzel, who spent the 1990s experiencing and studying the Jewish music 

scene in New York City, describes a notion of “getting Jewish music right” versus 

“getting Jewish music wrong in order to get it right,” exemplified in works by Zorn 

“…whose creative content is inseparable from its apparent flaws and fakery.”128 In other 

words, some members of Radical Jewish Culture felt that revival groups of the 1970s and 

1980s, in carefully listening to and studying older recordings specifically in the klezmer 

style, missed out on voicing their own Jewish stories, instead focusing on recreating the 

past. While Strom refers to albums put out by John Zorn’s ensemble Masada as “…non-

traditional klezmer recordings…”129 Zorn himself has expressed the notion that “klezmer 

is not synonymous with Jewish music. Jewish music is really a lot broader than just 

klezmer.”130 Although klezmer is commonly exemplified by high-energy dance music, 

Rogovoy says that “what is all too often lost in the well-intentioned discussion of klezmer 
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as a functional party or dance music…is its equally important function as music for 

listening and reflection…poignant music that [expresses] and [enhances] the serious 

religious and spiritual aspects of the event.”131 Exemplifying this notion is Zorn’s visceral 

album Kristallnacht, which was released in 1993 and sonically depicts the events of the 

horrific attack of the same name on Jewish households and businesses in 1938 Nazi 

Germany. Contrasting with the absolute nature of dance music more traditionally 

associated with klezmer, works such as Kristallnacht are recognized as music to be 

reflected upon, telling a story with highs and lows, and done so through a distinctly 

Jewish cultural lens. 

Just as groups such as Anakronic and Golem brought their own energy and 

timbral expressions to klezmer, so too did bands which identified with Radical Jewish 

Culture. Punk-rock band God Is My Co-Pilot (or GodCo) has incorporated both Jewish 

and queer culture into its music and message, while eschewing the label and stylistic 

hallmarks of klezmer.132 Barzel writes that “the band’s ingeniously arranged Jewish 

songs are not meant as emblems of the Jewish people as a whole, but as testaments to the 

complex inheritance that has shaped Jewish American identity in the late twentieth 

century, one person at a time.”133 If the klezmer revival’s roots (and, by extension, those 

of the renaissance) lied in rediscovering the shared Yiddish cultural experience of old 
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music recordings, then the roots of Radical Jewish Culture were derived more explicitly 

from one’s own experiences with Jewish faith and/or culture in general. 

Jewish artists such as Zorn, Ribot, Steve Reich, and others have drawn from their 

own experiences to create music which is not characteristically considered klezmer. 

Conversely, the klezmer renaissance era saw a widespread realization of the notion that 

one does not even have to be Jewish to perform klezmer. Joop Van der Linden, 

trombonist in the Amsterdam Klezmer Band, explained in an interview with 

anthropologist Carol Silverman, “…you can’t really define klezmer… Music doesn’t 

have borders. Klezmer is not only Jewish… Everyone who plays klezmer adds something 

to it.”134 Following Don Byron’s membership in the Klezmer Conservatory Band, other 

non-Jewish klezmer artists who found success during the klezmer renaissance era include 

Matt Dariau of The Klezmatics and Rob Chavez of The Klezbians.135 Jewish or not, 

musicians who perform klezmer have discovered a common musical history around 

which to converge, and the religious and/or social aspects of Judaism are not always the 

only common thread in klezmer groups. For example, since the beginning of the klezmer 

renaissance there have emerged several all-female klezmer groups, including 

Klezmeydlekh, KlezMs, Mikveh, and Isle of Klezbos.136 There has also been a movement 

among Yiddish and klezmer artists known as “queer Yiddishkeit” which presents 
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“…works that juxtapose queerness and Yiddish in some way and that do so as a means of 

challenging some cultural status quo.”137 In ways such as these musicians of the 

renaissance era have run with the notion that klezmer in inherently inclusive, and those of 

varying societal cross-sections have welcomed the chance to find representation in 

klezmer. 
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CHAPTER THREE: KLEZMER STYLE 

Over the course of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the very notion of 

what, exactly, is meant by “klezmer” has shifted dramatically. Not only has the very 

definition of the term evolved (and, on more than one occasion, been called into 

question), but its commercial success and popularity have grown exponentially, thanks in 

part to a great expansion of stylistic treatment. It has already been established that the 

most definitive feature of klezmer is a connection on some level to Yiddish culture. 

Beyond this element, further analysis of musical form and function in klezmer tunes is 

necessary to construct a definition for “klezmer” from a music theory standpoint. 

Listeners somewhat acquainted with klezmer will often point to general patterns often 

associated with it, including driving rhythms and prevalent augmented seconds in 

melodic lines, but these general features are not enough to define the style. 

Exemplifying an erroneously overzealous attempt to apply the label of “klezmer” 

is the 1980 piece “Obvious” by Jewish composer Elliot Sharp. Sharp clarifies his stylistic 

leaning when describing this piece, noting that in composing it he “…used a C-harmonic 

minor scale…but it was a funk tune. I didn’t try to overstate the [Jewish] flavor…”138 

While Sharp has made his faith publicly known, particularly in the context of socio-

political causes, his music is stylistically rooted in blues, rock, and experimental 
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electronic backgrounds with little to no overt or holistic Jewish or klezmer influence.139 

For those looking to pigeonhole a piece of music as “klezmer” based simply upon an 

idiomatic rhythmic or harmonic structure, Barzel warns that “one cannot extrapolate too 

much from Sharp’s ‘Obvious,’ as it seems ridiculous to argue that any piece with a 

harmonic minor scale is Jewishly relevant or interesting. But are such extrapolations 

necessary?”140 This being the case, the following overview of general stylistic norms in 

klezmer performance followed by an analysis of specific recordings will serve to define 

“klezmer” from a musical standpoint by establishing a set of common characteristics 

while filtering out differences stemming from the artists’ individual performance 

practices. 

In the forthcoming analysis of recordings made by seven different ensembles, the 

starting point for comparison is that each group not only plays klezmer, but specifically 

views themselves as a klezmer ensemble (a characteristic often supported by some form 

of the term “klezmer,” or a similar Jewish or Yiddish reference, included in the group’s 

name). The selection of these ensembles and their recordings was made carefully, as they 

all maintain some direct connection to klezmer specifically rather than lumping klezmer 

into a broader and less defined characterization of “world music”. Defining a group as 

“klezmer” based off label and names, though, means little without a musical connection. 

Echoing Sharp’s characterization of his composition “Obvious” not being “klezmer,” 
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violinist Deborah Strauss dismisses the notion that “noodling around” in a non-diatonic 

mode makes a piece of music klezmer.141 Taking this argument even further, Frank 

London has issued a warning of sorts when it comes to labeling something “klezmer” 

from a theoretical point of view:  

Musician’s warning: inclusion of an augmented-second 
interval may lead to your music being labeled klezmer. 
Music that functions as klezmer is klezmer. If an Eastern 
European Jewish community needs the lambada at a 
wedding, then it’s klezmer. This is obviously facetious, but 
it’s a step closer than another definition I’ve heard, which is 
that anything is klezmer. Klezmer is George Gershwin’s 
‘Rhapsody in Blue’ or a baby crying.142 
 

The rationale behind the analysis of these pieces is that key similarities will emerge 

through comparisons of the recordings, and the aggregate of these common traits will 

leave us with a more refined definition of klezmer. 

 

Repertoire 

Part of this definition of “klezmer,” particularly during the revival era, is a 

precedent of existing repertoire. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

repertoire was often less codified between one klezmer group and the next, and the 

practice of klezmer groups mixing and matching phrases of different tunes into a single 

performance was relatively common. Joel Rubin describes how in the late nineteenth and 
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early twentieth centuries a mix-and-match approach which was used in klezmer 

performances: 

My theory is that the “klezmer” repertoire is not based on 
compositions per se, but is rather largely the result of a 
process of centonization - or, as Hanoch Avenary would 
have called it, tesselation -, the piecing together in differing 
combinations of smaller units from a pre-existing melodic 
palette. Centonization is a process which is present at every 
level of ›klezmer‹ music, from the ornamentation of a single 
tone to the building up of figures into phrases, phrases into 
sentences, and sentences into tunes. The tune group is a class 
of associated sentences which contain similar motivic 
material and “sounded good together” according to the 
prevailing musical aesthetic of the performer-composers. It 
is also possible that the sentences in the tune group had 
belonged previously to known compositions, perhaps even 
to songs with texts.143 
 

However, printed collections of repertoire appearing in the early nineteenth 

century, such as Nat and Wolf Kostakowsky’s Hebrew International Wedding Music in 

1916 or Jack and Joseph Kammen’s 1924 collection,144 ultimately gave revival-era 

groups during the 1970s sheet music and recordings which could be deemed more or less 

as being “definitive.” Revival-era groups performing older tunes based off research and 

the study of early recordings popularized certain standards, such as “Heiser Bulgar” and 

“Baym Rebns Sude,” further solidified this notion of standard charts. As “fake books” 

and lead sheets continued to become more readily available the practice of mixing and 
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matching melodic fragments and phrases largely gave way to the performance of 

standardized tunes (or, in some cases, medleys of multiple melodies titled accordingly). 

 

Modes 

Pete Sokolow writes that there are five different modes from which most pieces in 

the popular klezmer lexicon are built. The first of these two modes are Ionian and 

Aeolian, commonly used in Western classical and popular music. The third, Adonoi 

Moloch, is virtually identical to the familiar Mixolydian mode, though it sometimes 

includes a raised 7th scale degree to create a leading tone. The last two modes, however, 

are non-diatonic and are more often associated with the characteristic klezmer sound. 

These are known as Ahava Raba (hereafter referred to by its more common name 

freygish, possibly derived from Phrygian) and Misheberakh. These last three modes, all 

with names derived from associated Hebrew prayers, are illustrated in Figure 3.145  
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Figure 3 Three Common Modes Used in Klezmer Tunes 

 
 
 

The freygish and Misheberakh modes contain the same set of pitches as those 

found in a harmonic minor scale, but with different scale degrees tonicized.146 It is 

important to emphasize, however, that in context these scales are not simply transformed 

harmonic minor scales; rather, they are a part of their own broader harmonic and melodic 

language, and alterations of certain pitches within one of these modes (particularly the 

seventh scale degree) are not uncommon for the purposes of guiding melodic lines.147 

Of these five modes, the most prevalent for the purposes of this study is the 

freygish. In addition to creating a melodic affect often associated with Middle Eastern or 
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Eastern European music such as klezmer, this non-diatonic mode changes the context and 

functionality of the harmonic vocabulary as viewed through a classical Western European 

lens. 

 
 
 

  

Figure 4 Chords Occurring in Freygish Mode 
 
 
 

Figure 4 illustrates the possible chord combinations resulting from typical 

construction of the freygish mode. During the twentieth century many klezmer tunes have 

been built primarily using I, iv, and vii chords; since there is no diatonically occurring V 

chord in this mode, and the vº which results from the key signature is inherently unstable. 

Because of this, the vii chord often fulfills a dominant function leading back to I. 

Harmonic progressions in klezmer, like those in folk and rock music, tend to be straight-

forward with more interest derived from the melodic content. 

 

Instrumentation 

Traditionally, the two most popular leading instruments in klezmer ensembles 

have been the violin and the clarinet. The violin lends itself to highly expressive playing, 

as smooth glissandi and myriad bowing effects afford the artist a wide variety of sounds 
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which mimic the human voice and all its laughs, groans, cracks, and inflections.148 As the 

klezmer clarinet grew in popularity leading into the twentieth century its idiomatic 

qualities created a similar parallel with the human voice. Artists including Naftule 

Brandwein, Dave Tarras, David Krakauer, Alicia Svigals, and Itzhak Perlman are among 

those who have contributed to some the most popular and commercially successful 

klezmer recordings. 

Piano, accordion, string bass, and drums are all instruments which have 

commonly served to fill out a rhythm section behind one of these two leading 

instruments. Depending upon the size of a given ensemble it is not uncommon to find a 

multitude of woodwind, brass, or string instruments playing a supporting, or even 

leading, role. Nearly every klezmer ensemble, of course, varies regarding 

instrumentation, but several scholars have compiled generalized lists of common klezmer 

instruments and the musical roles they play, as noted in Table 1.149 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
148 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 114. 

149 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 24; Gingras, “Klezmer for Klarinettists,” 14; 
Rubin, “The Art of the Klezmer,” 141. 
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Table 1 Comparison of Common Klezmer Instrumentations According to Scholars 
 Pete Sokolow Michèle Gingras Joel Rubin 
Melodic Violin, clarinet, flute/piccolo, 

trumpet, mandolin, xylophone, 
soprano sax, concertina 

Clarinet, violin, trumpet, 
saxophone, voice 

Violin, clarinet, flute, 
trumpet 

Harmonic Alto/tenor/baritone sax, 
trombone, mellophone, horn, 
alto/baritone horn, viola, cello, 
any 2nd melodic instrument 

Accordion, piano, 
mandolin, guitar 

Tsimbl, piano, orchestra 

Rhythm / 
Chordal 

Piano, accordion, keyboard, 
guitar, banjo, bass, tuba, tsimbl, 
dulcimer, autoharp, drums, 
percussion 

Accordion, piano, 
mandolin, guitar, drums, 
bass 

Tsimbl, piano, orchestra 

 
 
 
 

Dance Forms 

Before the standardization of klezmer tunes occurred, one of the ways in which 

disparate klezmer melodies were commonly grouped was by form. Klezmer has 

traditionally served as music to accompany dance, and various forms reflect different 

dance styles. In listing several common forms, Baade describes the core klezmer 

repertoire as being built around four dance forms: the freylekh, bulgar, khosidl, and 

hora.150 Contrasting elements between these four categories include, most prominently, 

tempo, mood, and phrasing structure. One other important differentiation between these 

forms is whether they constitute “core” klezmer repertoire (melodies originating from 

Eastern European Jewish groups) or “borrowed” repertoire (derived from Central or 

Western European music and adapted by Jewish musicians).151 

 

 
150 Baade, “Jewzak and Heavy Shtetl,” 213. 

151 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 46-7. 
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Table 2 Comparison of Klezmer Dance Forms 
 Freylekh Bulgar Khosidl Hora 
Tempo Moderate-fast Moderate-fast Slow Slow 

Meter 2/4 or 4/4 2/4 or 4/4 2/4 or 4/4 3/8 

Dance Setting Group Group Solo Group 

“Core” vs. 
“Borrowed” 

Core Borrowed Core Borrowed 

 
 
 

Walter Zev Feldman categorizes the freylekh as being among the “core repertoire” 

of klezmer dance styles, and as having a “pan-regional distribution.”152 The actual 

defining characteristics of the dance style remain somewhat broad, however, and a large 

component of identifying a tune as a freylekh is the inclusion of the word in a title. 

Scholar Pete Sokolow makes very little differentiation between the freylekh and the 

bulgar, characterizing both as being played at a “moderate to bright tempo” and in a 

duple or quadruple meter.153 In contrast, klezmer scholar and musician Mike Anklewicz 

makes the distinction that the freylekh is included in “dances that could be identified as 

distinctly Jewish…” while the bulgar was “…adapted from neighboring cultures and 

subsequently accepted as Jewish.”154 In support of Anklewicz’s idea, Hankus Netsky 

indicates that “Jewish” or “core” genres such as the freylekh “…sometimes had their root 

in ritualized ceremony,” as opposed to the roots of the bulgar which are Romanian, and 

 
152 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 92-3. 

153 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 19. 

154 Anklewicz, “Extending the Tradition,” 84. 
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not inherently tied into Jewish culture.155 In any case, the abundance of recorded tunes 

classified as freylekhs, especially among ensembles over the past several decades, means 

that to exclude such a term from a stylistic study would be to do a disservice to the core 

klezmer repertoire. 

Originally derived from the word Bulgarish, ostensibly in reference to the 

Bulgarian population living in Bessarabia, the bulgar was a foreign influence in Yiddish 

musical and dance culture. 156 Feldman describes the bulgar as traditionally being 

composed and performed by klezmorim far from their homelands, relating to older 

repertoire without specifically incorporating existing tunes, and because of this pattern it 

has ultimately come to be seen as an “Americanized” klezmer form.157 Walter Zev 

Feldman points to Nat Kostakowsky’s 1916 published collection of klezmer sheet music 

printed in New York to emphasize the point that “in America, this expansion of the 

bulgar seems to have occurred at the expense of the freylekhs, sher, and khosidl.158 These 

pieces tended to be performed in either two or three sections, generally starting on a 

minor scale and moving to a major key in the third section; Brandwein and Tarras 

developed the direction of the bulgar by often beginning performances in a major key 

and then moving to a minor key.159 Bulgars were “…danced either as a circle or line 

 
155 Hankus Netsky, “The Klezmer Mystique,” in Klezmer: Music and Community in Twentieth-

Century Jewish Philadelphia (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2016), 30. 

156 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 61. 

157 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 94-7. 

158 Ibid., 103. 

159 Ibid., 106-7. 
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dance and was popular in Bessarabia and south Ukraine.”160 Like the freylekh, the bulgar 

was considered a secular dance form, often present at not only weddings but also more 

casual social gatherings.161  

In a 2017 video filmed for the Eshkolot Project, a Jewish cultural group based in 

Russia, Walter Zev Feldman gives a demonstration of the dance along with an 

explanation of the music, displaying serious, contemplative movements. He describes the 

khosidl as a “kind of Jewish solo dance…of contemplating, of meditating” and explains 

that it is one of the more serious wedding dances focused on the “older generation of 

dancers.”162 The khusidl is a slower dance in 2/4 or 4/4, either for solo or group, and is 

structurally and stylistically similar to a freylekhs.163 One of the key stylistic differences 

between the khusidl and the freylekh/bulgar is the slower tempo, which allows for more 

embellishment on the part of melodic instruments.164 This slower tempo also allows for 

dancers to incorporate more fluid arm movements and freeform steps when they perform 

along with the music. Musically, the khosidl often is built upon more substantive and less 

repetitive melodic patterns than a freylekh in accordance with the dance styles associated 

with both styles. The freylekh is a more upbeat, group-oriented dance where a simpler 

 
160 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 61. 

161 Slobin, American Klezmer, 113. 

162 Walter Zev Feldman, “Zev Feldman. Khosidl (instructional video)” (video), accessed 
9/17/2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OH9kCqrLPXI. 

163 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 55. 

164 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 19. 
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musical idea drives the motion, whereas the khosidl is more contemplative and about 

individual expression.165  

The hora (or zhok) is a Romanian dance played in a “hobbling 3/8 gait” with 

emphasis placed on beats one and three.166 The typically slower tempo of the hora creates 

several stylistic parallels between it and the khosidl. Because both are played and danced 

more slowly, instrumentalists are provided more opportunity for ornamentation and 

embellishments.167 Similarly, in the context of a suite or medley the hora, like the 

khosidl, is often followed by a bulgar.168 Zev Feldman counts the hora among what he 

calls the more “transitional or orientalized repertoire,” which he characterizes as “often 

performed far from home, often composed by klezmorim, interacted with older Jewish 

repertoire, foreign provenance was remembered among 20th century klezmorim” and as 

being derived from Moldavian music with Jewish influences.169 This places the hora in 

the same group as the bulgar as a genre that flourished in the early twentieth century 

United States as a style built off cultural “borrowing,” as opposed to styles more strongly 

associated with culturally Jewish “core” repertoire including the freylekh and the khosidl. 

It is important to note that the hora discussed here refers to the Eastern European dance 

 
165 Ibid. 

166 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 62-3. 

167 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 19. 

168 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 63. 

169 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 93-4. 
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style of Moldavian origin, and not the Israeli hora, which is played in a faster duple meter 

and generally accompanied by a circle dance.170 

Additionally, scholars count the doina among the most prevalent forms within the 

klezmer style. This form will not be represented in the forthcoming analysis, but its role 

in the klezmer repertoire bears mentioning. The doina is a slow, expressive, 

improvisatory style featuring a soloist playing over a very harmonically simple 

background. Because of the improvisatory nature of this style, the soloist tends to employ 

a great deal of ornamentation and often emulates vocalization through his or her 

instrument. Functionally, a doina is often followed by a hora and then a bulgar, 

freylekhs, or khosidl when played in a suite.171 Because the doina is highly soloistic and 

expressive, and harmonically simple, the vast majority of differentiation between one and 

another comes down to an individual performer’s personal preferences, which makes a 

direct comparison more difficult. Still, as is the case with famous cadenzas, there are 

instances in which specific doinas of well-known musicians, such as Dave Tarras, have 

been transcribed and published in collections of lead sheets. 

 

Rhythms 

Each of the four klezmer forms discussed in this study is generally characterized 

in part by its own unique underlying rhythmic pattern. Owing to the stylistic similarities 

 
170 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 47. 

171 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 20. 
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between the freylekh and the bulgar, the same pattern can be heard within rhythm 

sections playing either type of tune, as illustrated in Figure 5.  

 
 
 

 

Figure 5 Characteristic Rhythmic Pattern for Freylekh and Bulgar 
 
 
 

The rhythmic pattern often associated with the khosidl, seen in Figure 6, 

emphasizes the duple meter of the music, placing more weight on the strong beats than 

that of the freylekh or bulgar, and is often found in inner rhythmic or bass voices of the 

ensemble. Because of this emphasis on strong beats, the rhythmic tendencies of the 

khosidl have been compared to those of the habanera, especially when associated with the 

playing style of Naftule Brandwein.172 Walter Zev Feldman, in an explanation of the 

dance movements associated with the khosidl, also describes a terkish influence 

reminiscent of Greek, Turkish, or Spanish music and dance styles. Feldman specifies that 

in the Jewish dance tradition there must be a “call-and-response” figure in the melody, 

 
172 Ibid., 19. 
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drawing parallels between speech patterns, bodily motions, and the contour of the 

melodic line.173   

 
 
 

 

Figure 6 Characteristic Rhythmic Pattern for Khosidl. 
 
 
 

The classical Western European waltz is characterized by an emphasis on the 

second and third beats; by contrast, the rhythmic hallmark of the hora is an emphasis on 

the first and third beats. This is exemplified by the two variations of the predominant 

accompaniment pattern heard in this recording’s rhythm section, where in a 3/8 time 

signature either, 1) beats one and three are played as eighth notes or 2) beat one is played 

as an eighth note and beats two and three split into a group of one sixteenth rest and three 

sixteenth notes. 

 
 

 
173 Walter Zev Feldman, “Zev Feldman. Khosidl (instructional video) || Зев Фелдман. Хосидл,” 

(instructional video), posted November 16, 2017, accessed January 14, 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OH9kCqrLPXI. 
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Figure 7 Characteristic Rhythmic Pattern for Hora 
 
 
 

For many tunes following these forms, there is a standard “tag” which is often 

used to end pieces, as seen in Figure 8.174 This pattern serves to emphasis the first and 

fifth scale degrees and uses separation of notes to convey a sense of finality. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 8 Common Ending “Tag” Figure 
 
 
 

Ornamentation 

The use of ornamentation in klezmer does not adhere to a strict set of principles in 

the same way as harmonic analysis but is nonetheless ubiquitous and generally follows a 

predictable pattern among performers. Joel Rubin describes different types of 

ornamentation and places them into two categories, as seen in Table 3.175 

 

 
174 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 23. 

175 Rubin, “The Art of the Klezmer,” 257. 
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Table 3 Categories of Ornamentations Used in Klezmer 
Added Notes Pitch Inflections 

1. Three-Tone Groupings 1. Single-Tone Bends 
2. Single- and Two-Tone Graces 2. Slides Between Two Tones 
3. Trills  
4. Other Ornaments (Mordents, Turns, Arpeggios)  

 
 
 

Particularly within the “Pitch Inflections” category, Yiddish words are often used 

to describe certain types of ornamentation in greater detail, as seen in Table 4.176 

 
 
 

Table 4 Yiddish Terms for Ornamentations Used in Klezmer 
Yiddish Word English Definition Type of Ornamentation 
Dreydlekh Turns, ornaments General term for ornamentation 
Glitshn Slippery, sliding Glissandos (common on violin) 
Krekhtsn Groans, moans Long “moaning” notes (common on violin, clarinet) 
Kneytshn Fold, wrinkle Short notes, like krekhtsn but “swallowed” 
Tshoks Lavish, splendor Bent notes meant to evoke laughter 

 

 
176 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 120-1. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: ANALYSIS CASES 

While determining which pieces of repertoire should be examined and analyzed, 

several qualifying factors were taken into consideration. The first was determining 

whether the selected repertoire had been commercially recorded by at least one ensemble 

during the revival era and one ensemble during the renaissance era. These recordings 

were commercially available and recorded by bands with an appreciable social and 

cultural presence in terms of live performances, album sales, and notoriety of musicians. I 

also took care to include repertoire representing four major dance forms: freylekh, bulgar, 

khosidl, and hora. In many cases I was able to incorporate recordings with the form name 

included in the track title (e.g. “Heyser Bulgar,” “Moldavian Hora.”) 

The next factor I considered was the popularity and longevity of each piece going 

back to the early twentieth century. I made sure that each of the four tunes I selected had 

been performed and/or recorded after 1970 but also prior to 1940. This meant that 

musicians recording selected repertoire from the 1970s onward may have heard 

previously recorded examples separated by at least a generation of musical performance 

and practice. Appendices 3, 5, and 7 in this study include lead sheets printed in The 

Compleat Klezmer which were transcribed from performances given between 1912 and 

1939.177 

 
177 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 29. 
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Speaking in part to the popularity of each tune on this list is the availability of 

published lead sheets. While most of the tunes selected as candidates for analysis are 

melodically and harmonically simple enough to be readily transcribed by ear, having 

access to previously printed lead sheets has saved considerable time during analysis, and 

their availability also reinforces each tune’s place in core modern klezmer repertoire.178 

Each lead sheet follows the same structural formula, which consists of two to four 

sections labeled A, B, C, or D in alphabetical order and a repeat enclosing each section; 

because of varying performance practices between one ensemble and another, this will 

serve as the baseline structure when analyzing the form of each recording. 

After careful consideration of these parameters, I came away with eight 

recordings of four tunes made by seven different ensembles.179 This list has been 

organized into four pairs of recordings, with each pair including a revival-era recording 

and a renaissance-era recording. Collectively, these recordings represent interpretations 

of klezmer by ensembles from three different continents with varying musical 

backgrounds and instrumental configurations. In the following sections, I will compare 

and analyze technical elements from each pair of recordings, and the results from these 

individual comparisons will be used to inform a more holistic comparison of general 

 
178 The lead sheet used here for “Lebedik un Freylech” was not taken from a written source but 

constructed by combining aural transcriptions from the revival- and renaissance-era recordings selected for 
this study, between which there is negligible melodic or harmonic deviation. 

179 There are two recordings by the Klezmorim for examples from the revival era, simply because 
fewer bands from this era met the threshold for commercial success and repertoire laid out in the 
parameters for this study. 



63 
 

practices and tendencies between revival-era klezmer groups and renaissance-era klezmer 

groups. 

Next, I analyzed specific recordings by developing a uniform set of analytical 

tools that can be applied to all selected pieces and allow for direct comparison. Following 

the analytical work of Sapoznik and Sokolow in The Compleat Klezmer, six distinct 

categories will be explored for each work: form, rhythm, harmonic structure, 

melodic/modal structure, ornamentation, and instrumentation.180 Of these elements, 

instrumentation will likely be the most varied among interpretations, since each group 

differs in this regard, but differences in rhythmic interpretations are also likely to occur. 

Any fundamental differences observed in the form, or the harmonic or melodic structure 

of a piece, would indicate a more extreme deviation from tradition for that ensemble’s 

interpretation, and will be discussed in greater detail. 

The selected ensembles representing the revival era imply an emphasis on 

American musicians; this serves to represent an accurate cross-section of the 

demographic of klezmer performers, as the klezmer revival very much emerged and 

flourished as a product of the United States. American bands such as the Klezmorim and 

Kapelye began to tour in Europe as early as the mid-1980s, and helped to start a 

transmission that would culminate in a truly worldwide klezmer renaissance by the 

1990s.181 While the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars and the Kabalas are from the United 

 
180 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 19-28. 

181 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 229. 
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States (although not areas known as klezmer hotbeds in the early twentieth century), I 

feel that by including the German band Yxalag and the Argentinean Lerner/Moguilevsky 

Duo I can more fully exemplify the broad group of musicians who have turned their 

attention to a musical style not necessarily native to their own musical and cultural 

background.182 

  

Freylekh – “Lebedik Un Freylekh / Leibdich Und Freilach” As Recorded by the 

Klezmorim and the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars 

In the liner notes of their 1978 album Streets of Gold the Klezmorim provide a 

translation of the title “Lebedik un Freylekh” as “lively and merry,” and describe how a 

bandleader would shout these two words during a wedding celebration to drive the band 

into a frenzy.183 Although there are no vocalizations in the Klezmorim’s recording of this 

tune (save for three incidental shouts of “hey!” near the end) the liveliness is captured in 

the tempo and character of this recording. 

The New Orleans Klezmer All Stars released their rendition of this tune, 

translated slightly differently as “Leibdich Und Freilach” in 1996 on their humorously 

titled album Manichalfwitz. Whereas the Klezmorim were founded during a resurgence of 

interest in old klezmer recordings, the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars grew out of 

 
182 Although Jewish culture is not predominant in either Germany or Argentina, there exist 

sizeable Jewish communities in both countries (especially in Berlin, Germany and Buenos Aires, 
Argentina). 

183 Lev Liberman and David Julian Gray, liner notes to Streets of Gold, the Klezmorim, Arhoolie 
Records, 3011, 1978, vinyl. 
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musical collaborations between guitarist Jonathan Freilich and clarinetist Ben Schenk 

which initially included only a handful of klezmer tunes. As the band’s repertoire and 

connection to klezmer continued to expand, they performed and recorded both well-

established klezmer tunes, such as “A Glezele Vayn” and “Dem Rebns Tantz,” and 

original music which blends Yiddish and New Orleans culture, including “Urban Turk” 

and “Mo White Fish.” The seemingly unlikely flourishing of a klezmer group in New 

Orleans is a credit to the fact that, as accordionist Glenn Hartman describes, “in New 

Orleans, anything is a viable option musically, no one is shocked by strange instruments 

and strange music.”184 

 
 
 

Table 5 Notable Differences Between Recordings of the Klezmorim’s “Lebedik Un Freylekh” and New Orleans 
Klezmer All Stars’ “Leibdich Und Freilach” 

The Klezmorim (1978) New Orleans Klezmer All Stars (1996) 
x E flat clarinet as lead 

instrument 
x All acoustic instruments 
x Prominent brass sound 
x Minimal/subdued percussion 

x B flat clarinet as lead instrument 
x Electric guitar and bass included 
x Rock band configuration (guitar, bass, 

drums) 
x Full drum set, rock playing style 

 
 

 

 
184 The New Orleans Klezmer Allstars, “New Orleans Klezmer Allstars Documentary,” 

(documentary), posted July 29, 2011, accessed December 17, 2019. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AjZJUNseGhQ. 
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Form 

“Lebedik Un Freylekh” is divided evenly into eight-bar A and B sections, each 

enclosed within an idiomatically implied repeat. The first and second phrases of the A 

section form a parallel period, while the B section consists of new material which forms a 

contrasting period (see Appendix 1 for full lead sheet).  

 
 
 

 

Figure 9 Formal Structure in "Lebedik Un Freylekh" 
 
 
 

In their respective recordings, The Klezmorim and the New Orleans Klezmer All 

Stars both take all repeats notated in the lead sheet used here and alternate consistently 

between the A and B sections. Both recordings present an extended ternary form, 

symmetrical in their beginning and ending with the A section. The only appreciable 

difference in form between the two recordings is that the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars 

include one extra iteration of the A section, including the repeat. This “extra” section 

serves as a coda and emphasizes a sense of emphatic arrival at the final cadence. 
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Instrumentation 

 
 
 

Table 6 Instrumentations Used in Recordings of “Lebedik Un Freylekh” / “Leibdich Und Freilach” 
 The Klezmorim New Orleans Klezmer All Stars 
Lead Melodic x E flat clarinet x B flat clarinet 

Melodic/ 
Countermelodic/ 
Harmonic 

x Alto saxophone 
x Trumpet 
x Violin 

x Tenor saxophone 
x Violin 
x Accordion 
x Electric guitar 

Bass/ 
Rhythmic 

x Bass trombone 
x Percussion (drums, 

cymbals, woodblock) 

x Electric bass 
x Drum set 

 

 

 

 Both the Klezmorim and the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars feature a clarinet in 

a prominent leading role, as well as a violin in a secondary melodic and harmonic role. 

Beyond this point the instrumentation of the two groups begins to diverge, seen in Table 

6. As a result of Gray’s use of an E flat clarinet, his playing tends to sit in a higher 

register and often sounds more separated from the rest of the ensemble, whereas Wagner 

often plays in a more closed voicing. In both cases, however, the clarinet is easily heard 

and carries the melody throughout much of the recording, while the violin, particularly in 

the recording by the Klezmorim, is often almost completely obscured in most sections, if 

present at all (see Table 7 for a section-by-section list of melodic voices in the 

Klezmorim’s recording). 
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Table 7 Melodic Voices by Section in the Klezmorim’s Recording of “Lebedik Un Freylekh” 
Section Melody: The Klezmorim 

1-A-1 Clarinet, Alto Sax, Trumpet 
1-A-2 Clarinet, Alto Sax, Trumpet 
1-B-1 Clarinet, Trumpet 
1-B-2 Clarinet, Trumpet 
2-A-1 Clarinet (8vb) 
2-A-2 Clarinet, Trumpet 
2-B-1 Clarinet, Violin 
2-B-2 Clarinet, Violin 
3-A-1 Clarinet, Trumpet 
3-A-2 Trumpet 
3-B-1 Clarinet, Alto Sax 
3-B-2 Clarinet, Alto Sax, Trumpet (8vb) 
4-A-1 Clarinet, Alto Sax, Trumpet 
4-A-2 Alto Sax, Trumpet 

 
 
 

 While the clarinet and the violin represent a long-standing tradition in klezmer, 

the inclusion of a brass section by The Klezmorim specifically evokes the sound of early 

twentieth-century American klezmer and musicians’ affinity for brass bands. In this case, 

the trumpet plays a duel role, switching between melodic and harmonic functions and a 

more rhythmic driving role. Rick Elmore plays on a bass trombone in this recording, 

which also allows for more dynamic shifting of roles. While often covering the bass line 

part with a tuba-like range, Elmore, as is more typical of the tenor trombone in klezmer, 

is also occasionally heard playing fills and brief counter-melodic lines below the melody. 

The inclusion of multiple brass instruments (and the saxophone, functioning here as a sort 

of woodwind/brass hybrid) is likely a factor in the louder, shriller E flat taking a leading 

role over the quieter violin, as the trumpet and saxophone often present the melody in a 

distinctly lower range. The Klezmorim’s percussion section consists of a simple set of 
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drums and cymbals with the noteworthy addition of a woodblock. Pete Sokolow, writing 

in the late 1980s, describes this as a typical klezmer setup. He specifically notes the 

importance of the woodblock, describing its use “…in the middle of a bulgar or sher – 

repeat of 2nd or 3rd section – for variety.”185 With regard to the percussion section and 

dynamic balance in general, it should be noted that this recording does not include 

amplified instruments, at least not in the sense that the electric guitar and bass guitar 

(used by the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars) are inherently amplified by their very 

nature.  

 The New Orleans Klezmer All Stars take a much more modern, rock-style 

approach to their instrumentation. While the trio of clarinet, saxophone, and violin fits 

into the “traditional” notion of klezmer instrumentation, the rhythm section component of 

electric guitar, bass guitar, and drum set creates a considerable timbral contrast. Although 

somewhat buried behind the lead wind and string instruments, the fast-paced 

countermelodies played by the guitar, coupled with the shifting nature of the bass and 

drum lines, evoke an energized rock trio that could just as easily be heard standing on 

their own in a New Orleans bar. 

The pivotal instrument here which stands at an intersection between these two 

styles is the accordion. We have already seen that the accordion is historically common to 

klezmer ensembles, especially as it replaced the tsimbl as a part of the same movement 

that saw the clarinet overtake the violin. However, the accordion also holds a significant 

 
185 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 26. 
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place in Cajun and creole music in Louisiana, which makes it a natural fit for a band 

based out of New Orleans. While the accordion never stands out on its own in a leading 

melodic role in this recording, it can be heard in the mix providing melodic and rhythm 

support, as well as occasional embellishments.  

 The instrumentation of the Klezmorim represents a more cohesive ensemble, with 

wind instruments plus violin carrying the melody, harmony, and rhythm while a sparse 

percussion section reinforces rhythmic patterns. Though this ensemble features a variety 

of timbres, none of these instruments conspicuously stand out when compared to early 

twentieth-century recordings. Contrastingly, the ensemble of the New Orleans Klezmer 

All Stars features an inherent division between wind instruments plus violin and 

amplified stringed instruments, with the drum set boasting a powerful presence. This 

inherent dichotomy within the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars’ ensemble serves to 

further highlight the point at which musical fusion occurs, a factor not observed in the 

Klezmorim’s revival-era recording. 

 

Harmonic / Melodic / Modal Structure 

“Lebedik Un Freylekh” is constructed from the freygish mode, seen in Figure 10. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 10 Freygish on G 
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 An augmented second, found in this melody between A flat and B natural (see 

Figure 11), is the characteristic interval in this scale which is most evocative of the 

typical klezmer sound. The A section sees this interval appear at least once in every 

measure except for the final measure of each phrase, and the predominantly stepwise 

melodic structure at this point serves to further emphasize this non-diatonic interval (see 

Appendix 1 for full lead sheet). 

 
 

 

 

Figure 11 "Lebedikh Un Freylekh," A Section, mm. 1-4 
 

 

 

The contrasting period which comprises the B section is characterized by a more 

continuous and phrase-driven theme than the short, repeated motives which make up the 

A section. While the melody of the B section becomes more complex and features 

intervallic leaps as large as a minor sixth, the harmonic structure becomes much more 

simplistic, consisting of four measures played over a G major chord, three measures 

played over an F minor chord, and a final measure moving back to G major in 

anticipation of a repeat to the beginning of the section. This harmonic contrast between 

phrases lends itself to a more pronounced difference in performance style between the A 
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and B sections, the implications of which will be further addressed in a discussion of 

rhythmic treatment of these recordings. 

 In both The Klezmorim’s and the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars’ recordings, 

there is virtually no instance of the melody being played without the addition of grace 

notes (see Figures 12-15).  

 
 
 

 

Figure 12 New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, “Leibdich un Freilach,” Transcription, A Section, Clarinet, mm. 1-
4186 

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 13 New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, “Leibdich un Freilach,” Transcription, B Section, Clarinet and Tenor 
Sax, mm. 9-12187 

 

 
186 New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, “Leibdich un Freilach,” transcription, Manichalfwitz, Gert 

Town Records, GT1117, 1996, CD. 

187 Ibid. 
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Figure 14 The Klezmorim, “Lebedik Un Freylekh,” Transcription, A Section, Alto Sax and Trumpet, mm. 1-4188 
 
 
 

 

Figure 15 The Klezmorim, “Lebedik Un Freylekh,” Transcription, B Section, E Flat Clarinet, Alto Sax, and 
Trumpet, mm. 9-12189 

  
 
 

Each recording is replete with bends at the beginning of notes, or krekhtsn, trills 

and turns, and occasional chirps, especially on high clarinet notes.190 Even when the 

clarinet is playing a non-melodic role and serving as embellishment above the melody 

trills and chirps are still prominent. Outside of differences stemming from personal 

 
188 The Klezmorim, “Lebedik Un Freylekh,” transcription, Streets of Gold, Arhoolie Records, 

3011, 1978, vinyl. 

189 Ibid. 

190 Gingras, “Klezmer for Klarinettists,” 14. 
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ornamentation choices, these two recordings demonstrate very few differences regarding 

melodic and harmonic content and treatment. 

 

Rhythm 

Rhythmically, the freylekh is recognized for its strong on-the-beat emphasis and 

its faster tempo.191 The recording by the Klezmorim is played at around 170 beats per 

minute, and the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars’ recording is only slightly slower at 

approximately 160 beats per minute, both making for  a rather lively dance 

accompaniment. Driving the active tempo in both cases is a strong presence of wind and 

string instruments, taking creative liberties in constructing rhythmically complex 

countermelodic and supporting lines. Central to these inner lines are the bass trombone in 

The Klezmorim’s recording and the electric bass in the version recorded by the New 

Orleans Klezmer All Stars. Bass trombonist Rick Elmore of The Klezmorim begins the 

first time through the A section with a more florid rhythmic presentation, but by the first 

A section repeat settles into a more regular pattern. As illustrated in Figure 16, the bass 

trombone is generally heard outlining the harmonic material in straight quarter notes with 

varying embellishments at the ends of phrases: 

 
191 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 46. 
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Figure 16 The Klezmorim, “Lebedik Un Freylekh,” Transcription, B Section, Bass Trombone, mm. 9-12192 
 
 
 
 Bassist Arthur Kastler of the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars takes a very similar 

approach, emphasizing harmonies through quarter notes with embellishments at the ends 

of phrases. During iterations of the B section, Kastler moves with the drum set into a 

half-time feel, maintaining a balance of outlining harmonies and providing fills. The two 

sections are contrasted in Figures 17 and 18. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 17 New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, “Leibdich Und Freilach,” Transcription, A Section, Electric Bass, 
mm. 1-4193 

 
 
 

 
192 The Klezmorim, “Lebedik Un Freylekh,” transcription. 

193 New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, “Leibdich Und Freilach,” transcription. 
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Figure 18 New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, “Leibdich Und Freilach,” Transcription, B Section, Electric Bass, 
mm. 9-12194 

 
 
 

 Timbral diversity within the rhythm section is achieved by presenting different 

rhythm patterns in different instruments; for example, the first iteration of the A section 

features the snare drum providing a straight rhythm with largely on-beat accents and 

occasional cymbal crashes, while the first iteration of the B section features a more 

subdivided woodblock rhythm (see Appendix 1 for a complete breakdown of sections). In 

most cases percussionist John Raskin maintains a light background presence behind the 

wind and string section, creating a contrast with the effect of the fuller modern rock drum 

set used by the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars.  

 In this case, there are essentially three different drum set “figures” used by the 

New Orleans Klezmer All Stars. The first appears during A-1 sections and occasionally 

A-2 sections and is exemplified by a drum set pattern which emphasizes upbeats on the 

snare drum (see Appendix 1). The second figure, which occurs through all B sections, 

corresponds to the half-time feel previously described in reference to the bass line, as 

drummer “Mean” Willie Green shifts accordingly, with the half-time most strongly 

perceived in the snare drum hits, maintaining a subdued pattern of constant eighth notes 

 
194 Ibid. 



77 
 

on the ride cymbal. The third figure occurs during all but the first and last A-2 sections, 

and consists of a more rhythmically complex, almost soloistic pattern which serves to 

provide a transition into the following B section. When considering instrumental and 

stylistic differences between these two recordings, the use of drums perhaps makes the 

strongest case for separating these two recordings into the revival versus renaissance 

camps of modern klezmer. The Klezmorim’s simpler percussion setup more closely 

resembles the more conservative trap sets of the early twentieth century, and the 

prominent use of a woodblock further strengthens this connection. The New Orleans 

Klezmer All Stars’ drumming style, however, is much more evocative of genres 

associated with modern popular music, including rock and ska. 

 

Summary 

Although these two recordings were made nearly twenty years apart, they are 

fundamentally similar in many ways, instrumentation being the clearest exception. 

Structurally, both recordings include repeats of each individual section, and the quick 

tempos taken by each group are only separated by approximately ten beats per minute. 

Both groups follow the same harmonic and melodic roadmap, embellishing the melody 

with ornamentation on a regular basis, and include dynamic bass voices which alternate 

between simple and complex rhythmic patterns. While each ensemble’s recording 

features a clarinet as the leading voice, the Klezmorim use an E flat clarinet compared to 

the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars’ more ubiquitous B flat clarinet. Both recordings also 
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include a violin, but in each case the violin is secondary to the clarinet, and in the case of 

the Klezmorim’s recording is often inaudible.  

From here, the two recordings diverge further, as the Klezmorim’s heavy use of 

wind instruments and light use of percussion echoes klezmer bands from decades earlier. 

The New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, on the other hand, reflect a more contemporary rock 

sound in their rhythm section consisting of electric guitar and bass and a full drum set 

which drives the band. The presence of percussion instruments (or lack thereof) on each 

recording serves as perhaps the most striking differentiation between the two. Despite 

featuring instrumentally contrasting ensembles, however, the fundamental differences 

between the two recordings are outweighed on a structural level by the similarities. Both 

ensembles take similar approaches in presenting melodic content, harmonic language, 

rhythmic patterns, and overall structure. This demonstrates that despite nearly twenty 

years separating these two recordings, much of what characterized the sound of klezmer 

in early twentieth-century recordings is still present in contrasting contemporary contexts. 

 

Bulgar – “Der Heyser Bulgar” / “Heyser Bulgar” As Recorded by the Klezmer 

Conservatory Band and Yxalag 

The first recording of Heyser Bulgar in this study comes from the Klezmer 

Conservatory Band’s 1981 debut album Yiddishe Renaissance.195 Coming on the heels of 

 
195 The recording in this study by the Klezmer Conservatory Band is the one which appears on 

their 1981 album Yiddishe Renaissance and not the version found on the 1995 album In the Fiddler’s 
House. The latter was recorded with Itzhak Perlman and the two albums feature different personnel. 
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the earliest recordings by the Klezmorim, this album features tracks which were based off 

recordings from the 1920s and 1930s. In the album’s liner notes, drummer Charles Berg 

highlights the strong impact Naftule Brandwein’s original recordings had on the 

popularity of Heyser Bulgar (a sentiment echoed by Yxalag on their recording more than 

thirty years later).196 

The renaissance-era recording featured in this analysis comes from the German 

band Yxalag’s 2012 album Klezmer Tales – Fargint Zikh. Yxalag was founded by a 

group of students at the Lubeck Music Academy in 2008, led by jazz composer and 

clarinetist Jakob Lakner. Since their inception, they have released several albums 

containing both standard klezmer tunes and original compositions by Lakner. Yxalag’s 

first album, Klezmer Tales – A Yiddishe Mame, was released in 2010 and contained 

largely traditional tunes. Bassist Ulrich Zeller describes the direction of Yxalag since 

then as becoming more “creative and progressive,” including more original compositions, 

and violinist Nele Schaumburg describes a tendency for the group to “play away from the 

score.”197 They have been known to blend other styles with klezmer, including 

“…classical fugue, bossa, tango, swing, musette, Balkan beat, [and]…Russian 

melodies.”198 The group is recognizable among contemporary klezmer ensembles for 

 
196 Charles H. Berg, liner notes to Yiddishe Renaissance, Klezmer Conservatory Band, Vanguard, 

VCD 79450, 1981, CD. 
 
197 Yxalag, “Porträt | Yxalag Klezmerband | ‘Filfarbike Mishpokhe’,” (interview), posted July 3, 

2015, accessed December 17, 2019. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MCLZH7uJpko. 

198 Yxalag, liner notes to Klezmer Tales – Fargint Zikh, Yxalag, gpArts, 004, 2012, CD. 
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their string-heavy sound with an ensemble on this album including violins, viola, guitar, 

and double bass.199  

 
 
 

Table 8 Notable Differences Between Recordings of the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s “Der Heyser Bulgar” and 
Yxalag’s “Heyser Bulgar” 

Klezmer Conservatory Band (1981) Yxalag (2012) 
x Woodwind- and brass-heavy sound 
x Regularly occurring cadenzas 
x Rhythm driven by bass and 

percussion 
x Faster tempo: approx. 170 BPM 

x String-heavy sound 
x Fully developed solo sections 
x Rhythm driven by string section 
x Slower tempo: approx. 140 BPM 

 
 
 
Form 

The Klezmer Conservatory Band and Yxalag, at least in the beginning of their 

respective recordings, take similar approaches to their interpretations of this piece. Both 

recordings begin with a presentation of the A section material, but each ensemble alters 

this melodic material in their introductory statements. The Klezmer Conservatory Band 

flips the final two phrases of the A section, while Yxalag omits the final eight measures 

of melodic material during their first time through the A section, seen in Figures 19-21.  

 
199 Following the release of Klezmer Tales – Fargint Zikh Yxalag added trombonist Luka 

Stankovic to their ensemble. 
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Figure 19 A Section Phrase Structure, “Heyser Bulgar” 
 
 
 

 

Figure 20 Klezmer Conservatory Band, Introduction (A Section) of “Der Heyser Bulgar,” Transcription, Phrase 
Structure200 

 

 
200 The Klezmer Conservatory Band, “Der Heyser Bulgar,” transcription, Yiddishe Renaissance, 

Vanguard, VCD 79450, 1981, CD. 
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Figure 21 Yxalag, Introduction (A Section) of “Heyser Bulgar,” Transcription, Phrase Structure201 
 
 
 

This contrast is highlighted by Yxalag’s slow, almost improvisatory rubato in 

their introduction which obscures a clear sense of progression through the form.202 Once 

each group has initially presented material from the A section, however, they proceed to 

play through a full repeat of that section, followed by straight-forward repeats of the B 

and C sections as illustrated below; up to this point the overall form is structured as 

follows: 

 

|| A (altered) || A ||: B :||: C :|| 

Figure 22 Formal Structure, First Half of "Der Heyser Bulgar" as Recorded by the Klezmer Conservatory Band 
and Yxalag 

 
 
 

 
201 Ibid. 

202 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 34. 
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The end of the C section in each recording marks a dividing point between the 

two ensembles’ interpretations. At this point, the Klezmer Conservatory Band moves 

back to the A section and essentially presents the same set of material a second time, 

capping off their recording with a coda consisting of a single pass through the A section. 

Yxalag, however, continues through the form as transcribed on the lead sheet, playing 

through the D section with a repeat included (this section of material is omitted entirely 

from the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s recording). After the second pass through the D 

section, the recording by Yxalag departs from the material presented in the lead sheet and 

features an improvisatory sixty-four-measure violin solo. This inclusion of original, 

improvisatory material by the musicians of Yxalag is the most substantial difference 

between their recording and that of the Klezmer Conservatory Band, and one which 

continues throughout the rest of their recording. When the solo ends Yxalag presents an 

abbreviated recapitulation of the opening material from the A and B sections, without 

repeats: 

 
 

|| A || B || A || A (partial) || 

Figure 23 Formal Structure, End of "Heyser Bulgar" as Recorded by Yxalag 
 
 
 

Following this section comes another forty measures of original material, and the 

recording is capped off with a coda consisting of one pass each through the A and B 

sections. In omitting the C and D sections in the second half of the recording following 
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the violin solo, Yxalag opens more room for incidental and soloist material, while still 

maintaining the essence of the tune. Even at the very end of the recording Yxalag 

surprises the listener, as the ensemble ends on an iteration of the B section rather than the 

A section. Of the eight recordings examined here, this is the only case where a recording 

does not end with a restatement of the A section, and as a result the listener is left with a 

sense of abruptness and asymmetry. This irregularity in presented material, coupled with 

numerous changes in tempo approaching the end of the recording, makes a meaningful 

statement about the functional form of Yxalag’s recording of the work. The bulgar, like 

the other forms discussed here is historically considered to be a dance form, yet Yxalag’s 

treatment of the material seems to indicate that at least in this recording, they prioritize 

musical variation and exploration over the predictability of a tune known for its 

danceability. 

 

Instrumentation 

Both recordings of “Der Heyser Bulgar” prominently feature the clarinet as the 

lead instrument, but as far as overall timbral texture is concerned this is where their 

instrumental overlap ends. 
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Table 9 Instrumentations Used in Recordings of “Der Heyser Bulgar” / “Heyser Bulgar” 
 Klezmer Conservatory Band Yxalag 
Lead Melodic x B flat clarinet x B flat clarinet 

Melodic/ 
Countermelodic/ 
Harmonic 

x Piccolo 
x Alto saxophone 
x Cornet 
x Mellophone 
x Violin 
x Piano 

x Violin (2) 
x Viola 
x Acoustic guitar 
x Accordion 

Bass/ 
Rhythmic 

x Baritone saxophone 
x Trombone 
x Double bass 
x Drums 

x Bass clarinet (doubling 
clarinet) 

x Double bass 
x Percussion 

 
 
 

The Klezmer Conservatory Band is a reasonably large ensemble by klezmer 

standards, and their sonic presence is bolstered not only by the sheer number of 

musicians (eleven featured on this track) but also by the types of instruments featured, 

including a sizeable brass and saxophone section. The instrumentation featured on this 

recording hearkens back to that of early twentieth-century ensembles, as klezmer 

bandleaders including Abe Elenkrig and Harry Kandel sought to emulate the full, brassy 

sound associated with John Philip Sousa’s band. Yxalag, meanwhile, invokes an even 

older klezmer ensemble, perhaps one from late nineteenth-century Eastern Europe, as 

they combine the clarinet with multiple bowed string instruments and take a more 

minimalistic approach to percussion.  

  In addition to having the largest ensemble featured on any recording examined 

here, the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s instrumentation also covers a substantial range of 

pitch and varying timbres. Between the piccolo, clarinet, and alto and baritone 
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saxophones, the woodwind contingent of this ensemble alone possesses a range spanning 

well over five octaves. Within the subset of brass instruments, the cornet, mellophone, 

and trombone provide a blend of conical- and cylindrical-bore instruments, which offer 

contrasting timbral qualities. Although a violin is also included in this recording, it is 

quite difficult to make out through the substantial wind section, generally noticeable only 

when providing ornamentation in a high register. In many klezmer performances and 

recordings, the violin is showcased as one of the leading instruments and is included in 

the presentation of melodic material. In this recording the heavy contingent of alto, tenor, 

and bass wind instruments shift between providing a block of harmonic reinforcement 

with the rhythm section and doubling the melody, giving the violin very little chance to 

cut through. Overall, the sound is very deep and full, owing to the relatively substantial 

bass section of baritone saxophone, trombone, and string bass.  

 Renaissance-era klezmer bands like the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, the 4th 

Ward Afro Klezmer Orchestra, and the Anakronic Electro Orchestra have each taken an 

instrumental idiom from modern popular music (in the case of these bands, rock and 

electronica) and applied it to their own presentations of klezmer.203 In Yxalag’s recording 

of “Der Heyser Bulgar,” however, the musicians take a different approach. While 

Yxalag’s recording of “Der Heyser Bulgar” was released more than thirty years after that 

of the Klezmer Conservatory Band, the instrumentation featured on the later recording 

 
203 New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, Manichalfwitz; 4th Ward Afro-Klezmer Orchestra, Abdul the 

Rabbi, no record label, no record number, 2012, CD; Anakronic, “Bio,” last modified 2016, accessed May 
21, 2019, https://www.anakronic.com/bio. 
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seems to evoke an even older klezmer band configuration. Rather than substituting 

saxophones for clarinets and incorporating full drum sets and amplified guitars, Yxalag 

builds an ensemble around a core of bowed string instruments. The inclusion of both the 

violin and the string section as a whole as the main melodic voices serves as a nod to the 

violin’s historical leading role in klezmer before being supplanted by the clarinet; in the 

case of this recording, the clarinet and strings more or less share the duties of leading 

voices. It should be noted as well that the clarinetist on this recording doubles on the bass 

clarinet, which plays a decidedly more rhythmic than melodic role when present. Since 

the clarinet and bass clarinet are the only wind instruments heard in this recording 

(excepting, technically, the accordion), and the string instruments are played without 

appreciable amplification, the percussion section in this recording is rather subdued, 

limited to hand drums and tambourines.  

 The instrumentation in each of these recordings reflects a historical aspect of 

klezmer ensembles. The Klezmer Conservatory Band demonstrates a sound modeled 

more closely after the Sousa-inspired klezmer brass bands of the 1910s and 1920s, 

directed by bandleaders including Harry Kandel. The string-heavy sound of Yxalag, on 

the other hand, evokes an older period of klezmer history, one before relatively subdued 

string instruments began to give way to militaristic brass bands. Both ensembles feature 

the clarinet and violin, instruments considered iconic in early klezmer recordings, but 

divergent ensemble structures suggest varied approaches to historical klezmer 

performances. 
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Harmonic / Melodic / Modal Structure 

Because “Der Heyser Bulgar” contains more sections than the other works 

examined in this study, it contains a greater diversity of melodic content and harmonic 

progressions. Built upon the freygish mode in D, the piece begins with a harmonically 

simple A section which alternates between D major (I) and C minor (vii) chords (there is 

one instance of a G minor (iv) chord which occurs for one beat near the end of the A 

section). D is clearly tonicized here, with C minor acting as the dominant chord. The 

augmented second which is characteristic of the freygish mode, in this case the interval 

between E flat and F sharp, does not appear as frequently in the melody of this tune as it 

does in the others, especially in the A section. This section contains many short scalar 

segments which either omit the E flat required to build the augmented second, or the E 

flat is the top note of the pattern, and the second with the F sharp is not completed. The 

first time this interval appears is after the first pair of phrases, and even then, it only 

occurs in a stepwise passing context as seen circled in Figure 24. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 24 "Der Heyser Bulgar," Beginning of A Section, mm. 1-13 
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In the first measure of “Der Heyser Bulgar’s” B section, the inclusion of a C sharp 

in the melody for the first time initially points toward the continuation of a tonicized D, 

with C sharp functioning as the leading tone. While the second measure of the B section 

includes another C sharp, this time creating an augmented second interval as it moves 

down to B flat, the overall harmonic language of this section suggests that in fact a 

modulation to G has occurred. The eight-measure parallel period that comprises the B 

section is underlined with a harmonic vocabulary including G minor (i), C minor (iv), and 

D or D7 (V or V7). 

 

 

 

Figure 25 "Der Heyser Bulgar," Beginning of B Section, mm. 27-30 
 
 
 

This harmonic shift from the A section to the B section is typical of the bulgar 

form, as Walter Zev Feldman explains that “during the 1920s, several of the bulgars 

recorded in New York were in three parts, with parts I and II in the minor scale with 

raised fourth and part III in major…”204 Furthermore, Feldman also cites examples of 

bulgars incorporating “altered Dorian” modes, which include a raised fourth scale 

 
204 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 106. 
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degree, in his analysis of the “Rumanian Bulgar” and of “Der Dubosarer Bulgarish,” 

though the latter example of a Bessarabian bulgarish slightly predates the later-developed 

American bulgar.205 It should be noted that the C sharp which occurs in the first two 

measures of “Der Heyser Bulgar’s” B section alludes to this “altered Dorian” notion, 

serving as a raised fourth scale degree over the now-established tonic G. 

 The C section serves as a point of contrast with the first two sections, both 

melodically and harmonically. A return to a tonicized D is evident in this section based 

upon three-measure stretches over a D chord alternating with movement to C minor, once 

again serving as the dominant chord as it did in the A section. The perfect fifth outlined 

between D and A, seen between the first and second measures of the excerpt below, is a 

recurring motive in this section and establishes D as a harmonic focal point. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 26 "Der Heyser Bulgar," Beginning of C Section, mm. 44-49 
 
 
 

Excepting these regular leaps of a fifth, the melodic lines in both the A and B 

sections of “Der Heyser Bulgar” tend to move in a largely stepwise motion with little 

respite from movement, outside of occasional half notes and eighth rests which serve 

 
205 Ibid., 101-106. 
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largely to guide phrasing. In the C section, quarter rests surrounding single eighth notes 

create brief periods of silence and a greater rhythmic punctuation. This punctuation can 

be seen in Figure 26 and is exemplified in both recordings by not only a break in the 

melodic line but a beat of complete silence. 

Similarly, nearly four full measures of this section are notated as holding a C over 

a C minor chord. According to the notation on the given lead sheet, the C section would 

span sixteen measures if not for the three extra bars of sustained C seen in the figure 

below; not only does this sustained pitch provide a moment of stasis for the melodic line, 

but it effectively shifts the phrasing of the entire section. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 27 "Der Heyser Bulgar," C Section, mm. 55-58 
 
 
 

In Yxalag’s recording of “Der Heyser Bulgar,” this sustained pitch is interpreted 

with rhythmic embellishments from the clarinet, and since they only perform the C 

section once with a repeat this figure has little impact on the overall melodic structure of 

the piece. The Klezmer Conservatory Band, on the other hand, makes this figure a much 

more integral part of their recording. Each time the performers approach this figure, the 

ensemble abruptly slows down as they move into the sustained note and, on each iteration 

of the section, presents progressively longer cadenza-like figures in the clarinet. The table 
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below shows the development of this excerpt through each iteration of the C section (see 

Appendix 2 for a complete breakdown of sections). 

 
 
 

Table 10 Clarinet Cadenza Durations in the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s Recording of “Der Heyser Bulgar” 
Iteration of C Section Treatment of Extended Note 

First time through (1-C-1) Fermata, continue playing written material 
Second time through (repeat) (1-C-2) Fermata, 3 seconds of improvisatory clarinet 
Third time through (2-C-1) Fermata, 11 seconds of improvisatory clarinet 
Fourth time through (repeat) (2-C-2) Fermata, 28 seconds of improvisatory clarinet 

 
 
 

 

Figure 28 Don Byron, First Clarinet Cadenza in Klezmer Conservatory Band Recording of “Der Heyser 
Bulgar,” Transcription206 

 
 
 

 

Figure 29 Don Byron, Second Clarinet Cadenza in Klezmer Conservatory Band Recording of “Der Heyser 
Bulgar,” Transcription207 

 
 
 

 
206 The Klezmer Conservatory Band, “Der Heyser Bulgar,” transcription. 

207 Ibid. 
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Figure 30 Don Byron, Excerpt from Third Clarinet Cadenza in Klezmer Conservatory Band Recording of “Der 
Heyser Bulgar,” Transcription208 

 
 
 

The D section of “Der Heyser Bulgar” is much simpler melodically and 

harmonically, and of the two recordings examined here it is only heard in Yxalag’s 

rendition. This section tonicizes C, as evidenced by the rather flat harmonic motion and 

leaps of fifths and octaves between the pitches C and G, as seen in Figure 31. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 31 “Der Heyser Bulgar,” D Section, mm. 64-74 
 
 
 

Melodically, this section is replete with short triplet figures moving in stepwise 

motion, a reference back to melodic content in previous sections. The melody is 

 
208 Ibid. 
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presented by the strings in unison with little fanfare, accompanied by the accordion 

providing harmonic support. As it is shorter and simpler than the other sections, the D 

section largely serves in Yxalag’s recording as a vehicle to move into the violin solo 

section. Contrasting with the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s relatively straight-forward 

approach to form, this suggests that Yxalag intended their recording to showcase more 

rubato and soloistic playing, with the overall form serving as a vehicle for such 

contrasting sections. 

 
 
Rhythm 

Both the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s and Yxalag’s recordings of “Der Heyser 

Bulgar” highlight the common bulgar beat grouping of 3+3+2. This rhythmic pattern is 

shown in Figure 32; note that the example is notated in 2/4 to match the lead sheet 

notation found in Appendix 4. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 32 Characteristic Rhythmic Pattern Associated with Bulgar Dance Form 
 
 
 

In the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s recording this rhythm is most often heard in 

the snare drum, as well as the natural rhythmic emphasis within melodic lines throughout 

the tune. It is largely absent from the bass instruments, however, as these rhythmically 
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driven voices maintain a steady eighth-note pulse with emphasis on downbeats. Yxalag’s 

recording, by contrast, provides little to no emphasis on this pattern in the A section, 

though it is featured prominently in the upper strings during the B section. More varied 

and complex rhythms are present in Yxalag’s recording, especially in the strings, 

accordion, and guitar. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 33 Yxalag, “Heyser Bulgar,” B Section Rhythmic Pattern 
 
 
 

 

Figure 34 Yxalag, “Heyser Bulgar,” Solo Section Rhythmic Pattern 
 
 
 

While the Klezmer Conservatory Band and Yxalag have recorded “Der Heyser 

Bulgar” at noticeably differing tempos, with the former group’s recording around 170 

beats per minute and the latter 140 beats per minute, both recordings feature dramatic 

tempo changes at key points in the tune. For example, Yxalag’s recording begins at 

around 60 beats per minute with a highly rubato playing style, but quickly begins to 

accelerate into the first full iteration of the A theme. This practice is mimicked whenever 
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the group comes to a complete stop and start again, as seen in the final three measures of 

the excerpt in Figure 35. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 35 Yxalag, “Heyser Bulgar,” Transcription, A Section Excerpt (Reduction)209 
 
 
 

The Klezmer Conservatory Band generally holds a steadier tempo throughout 

their recording but still presents several alterations in more predictable spots. In order to 

create contrast and provide a respite from the relentlessly aggressive tempo, the ensemble 

grinds to a brief halt in each iteration of the C section, slowing down to lead into the 

fermatas and clarinet cadenzas discussed in the previous section.210 Unlike in Yxalag’s 

recording, however, the Klezmer Conservatory Band does not accelerate from these 

detours back into their original tempo, but instead makes a rather jarring leap straight 

from the cadenza figure back into the original frenzied tempo. 

 
 

 
209 Yxalag, “Heyser Bulgar,” transcription, Klezmer Tales – Fargint Zikh, gpArts, 004, 2012, CD. 

210 See Figure 36. 
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Figure 36 "Der Heyser Bulgar," C Section, mm. 52-58 
 
 
 
Summary 

The Klezmer Conservatory Band and Yxalag are the two largest ensembles 

discussed in this analysis, with eleven and eight instrumentalists on each of these 

recordings, respectively. Both feature a B flat clarinet in a leading melodic role, at least 

one violin, and a modest percussion section. Both recordings were made with only 

acoustic instruments (as opposed to inherently amplified instruments such as electric 

guitars or keyboards), though they differ in that the Klezmer Conservatory Band features 

a heavy woodwind and brass sound while Yxalag backs up the clarinetist with bowed and 

plucked string instruments. This contrast in instrumental families presents a somewhat 

unexpected point of comparison between the two ensembles’ recordings: while the 

Klezmer Conservatory Band’s wind-heavy sound certainly evokes Sousa-inspired 

klezmer brass bands of the 1910s and 1920s, the more contemporary Yxalag’s use of 

stringed instruments almost exclusively in place of wind instruments resembles even 

older klezmer ensembles of nineteenth-century Europe, before the clarinet and other wind 

instruments overtook the violin as the iconic flagbearer of the klezmer style. 

 Outside of instrumental makeup, the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s recording of 

“Der Heyser Bulgar” follows a more conservative structure than Yxalag’s. The former 
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follows a more regular and predictable pattern navigating sections of melodic material, 

whereas the latter moves much more freely between different tempos and includes far 

more improvisatory material.211 The Klezmer Conservatory Band uses regularly recurring 

sustained notes in the melodic line as a vehicle for cadenzas of progressively increasing 

length, and because these cadenzas occur at a specific point in the melody the ensemble 

instills in the listener a sense of anticipation and expectancy. By contrast, Yxalag simply 

plays through these sustained notes, opting instead on their recording to interrupt phrases 

with a sudden stop or abrupt musical shift. Though the recording by Yxalag includes 

several sections’ worth of harmonic material not presented in the Klezmer Conservatory 

Band’s recording, harmonization is comparable and consistent between each recording’s 

shared melodic content. 

 

Khosidl – “Baym Rebns Sude” / “At the Rabbi’s Table” As Recorded by the 

Klezmorim and the Kabalas 

Another tune made famous by Naftule Brandwein, “Baym Rebns Sude” was 

recorded by Brandwein with the Abe Schwartz Orchestra in 1917, possibly existing even 

earlier and serving as one of the oldest melodies recorded by the Klezmorim.212 The band 

acknowledges this connection to antiquity when describing their approach to performance 

style: “As in the old days, the clarinetist improvises an introduction based both on 

 
211 See Appendix 6 for a side-by-side structural comparison of the two recordings. 

212 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 61. 
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liturgical modes and on military fanfares, and the other players join in as soon as they 

recognize the theme. The folk drum heard here is a baraban made by hand out of wood, 

rope, calfskin, and goatskin.”213 The association between the khosidl  and the “habanera-

like” rhythm discussed in Chapter 3 is present in this recording, another callback to 

Brandwein’s playing style. 

 Formed in the American Midwest in the early 1990s, the Kabalas enjoyed a brief 

but successful run of performing together, recording three albums over a five-year span. 

Rather than performing exclusively klezmer, the Kabalas followed the example of early 

twentieth-century Eastern European musicians by blending klezmer with music reflective 

of the local popular culture. In this case, much of the Kabalas’ music is infused with 

polka, due to the prolific populations of German heritage in Illinois and Iowa. The 

Kabalas’ body of recorded work consists of original tunes, medleys, and arrangements, 

often presented in a somewhat parodic manner. While klezmer is not the only style heard 

in the band’s recordings, they have included older well-known klezmer tunes on all three 

of their albums, including “Russian Sherele” on their 1995 album Martinis and Bagels, 

“Hava Nagila” on the 1997 album The Eye of Zohar, and “Odessa Bulgar” alongside “At 

the Rabbi’s Table” on Time Tunnel. The title of the track examined here from their 1999 

album Time Tunnel is translated into English as “At the Rabbi’s Table.”  

 
 
 

 
213 Liberman and Gray, liner notes from Streets of Gold, the Klezmorim. 
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Table 11 Notable Differences Between Recordings of the Klezmorim’s “Baym Rebns Sude” and the Kabalas’ 
“At the Rabbi’s Table” 

The Klezmorim (1978) The Kabalas (1999) 
x E flat clarinet as lead instrument 
x No polyphonic / chordal instruments 
x Very sparse percussion (hand drum) 

x Soprano saxophone as lead 
instrument 

x Two chordal instruments 
(accordions) 

x Full rock-style drum set 
 
 
 
Form 

“Baym Rebns Sude” consists of three sixteen-bar sections of material, typical of a 

khosidl. The form as given in the lead sheet provides a sense of symmetry, as A and C 

sections comprised of parallel periods bookend a B section with a contrasting period.214 

The Klezmorim and The Kabalas take similar approaches in their interpretations of 

overall structure, each opening their recording with a soloistic introduction incorporating 

improvisatory elements as seen in Figures 37 and 38. 

 
 
 

 

 
214 See Appendix 5. 
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Figure 37 The Klezmorim, “Baym Rebns Sude,” Transcription, Clarinet Cadenza (Excerpt) (Transposed)215 
 
 
 

  
Figure 38 The Kabalas, “At the Rabbi's Table,” Transcription, Introduction (Transposed)216 

 
 
 

Following these introductory sections, each ensemble proceeds to play through 

the A and B sections with notated repeats: 

 
 

||: A :||: B :|| 

Figure 39 Formal Structure of "Baym Rebns Sude" / "At the Rabbi's Table" 
 
 
 

 
215 The Klezmorim, “Baym Rebns Sude,” transcription, Streets of Gold, Arhoolie Records, 3011, 

1978, vinyl. 

216 The Kabalas, “At the Rabbi’s Table,” transcription, Time Tunnel, Dionysus, 123379, 1997, CD. 
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  Both recordings then proceed to the C section, but the Klezmorim play through 

the C section only once (omitting the repeat) and end with an unrepeated pass through the 

A section: 

 
 
 

|| C || A || 

Figure 40 Formal Structure, Second Half of "Baym Rebns Sude" as Recorded by the Klezmorim 
 
 
 
  By contrast, The Kabalas play the C section with the repeat included and then 

insert a four-bar drum solo before proceeding to the final pass-through of the A section 

sans repeat. The four-bar drum break (accompanied by a scream) evokes the transition 

from the introduction to the initial iteration of the A section, which provides a sense of 

symmetry through the entire form. By contrast, The Klezmorim do not present any sort of 

“transition” material in their recording outside of the improvisatory introduction, instead 

moving straight from one section to the next. 

 
Instrumentation 

While these two recordings were made by ensembles of roughly comparable size, 

Table 12 illustrates that there is little timbral overlap between the Klezmorim’s “Baym 

Rebns Sude” and the Kabalas’ “At the Rabbi’s Table.” 
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Table 12 Instrumentations Used in Recordings of “Baym Rebns Sude” / “At the Rabbi’s Table” 
 The Klezmorim The Kabalas 
Lead Melodic x E flat clarinet x Soprano saxophone 

Melodic/ 
Countermelodic/ 
Harmonic 

x Alto saxophone 
x Trumpet 

x Accordion (2) 

Bass/ 
Rhythmic 

x Bass trombone 
x Drum (baraban) 

x Drum set 

 
 
 

The Klezmorim’s recording incorporates a blend of reed and brass instruments, 

rounded out by a baraban, a hand drum common in Eastern Europe and often used in 

folk music for weddings or dances.217 Excepting the absence of a violin from this 

recording, the instrumentation used here lines up with a more “traditional” notion of a 

klezmer band, incorporating several layers of wind instruments supported by a simple 

percussive beat. As in the Klezmorim’s recording of “Lebedik Un Freylekh,” clarinetist 

David Julian Gray plays on an E flat clarinet, pushing the leading melodic voice up into a 

range where it clearly cuts through the rest of the ensemble. Conversely, Rick Elmore 

plays a bass trombone on this recording as well as “Lebedik Un Freylekh,” extending 

downward the range of an ensemble otherwise heavily voiced in the soprano to alto 

range. 

 As a klezmer band from the American Midwest, there are two other major 

musical styles toward which the Kabalas’ sound gravitates, both of which are exemplified 

 
217 Grove Music Online, s.v. “baraban,” accessed April 30, 2019, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.mutex.gmu.edu/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.00
1.0001/omo-9781561592630-e-4002274833. 
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by the band’s instrumentation. One of these styles is rock: like the New Orleans Klezmer 

All Stars, the Kabalas include a full modern drum set in their recording of “At the 

Rabbi’s Table” which is utilized in a manner idiomatic to contemporary American rock 

music (a more complete rhythmic analysis of the drum set will follow in a subsequent 

section). Similarly, by using the saxophone not only as the leading voice, but as the only 

wind instrument voice at all, the Kabalas invoke a history of the saxophone in rock which 

has spanned several decades and included artists such as Fats Domino, The Coasters, 

Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band, and the Dave Matthews Band. The accordion, 

to a lesser degree, connects the Kabalas with rock music as well, particularly when 

looking to bands with folk or “alternative” leanings such as the Decemberists and 

Flogging Molly; in fact Seth Rogovoy has compared this aspect of the Kabalas’ sound to 

that of the contemporary “nerd-rock” band They Might Be Giants.218 

 The other musical style evoked through the Kabala’s instrumentation and 

performance practice is polka. Although polka is often associated more broadly with 

German or Polish culture, and not specifically with Eastern European Jews, Hankus 

Netsky, Michael Alpert, and Walter Zev Feldman have all pointed to various polkas 

being part of the American klezmer repertoire in the 1920s and 1930s.219 Furthermore, 

Frank London refers to klezmer musicians in nineteenth century Eastern Europe 

commonly performing polkas as part of a core non-klezmer repertoire.220 By including 

 
218 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 133. 

219 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 59; Ibid., 76; Ibid., 96. 

220 Ibid., 210. 
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two accordionists in this recording, the Kabalas straddle multiple musical styles while 

achieving a thick and rich texture, providing a solid harmonic core while at the same time 

allowing for clear rhythmic punctuation. 

 

Harmonic / Melodic / Modal Structure 

“Baym Rebns Sude” is built upon the freygish mode, with the characteristic 

augmented second interval between the second and third scale degrees. Both recordings 

are played on an E freyish mode with the augmented second appearing between the F 

natural and G sharp as circled in Figure 41.  

 
 
 

 

Figure 41 Freygish Mode on E 
 
 
 
The raised third scale degree (in this case G sharp) creates a major tonality for any chords 

or melodic lines built on E, though no other major chords appear in a harmonic analysis 

of the piece. However, in examining the opening figure of the A section’s melody line, 

the presence of C sharp creates a major sixth above E, giving the beginning of the phrase 

a mixolydian quality. 
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Figure 42 “Baym Rebns Sude” / “At the Rabbi's Table,” A Section, mm. 1-4 
 
 
 

 

Figure 43 “Baym Rebns Sude” / “At the Rabbi's Table,” A Section, Second Phrase, mm. 9-12 
 
 
 

Later appearances of C natural, as seen in Figure 44, occur in a strictly ornamental 

context, often as passing tones, and in the harmonic context of the iv chord A minor or 

the vii chord of D minor. 

 
 
 

        

Figure 44 Occurrences of C Natural in B and C Sections of “Baym Rebns Sude” / “At the Rabbi's Table,” mm. 
13-14 & mm. 33-34 

 
 
 
 While the A section strongly tonicizes E, the B and C sections see a modulation to 

A as a tonal center, with E now functioning as a dominant V (or V7) chord. The G sharp 

that characterized the freygish mode in the A section now serves as a leading tone to the 
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newly tonicized A, giving the B and C sections the sound of being built on a harmonic 

minor scale. 

 Both ensembles, in their respective recordings, follow very closely the 

progression laid out in the lead sheet. The harmonic vocabulary in “Baym Rebns Sude” is 

simple, consisting almost entirely of I, iv, and vii chords. Although few different chords 

are used, there is a high rate of harmonic activity, with only one instance of a chord 

lasting four full measures. Within the B section the rate of harmonic change is increased, 

and secondary dominants begin to appear as illustrated in Figure 45. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 45 “Baym Rebns Sude” / “At the Rabbi's Table,” B Section Harmonic Progression, mm. 21-24 

 
 
 
Rhythm 

The Klezmorim’s recording of “Baym Rebns Sude” does not include any chordal 

instruments, and only a very simple percussion contingent, so the entire ensemble 

essentially functions as both the harmonic inner voices and the motor driving the 

movement of the tune. Building off the foundation of the baraban, saxophonist Lev 

Liberman, trumpeter Brian Wishnefsky, and bass trombonist Rick Elmore provide Gray’s 

clarinet lines with harmonic support while maintaining an emphasis on the ever-present 

terkish rhythm seen in Figure 6. While the single hand drum featured on the Klezmorim’s 
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recording of “Baym Rebns Sude” reflects a simpler and more old-fashioned approach to 

percussion, the full drum set featured on the Kabalas’ “At the Rabbi’s Table” conveys a 

greater sense of rhythmic intricacy and complexity. Drummer Joel Dick plays in a style 

more evocative of rock, funk, or even jazz, complete with snare drum hits reliably falling 

on the third beat of each four-beat group (measured here in eighth notes in a 2/4 time 

signature) and heavy use of the hi-hat cymbal. Examples of the two distinct beat patterns 

for the A and B sections are shown in Figures 46 and 47. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 46 The Kabalas, “At the Rabbi's Table,” Transcription, A Section, Drum Set221 

 
 

 

 

Figure 47 The Kabalas, “At the Rabbi's Table,” Transcription, B Section, Drum Set222 

 
 
 

This pair of recordings is the only one in this study in which the revival-era 

ensemble plays at a slower tempo than the renaissance-era ensemble. While both groups 

take their recordings at slower dance tempos characteristically associated with the 

 
221 The Kabalas, “At the Rabbi’s Table,” transcription. 

222 Ibid. 
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khosidl, the Klezmorim’s recording was made at approximately 70 beats per minute, 

while that of the Kabalas is closer 80 beats per minute. Both recordings maintain a steady 

tempo throughout, a characteristic consistent with music intended specifically to serve as 

accompaniment to dance. 

 

Summary 

Both these recordings follow the same harmonic progression and are very similar 

in their sectional structure and tempo. Each ensemble begins their recording with a short 

introductory section before continuing onto the A section material (see Appendix 5), and 

each recording ends clearly with a single iteration of the A section. The Klezmorim omit 

a repeat of the C section, and the Kabalas insert a drum break before the final iteration of 

the A section, but otherwise both groups follow virtually the same form throughout their 

recordings. Both are played at similar tempos, only about ten beats per minute apart from 

one another, and in fact the difference between track lengths is only about five seconds.  

 The most significant differences between these two recordings stem from the 

contrasting instrumentations and, by extension, the stylistic differences which these 

instrumentations inform. Both recordings feature a single reed instrument, but the 

Klezmorim’s E flat clarinet and the Kabalas’ soprano saxophone provide a timbral 

contrast which is only reinforced by the rest of the musicians. The Klezmorim use a trio 

of wind instruments to provide both harmony and rhythmic accompaniment, supported 

only by a single hand drum, while the Kabalas’ thick harmonies presented by two 

accordions are bolstered by strong driving rhythms in the drum set. The extent to which 
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performance style varies between the two recordings is informed largely by the 

instrumentation of each ensemble. Beyond the contrasting timbral presences, percussive 

presences, and degrees of soloistic ornamentation, both ensembles present similarly 

structures recordings which deviate little from a common melodic and harmonic 

roadmap. 

 

Hora – “Moldavian Hora” As Recorded by Kapelye and the Lerner/Moguilevsky 

Duo 

In the decade since Kapelye was founded in 1979, the group recorded several 

albums, toured across Europe regularly, and starred in the 1981 film The Chosen.223 In 

the liner notes for their 1985 album Levine and his Flying Machine, Kapelye describe the 

style which defines “Moldavia Hora”: 

An old time East European dance alternately called a hora, 
zhok, or, in Yiddish a krimmer tants (crooked dance) perhaps 
because of its “limping” 3/8 rhythm. This type of tune was 
often used by musicians to escort the relatives of the bride 
and groom home after the wedding. We learned this from an 
early 1910s recording made in Bucharest by the mysterious 
Rumynskii Orkestr.224 

 
Nearly the entire track list on Levine and his Flying Machine, including 

“Moldavian Hora,” consists of tunes either written during or popularized by recordings 

from the first three decades of the twentieth century. Much like the recordings made by 

 
223 Henry Sapoznik and Michael Alpert, liner notes for Levine and his Flying Machine and Other 

Yiddish Favorites, Kapelye, Shanachie, 21006, 1985, vinyl. 

224 Ibid. 



111 
 

the Klezmorim and the Klezmer Conservatory Band which are presented in this study, 

Kapelye’s affinity for reviving decades-old standards is reflected in the ensemble’s 

instrumental makeup and playing style. 

The Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo, also known as “Klezmer en Buenos Aires,” 

consists of pianist and film composer César Lerner and woodwind player Marcelo 

Moguilevsky. Through their collective discography, the group demonstrates a strong 

connection to klezmer by recording both established tunes from the early twentieth 

century (such as “Baym Rebns Sude” and “A Glezele Vayn”) and original works which 

fall into traditional klezmer forms (including “Freilach en Re menor” and “Husidl in Re 

menor.”) However, both musicians also draw heavily on native Argentinian musical 

styles, introducing numerous flutes and varying percussion instruments not typically 

associated with klezmer and often singing in Spanish.225 Their recording of “Moldavian 

Hora” selected for this study presents the essential harmonic and melodic material with 

instruments more typically associated with klezmer, and although the performance style 

is rather free and improvisatory the melodic sections are still easily recognizable. 

 
 
 

 

 

 
225 Canal Encuentro, “En concierto. Música en el CCK: César Lerner y Marcelo Moguilevsky – 

Canal Encuentro,” posted June 9, 2017, accessed December 17, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3BT1XScfNFI. 
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Table 13 Notable Differences Between Recordings of “Moldavian Hora” by Kapelye and the 
Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo 

Kapelye (1985) Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo (2002) 
x B flat clarinet as lead instrument 
x Little improvisation 
x Strict rhythm and meter 
x Varying timbres in harmony / bass 

x Soprano saxophone as lead 
instrument 

x Highly improvisatory 
x Loose rhythm and meter 
x Piano acts as all accompaniment 

 
 
 
Form 

In their recordings of “Moldavian Hora,” both Kapelye and the 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo incorporate the A and B themes and apply these sections to an 

overall rounded form.226 The overarching structures of both recordings are shown in 

Table 14, reflecting simple alternation and repeats of each section. However, while 

Kapelye’s recording is very clearly reflected in this figure, a closer examination of the 

material as presented by the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo quickly reveals how differently 

these two ensembles have approached the structure of this tune. 

 
 
 

Table 14 General Structure of “Moldavian Hora” as Recorded by Kapelye and the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo 
Kapelye Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo 

||: A :||: B :||: A :||: B :||: A:|| ||: A :||: B :||: A :|| 
 
 
 

The members of Kapelye take a balanced and measured approach to the form, 

playing a four-measure rhythmic introduction to establish the tonality, rhythm, and 

 
226 See Appendix 7 for lead sheet. 
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tempo, and then proceeding to play straight through each section with repeats. The only 

other deviation from the form as written on the lead sheet consists of a two-measure coda 

while drastically slowing down into a fermata on the final note. While the 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s recording essentially presents the two sections’ worth of 

material in a ternary form, the degree to which the two performers add melodic, 

harmonic, and rhythmic alterations borders on obscuring the overall sense of structure 

and the melodic and harmonic progression. 

 

Instrumentation 

Kapelye’s recording of “Moldavian Hora” features a clarinet, violin, accordion, 

banjo, and tuba, all instruments commonly found in klezmer performances and 

recordings dating back to at least the early twentieth century.227 The banjo featured on 

Kapelye’s recording is played by Henry Sapoznik, whose contributions to the scholarly 

study of klezmer underscore his involvement in this ensemble. Although the banjo is 

found in fewer contemporary klezmer rhythm sections than the piano, accordion, or 

guitar, Sapoznik’s deep knowledge of klezmer history and his vital role in spurring the 

American klezmer revival informs the historically idiomatic role the banjo plays here.228 

Both the banjo and the accordion, along with the tuba, play a vital rhythmic role in this 

recording, also serving as harmonic support underneath the clarinet. While the violin is 

 
227 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 24-5. 

228 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 151. 



114 
 

heard throughout this recording, the clarinet serves as the unmistakable lead voice, 

playing the melody almost without pause for the duration of the recording.  

 
 
 

Table 15 Instrumentations Used in Recordings of “Moldavian Hora” 
 Kapelye Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo 
Lead Melodic x B flat clarinet x Soprano saxophone 

Melodic/ 
Countermelodic/ 
Harmonic 

x Violin x Piano 

Bass/ 
Rhythmic 

x Accordion 
x Banjo 
x Tuba 

 
 
 

The Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo takes a more minimalist approach by performing 

this piece with only a soprano saxophone and piano. Neither of these instruments on their 

own are by any means rare in the catalog of klezmer recordings, but in this context, they 

are featured in such a way as to evoke a small jazz setting rather than adhering to 

klezmer’s typical dance music tropes. The roles of the two instruments on the 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s recording are very clearly defined and largely invariable, with 

the soprano saxophone playing a melodic role and piano harmonizing and occasionally 

establishing a loose rhythmic pattern. Despite the stark timbral contrast between these 

two recordings (especially considering the wider span of instrument families included in 

Kapelye’s ensemble), both present the melody through single reed instruments which are 

generally considered more idiomatic in the klezmer world. The clarinet and soprano 

saxophone share similar timbres, ranges, and means of tone production, and the players in 
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each of these recordings fully utilizes the abilities of these instruments to create turns, 

chirps, and other ornamental vocalizations often associated with the klezmer style. 

 

Harmonic / Melodic / Modal Structure 

Unlike the other three pieces examined in this study, “Moldavian Hora” is not 

built upon a mode which features an augmented second interval. While the augmented 

second is generally one of the most immediately recognizable hallmarks of the klezmer 

style, the melody in “Moldavian Hora” is built fundamentally from a diatonic vocabulary, 

save for minimal use of accidentals. This vocabulary is reflected in each of the two 

sections that comprise the simple A-B form prescribed on the lead sheet (see Appendix 

7). The A section presents a strong D minor tonality, evidenced by the B flat in the key 

signature and the harmonic vocabulary consisting of D minor, G minor, and A7 (i, iv, and 

V7) chords. The B section, at first glance, would appear to move to a G major tonality, 

suggested by the addition of a leading tone F sharp and negation of B flat as illustrated in 

Figure 48. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 48 “Moldavian Hora,” End of A Section into Beginning of B Section, mm. 14-17 
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However, the appearance of a C minor chord in the third measure of the B section 

does not fit diatonically with a G major key signature. Rather than explain this as a shift 

to the freygish mode (which would presume the presence of an A flat, a pitch which 

never appears in the melody or harmony), the entire B section may be viewed as a large-

scale secondary dominant. In this case, the whole section revolves around a V/vii chord 

of D (in other words, G major resolving to C minor, which at the end of the B section sets 

up an A major chord to resolve back to D minor in the A section). This progression 

allows for a contrasting “brightness” of a major tonality in the B section without 

fundamentally altering the harmonic vocabulary or key signature. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 49 “Moldavian Hora,” End of B Section, mm. 27-32 
 
 
 
 Kapelye’s recording follows the printed progression almost precisely, with only 

one notable deviation: in the above example, the C minor chord in m. 27 is played as a C 

major chord, which provides an extra degree of tone color (see Figure 49). Any deviation 

in melodic or harmonic treatment from one section to the next is negligible, and almost 

exclusively resides in ornamentation played by clarinetist Ken Maltz. This contrasts with 

the melodic and harmonic treatment presented in the recording by the 

Lerner/Moguilevksy Duo, due in part to a very different instrumental configuration. 
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While pianist César Lerner largely adheres the prescribed harmonic pattern on the lead 

sheet, save for occasionally extended chords through ornamental embellishments, 

Marcelo Moguilevsky’s improvisatory treatment of the melody frequently introduces 

non-chord tones into the harmonic structure, as seen in the excerpt in Figure 50. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 50 The Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo, “Moldavian Hora,” Transcription, B Section (Excerpt)229 
 
 
 
Rhythm 

In both Kapelye’s and the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s recordings, the absence of 

percussion instruments places the impetus of carrying this rhythmic figure on the non-

melodic instruments in each ensemble. The rest of the ensemble makes up the rhythm 

section and is heard almost exclusively playing one of the two rhythmic patterns seen in 

Figure 51, creating an overall effect of a choppy staccato accompaniment. In the absence 

of any sort of drum or true percussion instrument, the strumming of the banjo strings 

 
229 The Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo, “Moldavian Hora,” transcription, Klezmer en Buenos Aires, El 

Arca de Noe, AN 611, 2007, CD. 
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offers an extremely quick sound decay which adds a particularly percussive sound to the 

timbral mix. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 51 Characteristic Rhythmic Pattern for Hora 
 
 
 
 Contrasting with the ceaseless engine that is Kapelye’s rhythm section, the most 

prominent rhythmic element in the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s recording of “Moldavian 

Hora” is their use of silence. The free-flowing, improvisatory approach taken by 

musicians César Lerner and Marcelo Moguilvesky leads many phrases to trail off into 

silence and leave a pregnant pause between one note and the next. While there are 

moments in the recording where the saxophone and piano come together to emphasize 

beats one and three as is characteristic of the hora, the rhythmically free phrases in this 

rendition often evoke thoughtfulness and introspection rather than a measured, metered 

dance.  

Kapelye’s recording is played at around 60 beats per minute, with the dotted 

quarter note getting the beat. Because the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo takes a less precise 

approach to beat and time in their recording, it is difficult to pinpoint a single tempo. 

Their recording fluctuates between about 45 and 50 beats per minute, a bit slower than 
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Kapelye’s rendition. Beyond this difference, though, the dichotomy between the two 

ensembles’ approach to rhythm and beat reveals two contrasting notions of how to treat 

the hora as a dance form. Kapelye’s recording of “Moldavian Hora” consists of a steady 

and predictable underlying rhythm, features a tempo that never wavers (save for a four-

bar slowdown into the final measure), and provides clear separation between melody and 

rhythmic accompaniment. The Lerner/Moguilevksy Duo’s recording, while still 

maintaining the time signature, melody, and core harmonic content of the piece, makes 

dancing more difficult, at least in a group setting, as the less regular rhythms and 

occasionally unpredictable harmonic directions distract from the choreography. In this 

respect the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s recording follows a trend which is very much a 

product of the klezmer renaissance era, one that moves away from klezmer strictly as 

functional dance music. In subscribing to this idea, contemporary klezmer artists have 

embraced avant-garde experimentalism and stylistic fusion, occasionally pushing the 

boundaries of what, exactly, defines “klezmer.” 

 

Summary 

The recordings of “Moldavian Hora” by Kapelye and the Lerner/Moguilevsky 

Duo present a high degree of stylistic contrast, with the only major similarities being a 

generally rounded form, a general adherence to the prescribed harmonic language (see 

Appendix 7), and an absence of percussion instruments. The overall presentation of 

melody in both recordings follows a rounded pattern alternating between A and B section 

material, but Kapelye’s tight adherence to this structure with virtually no deviation 
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conveys a very different musical idea than the free, improvisatory rendition by the 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo. Members of Kapelye incorporate idiomatic ornamentation into 

their rendition, but not nearly to the same degree as the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo, who 

also extend this ornamentation into a proliferation of non-chord tones and extended 

chords. The regular, ceaseless tempo of Kapelye’s recording at a steady 60 beats per 

minute provides a steadier foundation for group dancing than the ebbing and flowing 

tempo of the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s recording, which fluctuates between about 45 to 

50 beats per minute.  

Each ensemble’s performance style is also reflected in their instrumentation, as 

Kapelye’s lead clarinet is supported by a harmonic rhythm section of violin, banjo, 

accordion, and tuba while the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s soprano saxophone is 

accompanied by a single piano simultaneously filling all these roles. Because such a large 

portion of Kapelye’s ensemble functions as a single harmonic and rhythmic unit, there is 

inherently little room for improvisatory playing. The Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo, on the 

other hand, uses heavy rubato and improvisatory style to establish interest in a less 

timbrally diverse environment. Beyond essential melodic and harmonic content, these 

two groups present a high degree of stylistic contrast in their recordings. Kapelye’s 

performance is informed by early twentieth-century recordings, while the 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo demonstrate few signature elements of the American klezmer 

style in their recording, despite recording a rendition of a well-known melody. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: ANALYSIS 

In comparing four pairs of recordings spanning four decades of contemporary 

klezmer artistry, it has been my intention to examine on a micro level how the approach 

to klezmer has broadened among musicians between the klezmer revival and the 

renaissance eras. In this section, I will take a higher-level approach and apply a holistic 

analysis to all eight recordings listed in this study. To this end, I intend to extrapolate 

from a pattern of shifting performance practices how contemporary musicians’ approach 

to klezmer has evolved from the klezmer revival period through the klezmer renaissance 

period. 

Form 

The four lead sheets provided for this study (as well as many others which were 

examined during preliminary research) share a highly consistent and almost formulaic 

structure, featuring two to four sections, labeled with rehearsal letters, often consisting of 

simple eight-bar phrases. This shared structure allows performing and recording 

ensembles to easily take liberties regarding repeats or order of sections, and even to make 

more complex changes such as fundamentally altering or inserting new material. For all 

the different approaches taken to form and structure in these eight recordings, each group 

starts by establishing a complete (or nearly complete) iteration of the material as 

presented in the lead sheet, sometimes following an added introduction. This pattern is 
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illustrated in Table 16, with highlighted sections indicating material as it is presented in 

the lead sheet. 

 

 
 

Table 16 Comparison of Formal Structure Across Recordings 
 Form as 

Prescribed on 
Lead Sheet 

Form as Presented in 
Revival-Era Recording 

Form as Presented in Renaissance-
Era Recording 

Freylekh |:A:|:B:| |:A:|:B:|:A:|:B:|:A:|:B:|:A:| |:A:|:B:|:A:|:B:|:A:|:B:|:A:|:A:| 

Bulgar |:A:|:B:|:C:|:D:| |:A’:|:B:|:C:|:A:|:B:|:C:|A| |:A’:|:B:|:C:|:D:|Solo|A|B|:A’:|Solo|A|B| 

Khosidl |:A:|:B:|:C:| |Intro|:A:|:B:|C|A| |Intro|:A:|:B:|:C:|Solo|A| 

Hora |:A:|:B:| |:A:|:B:|:A:|:B:|:A:| |:A:|:B:|:A:| 

 
 
 

This should not be taken to mean that every ensemble follows a precise formula 

of identical thematic presentation. Both recordings of “Heyser Bulgar” feature an A’ 

section which differs structurally from the material presented in the lead sheet’s A 

section. The Klezmorim and the Kabalas preface their presentation of thematic material 

with original introductory material, and the Klezmorim forego a repeat of the C section. 

And in the most dramatic deviation from the material as presented in the lead sheet, the 

Klezmer Conservatory Band’s recording of “Heyser Bulgar” omits the D section of 

material altogether despite otherwise presenting sections in order with expected repeats. 

Despite these varying approaches toward overall structure, however, each of these 

recordings demonstrates adherence to a stylistic norm of presenting material from clearly 

defined sections in a generally predictable order.  
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 Beyond the initial statements of each tune’s material as illustrated in Table 17, the 

recordings made by revival-era groups tend to follow section order and regular repeats 

more closely than those made by renaissance-era ensembles. That the recordings made by 

revival-era ensembles match the provided lead sheets more closely is not indicative of a 

lack of creativity on their part, especially as these lead sheets are by no means 

authoritative, but rather references an informed historical study, as Pete Sokolow has 

derived the provided lead sheets from recordings by noteworthy klezmer band leaders of 

the early twentieth century.230 In these particular recordings, there is less emphasis on 

foreign or improvisatory material not included in the lead sheet, although short 

introductions, codas, and cadenza-like figures are occasionally included. The renaissance-

era recordings examined here, by contrast, tend to include a greater amount of material. 

The New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, for example, feature on their recording of “Leibdich 

Und Freilach” a total of eight iterations of the A and B sections combined, each time 

repeating all material in the section. By contrast, Yxalag’s recording of “Heyser Bulgar” 

contains over one hundred measures of soloistic or otherwise foreign material relative to 

the lead sheet.  

The renaissance-era ensembles’ greater proclivity for including more material in 

their recordings is reflected not only visually in diagraming structural layout, but also in 

comparing the lengths of all tracks. In three out of the four pairs examined here, the 

renaissance-era recording is longer than its revival-era counterpart. The one exception in 

 
230 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 34; Ibid., 61; Ibid., 54. 
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this case is the two recordings of the khosidl by the Klezmorim and the Kabalas; it should 

be noted, however, that there is only a five-second difference in track length, and this is 

also the only of the four pairings here where the renaissance-era ensemble takes a faster 

tempo on their recording than the revival-era group. To view this as a general trend based 

solely on the eight tracks selected for this study would be a mistake due to such a small 

sample size; however, taking a larger sample size of recordings from albums recorded 

over a span of several decades provides evidence to support this notion. Slobin, Rogovoy, 

and Strom have all compiled lists of klezmer albums, either as bibliographic citations or 

references to influential recordings which, along with the seven albums cited in this 

study, range in date of recording from 1977 to 2012.231 This list contains thirty-two 

albums altogether, and while it does not show a steady trend of average track lengths 

increasing over time, there is a much higher proportional occurrence of average track 

lengths over four minutes long following the beginning of the revival era in 1990 (see 

Appendix 9). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
231 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 231-232; Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 166; Strom, The 

Book of Klezmer, 371-4. 
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Table 17 Track Durations of Revival-Era Recordings vs. Renaissance-Era Recordings 
 Revival-Era 

Track Length 
Renaissance-Era 

Track Length 
Freylekh (The Klezmorim,  
New Orleans Klezmer All Stars) 

2:45 3:17 

Bulgar (Klezmer Conservatory 
Band, Yxalag) 

3:48 5:33 

Khosidl (The Klezmorim,  
The Kabalas) 

3:22 3:17 

Hora (Kapelye, 
Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo) 

3:05 3:42 

 
 
 

The track lengths shown in Table 17 increase in length corresponding with more 

iterations of repeated material, as well as with the inclusion of original soloistic material 

reflected in renaissance-era recordings. Again, while this is a small sample size, this 

listing is indicative of a larger pattern in which renaissance-era klezmer groups tend to 

include more drawn-out, extended, and improvisatory material in their recordings than 

revival-era ensembles. 

 
Instrumentation 

Of the eight recordings in this study, five of them feature the clarinet as the lead 

voice, with David Julian Gray of the Klezmorim playing in two recordings on an E flat 

clarinet. The clarinet had largely overtaken the violin as the quintessential lead klezmer 

instrument by the early twentieth century, and although modern amplification techniques 

have allowed the violin to balance more easily with a larger ensemble in terms of volume, 

the clarinet remains an extremely popular representative of klezmer. None of these 

recordings features a violin in a leading role, and those that include a violin only 
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occasionally see it join the clarinet in a melodic context, such as in the A section of 

Kapelye’s recording of “Moldavian Hora” or Yxalag’s “Heyser Bulgar.” The two 

recordings which do not include a clarinet, the Kabalas’ “At the Rabbi’s Table” and the 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s “Moldavian Hora,” both feature a soprano saxophone in the 

leading role instead. Ultimately, this provides a similar timbral effect, as both the clarinet 

and soprano saxophone are single reed instruments with roughly comparable ranges. The 

Klezmorim, New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, and the Klezmer Conservatory Band also 

feature saxophones in supporting roles, including alto, tenor, and baritone saxophones 

between these three recordings.  

Instruments providing harmonic and/or rhythmic support vary between each of 

the eight recordings, but generally remain consistent with the lists of typical klezmer 

ensemble instrumentation provided by Sokolow, Gingras, and Rubin. Each recording’s 

supporting instrumentation includes either a keyboard instrument, plucked string 

instrument, percussion instrument, or some combination of the three. The recordings by 

the Klezmorim are the only ones here which do not include a keyboard instrument (all 

others include either a piano or accordion), but they do feature percussion instruments. 

And while neither Kapelye’s nor the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s recordings of 

“Moldavian Hora” feature a percussion instrument, each one includes a keyboard 

instrument (accordion and piano, respectively) and Kapelye also features a banjo to 

provide further depth. Other ensembles fill out middle harmonic voices with alto and 

tenor wind and string instruments, including alto and tenor saxophones, trumpet, 

trombone, and viola. In the case of the Klezmorim’s recordings of “Lebedik un Freylekh” 
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and “Baym Rebns Sude,” no chordal instruments are present (excepting, technically, the 

violin in “Lebedik un Freylekh,” which does not function as a chordal instrument here), 

so all harmonic implications are conveyed through inner wind and string voices. 

The Klezmer Conservatory Band’s recording of “Heyser Bulgar” contains the 

largest personnel of any recording examined here, with a total of eleven musicians 

playing on the track. Although a chordal instrument (piano) is present on the recording, 

the ensemble size is so large that the piano is virtually inaudible within the choir of 

single-line instruments. The bulk of perceived harmony in this recording, then, is derived 

from multiple inner voices accentuating rhythms played on a single pitch, spelling out 

chordal implications in aggregate. Similarly, the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars’ 

accordion on their recording of “Leibdich und Freylech” is often drowned out between 

the subset of single-line instruments (clarinet, tenor saxophone, and violin) and the rest of 

the rhythm section (electric guitar, bass guitar, and drum set), although it does come 

through more clearly during iterations of the B section.  

In contrast with the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s relatively massive and varied 

instrumental makeup and the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars’ dichotomy of wind 

instruments and a rock-oriented rhythm section, Yxalag’s ensemble is characterized by a 

high degree of timbral homogeneity which includes two explicitly harmonic instruments. 

The accordion in Yxalag’s recording serves much the same function as that featured by 

the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, often buried within the string section but 

highlighting chord changes while providing a rhythmic foundation. However, unlike the 

New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, Yxalag includes an acoustic guitar in their recording 
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rather than an electric guitar, foregoing amplification and distortion effects in favor of a 

smoother blend of string timbres. The large string section occasionally spells out entire 

chords, but more frequently plays a role that emulates an orchestral violin section, 

playing in unison or octaves to provide a fuller sound. The upright bass also switches 

between bowed and pizzicato playing styles, filling out the harmony to varying degrees 

and blending more with the high strings or guitar depending on the technique being used 

at any given moment. 

Kapelye’s instrumentation contains several parallels to that of Yxalag and differs 

from that of the other revival-era recordings in that there is a much clearer distinction 

between rhythm section and harmony. In addition to both recordings including a clarinet 

and at least one violin, Yxalag’s combination of guitar and accordion is reminiscent of 

Kapelye’s pairing of banjo and accordion, and both recordings include bass voices 

capable of performing staccato and sustained notes (a string bass in Yxalag’s recording, 

and a tuba in Kapelye’s). In Kapelye’s recording, the tuba provides a consistent bassline 

by outlining the tonic and fifth of each chord, and both the accordion and banjo explicitly 

serve as chordal instruments which spell out chords in their entirety. While multiple 

instruments still reinforce the harmonic context, Kapelye is the only one of the four 

revival-era recordings in this study that essentially features prominent block chords 

produced homogeneously by more than one polyphonic instrument. 

The Kabalas and the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo feature the two smallest ensemble 

sizes of any recordings examined here, and consequently instrumental roles within each 

of these ensembles are much less varied. The Kabalas’ recording of “At the Rabbi’s 
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Table” features soprano saxophonist Neal Smith presenting the melody through the entire 

recording, while two accordions effectively trade off harmonized lines, rhythmically 

accented chords, and sustained chords and the drum set maintains a steady pulse. This 

formula persists through the recording, punctuated by occasional four-measure drum 

solos or fills. Because the harmonic instruments outnumber the lone melodic instrument 

in this recording, the harmony is noticeably thicker and more homogeneous in this 

recording than almost any other examined here. Similarly, the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s 

entire harmonic presence comes from the piano which accompanies the soprano 

saxophone, sometimes through block chords and sometimes through arpeggiated or scalar 

patterns. 

All recordings examined here, except for the two horas, feature percussion 

instruments in some capacity. The percussion on these recordings can be divided into two 

categories: light background percussion that supports the harmonizing inner voices, and 

full drum sets which drive the performance and stand out more prominently. The 

recordings made by the Klezmorim and the Klezmer Conservatory Band during the 

revival era fall into the former category, as does the renaissance-era recording by Yxalag. 

In particular, the recordings of the freylekh and the bulgar made by The Klezmorim and 

the Klezmer Conservatory Band use percussion in an almost identical manner; both 

recordings are played at about the same tempo, and both feature a snare drum playing 

syncopated figures full of roughs and drags occasionally embellished with a light cymbal 

crash. The Klezmorim’s percussion section in their khosidl recording features a lone hand 

drum, while Yxalag uses a similarly light combination of tambourine and hand drum. 
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Along with the woodblock, these percussion instruments evoke klezmer recordings going 

back to the beginning of the twentieth century. The New Orleans Klezmer All Stars and 

the Kabalas, by contrast, include full modern drum sets on their recordings, playing in a 

denser rock style that would drown out sparser ensembles. While the rock drum set 

(cymbals, snare drum, bass drum, and two or three toms) was by no means a new musical 

innovation when the klezmer revival began in the 1970s, it took time to gain acceptance 

in mainstream klezmer instrumentation. Even as recently as the late 1980s Pete 

Sokolow’s assessment of the drum set in klezmer at the time was that “hi-hat cymbals 

and tom toms are recent additions and are hardly used in this style.”232 Over the following 

decades, the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, the Kabalas, and other renaissance-era 

klezmer fusion bands would go on to redefine this notion. 

Despite revealing broad variations in ensemble structure, the results of this study 

do not imply a strong correlation between the era during which a klezmer recording was 

made and how instruments within an ensemble fulfill melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic 

roles. The revival-era recordings show an increased proclivity toward leading melodic 

instruments which are not a clarinet or violin, but again, the small sample size of this 

study limits broader conclusions about this practice. Rather, in this sample, the 

differences in the roles played by different instruments is informed more by the stylistic 

backgrounds of recording personnel and availability of certain performers in each 

ensemble. While the Klezmorim are the only ensemble in this study which does not 

 
232 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 26. 
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include a keyboard instrument in recordings, the group’s practice of spreading harmonic 

roles through wind instruments is strongly paralleled in recordings by the New Orleans 

Klezmer All Stars, the Klezmer Conservatory Band, and, to a lesser extent, Yxalag. 

Regarding ensemble size, the largest contrast between personnel on all eight recordings 

does not come from comparing revival-era and renaissance-era recordings, but rather 

from recordings of a freylekh or bulgar as opposed to a khosidl or hora. Of the recordings 

selected for this study, those of a freylekh or bulgar contain between six and eleven 

players, while those recording a khosidl or hora include between two and five. 

Functionally, the larger and louder instrumentations make sense for the lively and spirited 

freylekh and bulgar dance styles, compared with the generally slower and more 

contemplative khosidl and hora. Again, this should not be considered a universal 

occurrence, but given the context within the boundaries of this study the instrumentations 

observed here serve to reinforce the tendencies of each dance style. 

 

Harmonic / Melodic / Modal Structure 

In each pair of recordings analyzed in this study, the revival-era recordings shared 

with their renaissance-era counterparts the same mode and tonal center as listed in Table 

18.  
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Table 18 Tonal Center and Mode of Each Recording 
Recording Pair Tonal Center and Mode 

The Klezmorim & New Orleans Klezmer All Stars: 
“Lebedik Un Freylekh” / “Leibdich Und Freilach” 

G freygish 

The Klezmer Conservatory Band & Yxalag: “Der 
Heyser Bulgar” / “Heyser Bulgar” 

D freygish 

The Klezmorim & the Kabalas: “Baym Rebns Sude” 
/ “At the Rabbi’s Table” 

E freygish 

Kapelye & the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo: 
“Moldavian Hora” 

D minor (Aeolian) 

 
 
 

With the exception of “Moldavian Hora,” which both Kapelye and the 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo have recorded in the key of D minor (Aeolian), all recordings 

in this study are of tunes which are built upon the freygish mode, and feature an 

augmented second interval between the second and third scale degrees. Despite the 

extended harmonic possibilities offered through this non-diatonic context, harmonic 

vocabulary tends to be limited to between about two and four different chords in each of 

these recordings. Even the most jazz-like recording in this sample, the 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s rendition of “Moldavian Hora,” ultimately stays close to the 

core harmonic vocabulary of the Aeolian mode, with chordal alterations often stemming 

from ornamentation and an improvisatory playing style rather than usage of more exotic 

chords. 

 
Ornamentation 

In pre-revival-era klezmer performances, especially in nineteenth-century Europe, 

melodies were almost never harmonized; instead, ornamentation was often used to garner 
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more interest from the tune.233 This aversion to melodic harmonization seems to have 

been eschewed during the klezmer revival era, as the recordings in this study by the 

Klezmorim, New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, and the Klezmer Conservatory Band all 

feature harmonized presentations of the melodic lines. The recordings made by the 

Kabalas and Kapelye feature some melodic harmonization, but largely feature the melody 

in only one voice. There are no instances of harmonized presentations of melody in the 

recordings by the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo or Yxalag; in the case of the former, this is 

largely to be expected, as the ensemble consists only of one melodic instrument and one 

harmonic instrument. Where these recordings truly converge is their use of 

ornamentation, which is shown in detail in Table 19. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
233 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 44. 
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Table 19 Comparisons of Ornamentation Types Used in Recordings 

 Revival-Era Recording Renaissance-Era Recording 

“Lebedik Un 

Freilich” 

A section: three-tone 

groupings, grace notes 

B section: some trills in final 

iteration, single-tone bends  

A section: three-tone 

groupings, tremolos in violin 

during second and third 

iterations 

B section: trills, chirps 

(kneytshn) 

“Heyser Bulgar” A section: three-note 

groupings, grace notes 

B section: single-tone bends 

C section: heavy single-tone 

bends during cadenza, trills 

A section: single-tone bends in 

introduction and A section, 

krekhtsn during final iteration 

B section: single-tone bends 

C section: grace notes 

D section: grace notes 

Violin solo: heavy single-tone 

bends, grace notes, trills 

“Baym Rebns Sude” Introduction: three-tone 

groupings, trills, single-tone 

bends 

A section: trills 

B section: trills 

C section: single-tone bends 

Introduction: single-tone bends 

A section: single-tone bends 

and slides (krekhtsn), three-

tone groupings, trills 

B section: single-tone bends, 

heavier (tshoks) 

C section: little ornamentation 

“Moldavian Hora” A section: three-tone 

groupings, trills 

B section: trills, some single-

tone bends 

A section: three-tone 

groupings, single-tone bends 

B section: three-tone 

groupings, single-tone bends 
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 Most of the recordings in this study feature frequent trills and turns in the leading 

voice, particularly those by the Klezmorim, the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars, the 

Klezmer Conservatory Band, and Kapelye. Outside of the opening statement in the 

Kabalas’ recording of “At the Rabbi’s Table” there is considerably less trilling present, 

and the recordings by both Yxalag and the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo make little use of 

this effect. Trills are often heard clearly only in the lead voice, but recordings by the New 

Orleans Klezmer All Stars and Kapelye feature trills played by inner voices as well, 

creating a more pronounced sense of depth. The clarinetists playing on both the 

Klezmorim’s and the New Orleans Klezmer All Stars’ recordings of “Lebedik un 

Freylekh” / “Leibdich Und Freylech” frequently incorporate chirps and cracks into their 

playing, a popular ornamentation in klezmer but one less present in the other three pairs 

of recordings examined here. Both recordings of this tune, as well as the recordings of 

“Heyser Bulgar,” also capture the leading instrumental voices playing quick turns during 

stepwise motion in the melodic line, creating extra movement between otherwise static 

notes. 

 In these eight recordings examined here, these seven ensembles all feature note-

bending and glissando effects characteristically featured in klezmer to emulate the human 

voice. In some cases, such as the raucous mood established by the New Orleans Klezmer 

All Stars, these bends are accompanied by a raw, overblown tone, as a singer would 

scream in excitement. Similarly, saxophonist Neal Smith of the Kabalas exaggerates this 

effect to the extreme to simulate a hearty laugh on a descending series of eighth notes and 

quarter notes, as illustrated in Figure 52. 
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Figure 52 The Kabalas, “At the Rabbi's Table,” Transcription, Soprano Sax, B Section234 
 
 
 
On the other hand, clarinetist Ken Maltz in Kapelye’s recording of “Moldavian Hora” 

achieves a similar effect through more separated runs up to the initial note in a phrase, 

maintaining a “cleaner” tone evocative of classical music. 

 While this examination suggests no systemic difference in use of ornamentation 

between revival-era and renaissance-era ensembles, two general patterns appear to run 

through both eras. First, through this set of recordings, three-tone groupings and trills 

appear to be the most frequently used forms of ornamentation. Both these techniques are 

evident throughout all recordings, save for the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s recording of 

“Moldavian Hora” which does not feature any trills. The second pattern through these 

recordings is a much stronger presence of bent notes during soloistic passages, such as 

introductory material, cadenzas, and solo sections. In recordings from both eras, these 

bends are also much more exaggerated during soloistic material, sometimes spanning 

well over a whole step. 

 

 
234 The Kabalas, “At the Rabbi’s Table,” transcription. 
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Rhythm 

By the 1990s stylistic fusion was beginning to permeate the world of klezmer, 

with bands incorporating rhythmic influences from “…free jazz, rock ‘n’ roll, Latin, 

Cajun, and reggae…” among other styles.235 Through both the revival and renaissance 

eras, however, traditional rhythmic patterns associated with specific klezmer dance styles 

continued to appear in popular recordings.  

 
 
 

  

Figure 53 Characteristic Rhythmic Patterns for Klezmer Dance Forms 
 
 
 

In the cases of all eight recordings examined here, these patterns are heard more 

prominently in harmonizing voices than from percussion instruments. In all the 

 
235 Strom, The Book of Klezmer, 260. 
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recordings the freylekhs and bulgars these rhythms are presented rather subtly, often 

buried sonically within relatively large ensembles. What comes across most prominently 

through these four recordings, encompassing musicians of both the revival and the 

renaissance, is a strong emphasis on downbeats in each measure. The recordings of the 

two bulgars make more audible the stylistically associated rhythmic pattern, especially in 

the inner voices such as the low brass of the Klezmer Conservatory Band and the middle 

string voices of Yxalag.  

 The recordings of the khosidls and horas show a greater difference in rhythmic 

treatment between the revival- and renaissance-era recordings. The Klezmorim and 

Kapelye both emphasize a very clear and continuous rhythmic pattern throughout their 

recordings, particularly as Kapelye’s rhythmic accompaniment fails to deviate for even a 

single measure from the prescribed rhythm shown previously until the slowdown into the 

coda. By contrast, the Kabalas’ rhythm section of accordions and drum set simply 

outlines a straight eighth-note beat over a standard rock drum pattern (see Figures 46 and 

47) and does not incorporate the traditional khosidl rhythm as exemplified in Figure 54. 

The Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo deviates similarly from the “prescribed” hora rhythm, with 

the piano player often maintaining the beat without establishing a continuous rhythmic 

pattern. By the end of this recording, the piano begins to more strongly emphasize beat 

one of each measure, but even this figure lacks the same rhythmic definition that the 

Klezmorim and Kapelye present. 



139 
 

 The freylekhs, bulgars, and horas in this study have been recorded at faster 

tempos by the revival-era ensembles than by the renaissance-era ensembles. The one 

exception to this trend is that the Kabalas’ recording of “At the Rabbi’s Table” is played 

at about eighty beats per minute, approximately ten BPM faster than the Klezmorim’s 

“Baym Rebns Sude.” One of the possible motivators behind choice of tempo may be that 

revival-era groups, at least initially, were still recording on vinyl records, where space 

limitations were more pronounced than cassette tapes or especially compact discs. In this 

situation, slightly faster tempos may have meant the difference between including or 

excluding a section of a piece on the album, or even an entire track. Rogovoy notes that 

track length limitations had become “…artificial in the CD era…” and makes note of 

renaissance-ear tracks having “…room to breathe in suites and extended song forms of 

between five and eight minutes.”236 A sample listing of average track lengths on selected 

albums recorded between 1977 and 2012 is included in Appendix 9.  

 Most of the recordings examined here maintain a consistent and steady tempo, 

excluding introductory or concluding material. However, the Klezmer Conservatory 

Band, Yxalag, and the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo demonstrate different manners in which 

both revival- and renaissance-era ensembles have handled tempo changes. Of these three 

recordings which feature tempo changes, the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s does so in 

the most unobtrusive way, inserting regular, predictable cadenza figures throughout their 

recording and otherwise maintaining a consistent 170 beats per minute. Yxalag plays 

 
236 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 110-1. 
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with more irregular abrupt halts in the music, and after these caesuras typically starts with 

a much slower tempo that accelerates back to around 140 beats per minute. The 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo never quite maintains a steady tempo at all, constantly moving 

between approximately forty and sixty beats per minute. 

 Of the four revival-era recordings in this study, the only one to include significant 

changes in tempo is the Klezmer Conservatory Band’s recording of “Der Heyser Bulgar.” 

Among renaissance-era recordings, Yxalag’s “Heyser Bulgar” includes drastic caesuras 

and changes in tempo while the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s “Moldavian Hora” ebbs and 

flows within a range of about 20 beats per minute. The most significant implication of 

tempo fluctuations in klezmer is that unsteady tempo makes dancing more difficult. Since 

revival-era musicians drew heavily from early twentieth-century recordings, when 

klezmer was still regarded primarily as dance music, a rise in recordings containing 

drastic tempo variations would mark a significant cultural shift in klezmer practice. 

However, based upon the results of this study, there is insufficient information to confirm 

a correlation between contemporary klezmer and an increasing propensity toward 

fluctuating or unpredictable tempo changes. Further study of tempo patterns in klezmer 

recordings, especially among more contemporary artists, would aid in the discussion of 

modern klezmer’s rhythmic viability as dance music. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION 

Musical elements of klezmer never disappeared entirely from popular culture 

following the second World War, although the term itself very much fell into disuse for 

much of the twentieth century. Jewish musicians including Mickey Katz and Giora 

Feidman had been performing music with Jewish or Yiddish influences a decade before 

the klezmer revival era began but labeling either of these performers’ music as “klezmer” 

presents semantic questions. Katz’s performances were generally viewed as more of a 

caricature of Yiddish culture than as an unabashed continuation of his own musical 

heritage, and Feidman was often unwilling to label his own music “klezmer.”237 Self-

proclaimed klezmer musicians truly began to return to popular culture during the late 

1970s with the formation of groups including the Klezmorim, the Klezmer Conservatory 

Band, and Kapelye, three of the earliest and most influential klezmer revival groups in 

the United States. Although members of these ensembles were alive, and even 

performing, while Katz and Feidman were active, this new generation of klezmer 

musician opted to look back decades further for source material. 

Recordings from the first decades of the twentieth century provided revival-era 

musicians with inspiration and perspective, but in many cases these recordings were only 

a starting point for further musical exploration. Classical and klezmer musician Ronald 

 
237 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 131. 



142 
 

Robboy’s own experience with the early 1980s group the Big Jewish Band included a 

“…resistance to learning ‘authentic riffs’ from old recordings… though some 

arrangements did emerge, though there was a rhythm section, and though there was 

certainly a lot of improvising, the band’s signature sound was not based on virtuoso 

solos. It was anchored in a goofy, fruity heterophony.”238  

The Klezmorim, the Klezmer Conservatory Band, and Kapelye are largely 

representative of American klezmer during the 1970s and 1980s, putting out numerous 

albums and performing both in the United States and abroad. These albums included a 

handful of original tracks or improvisations, but the bulk of their material was drawn 

from early twentieth-century recordings, which in turn consisted of both traditional folk 

melodies and tunes written or arranged by contemporary composers. The bands’ 

configurations were also informed by those of the early twentieth century, as Henry 

Sapoznik compares the ensembles of early bandleaders Abe Elenkrig, Abe Schwartz, and 

Harry Kandel to how “…Hankus Netsky [of the Klezmer Conservatory Band] organized 

a real Yiddish big band (recreating the sound of the 13 piece [sic] bands on the 78’s) 

made up of conservatory talent.”239 Ultimately, what most informed the playing style of 

revival-era groups was the way in which they learned and absorbed music in old 

recordings. Early twentieth-century performers in America had often lived the experience 

of immigrating from Eastern Europe, and their musical style was part of their own life 

 
238 Ron Robboy, interview, June 28, 2000. 

239 Sapoznik and Sokolow, The Compleat Klezmer, 16. 
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experience. For many revival-era (and certainly renaissance-era) musicians, performance 

was more about bringing back an old style than living a personal life experience. 

By the 1990s, klezmer was becoming increasingly popular not only among Jewish 

musicians, but also beginning to catch the attention of more and more non-Jewish 

musicians. The transition between revival and renaissance was smooth and loosely 

defined because there was no gap between the two eras. Those interested in exploring this 

previously obscured musical style could now benefit from Saponzik’s years of musical 

and scholarly research and performances by Sapoznik, Yale Strom, and others. This path 

which had been carved out during the previous two decades allowed musicians of the 

klezmer renaissance era to explore the now-established style and repertoire through 

increasingly different social and cultural lenses. Furthermore, while major revival-era 

klezmer musicians were scholars who pored over old recordings, renaissance-era 

musicians (especially more fusion groups) were able to glean from contemporary rather 

than just historical recordings. Whereas the revival was about re-introducing old music, 

revival to renaissance was more about spreading klezmer practice across more musicians 

and incorporating it into other playing styles. 

The four renaissance-era ensembles included in this study represent a diverse 

cross-section of musicians from three different continents, as illustrated in Table 20.  
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Table 20 Geographic Origins of Renaissance-Era Klezmer Ensembles 
Ensemble Place of Origin 

New Orleans Klezmer All Stars New Orleans, Louisiana, United States 

Yxalag Lübeck, Germany 

The Kabalas Quad Cities area, Iowa/Illinois, United States 

Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo Buenos Aires, Argentina 

 

The two American renaissance-era groups featured in this study boast origins not 

the east- and west-coast cosmopolitan hubs of New York City and Los Angeles, but 

rather in the American South and Midwest. Members of the New Orleans Klezmer All 

Stars initially featured a handful of klezmer charts in their live performances, and 

gradually a klezmer ensemble coalesced around this style and repertoire.240 Following 

pioneering research and performances by revival-era groups such as the Klezmorim, the 

New Orleans Klezmer All Stars were provided a basis from which to cultivate their 

sound, blending established klezmer practices with a more ubiquitous rock 

instrumentation of electric guitar, bass guitar, and drum set. The Kabalas, meanwhile, 

built their sound not only around performance of traditional klezmer repertoire but 

around the Western European polka. This served as an ideal bridge between klezmer and 

the population of the American Midwest. While polka had been incorporated into 

klezmer as a “borrowed” style since at least the early twentieth century it also represents 

the German heritage shared by a sizeable portion of the region’s population.241 

 
240 The New Orleans Klezmer Allstars, “New Orleans Klezmer Allstars Documentary.” 

241 Slobin, ed., American Klezmer, 96. 
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Both Germany and Argentina are home to significant Jewish populations, so 

klezmer groups such as Yxalag and the Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo found a natural 

connection within their own country’s populations. At the same time both native 

Argentinian music and music of Germany’s Western tradition introduce stylistic elements 

found outside of klezmer’s native Eastern Europe. The Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo’s 

extensive use of various flutes and hand drums on Klezmer en Buenos Aires and other 

albums evokes a sound outside the typical klezmer idiom, while Yxalag borrows from 

both Western and Eastern European styles including “classical fugue, bossa, tango, 

swing, musette, Balkan beat or the melancholy of Russian melodies.”242  

As stylistic fusion began to develop more freely across the globe, so too did the 

very form of klezmer recordings and performances. Referring back to the comparison 

between revival- and renaissance-era form and structure, studying a cross-section of 

popular klezmer albums released since the late 1970s suggests that tracks recorded during 

the renaissance era tend to be longer than those recorded during the earlier klezmer 

revival (see Appendix 9). Because of the inherent technical limitations involved with the 

old 78s, artists generally had to record shorter tracks to fit them onto the records. 

However, as time went on and technology improved, many artists from the 1990s onward 

went on to record longer tracks and were freer from following closely the forms and 

formulas from the old 78 recordings.243  

 
242 Yxalag, liner notes to Klezmer Tales – Fargint Zikh, Yxalag. 

243 Rogovoy, The Essential Klezmer, 110-1. 
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 The expansion of klezmer performances and ensembles outside of the United 

States since the 1970s has been paramount to this study and to the conclusions drawn 

about contemporary performance practice. Countries across the globe including 

Germany, Argentina, Canada, Ireland, and Portugal have produced klezmer performers, 

even if these musicians themselves are not culturally or spiritually Jewish. In some ways, 

this should not necessarily come as a surprise, given klezmer’s roots in Eastern Europe 

stemming from the absence of a single unified Jewish homeland. It seems, then, that one 

of the next logical steps in continuing to explore contemporary klezmer performance 

should include an examination of how, if at all, klezmer has permeated the musical 

culture of Israel, a nation founded as a Jewish state. The people of Israel have developed 

their own culture, art, and customs since the declaration of the country’s independence in 

1948, one which is different from the Yiddish roots of klezmer in Eastern Europe. Even 

so, globalization since the late twentieth century has created the potential for all cultures 

and artistic forms to touch one another, and to explore the potential meeting of two 

distinct Jewish musical traditions would doubtless produce further insight on how 

klezmer is heard and interpreted. 

 This study has focused on how klezmer has evolved, developed, and expanded 

since the late twentieth century, in part by way of absorbing or borrowing from other 

musical styles. In many cases, a sample size as small as eight recordings was insufficient 

to arrive at a firm conclusion regarding trends and comparisons of musical practice. 

Expanding this analytical methodology to cover as many recordings as possible would 

reveal further patterns in various aspects of performance practice and provide enough 



147 
 

data to draw more substantial conclusions about exactly how klezmer has developed 

since the 1970s. Another approach for consideration is the reversal of this study’s lens, 

conducting research examining how non-klezmer musicians have, by their own accounts, 

incorporated elements of klezmer into their music. This would allow for a more refined 

measure of klezmer’s cultural presence, moving past the style in and of itself and 

examining its influence on the rest of the musical world. 

 Klezmer, by its very nature, is an adaptive musical style. As Jewish musicians 

immigrated halfway around the world during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, their music continued to fulfill a vital social and cultural function while at the 

same time evolving to appeal to heterogenous new audiences. Klezmer blended with 

other styles originating in both Eastern and Western Europe as musicians expanded their 

repertoire. In this way, the essence of the klezmer style extends past any kind of “core” 

repertoire; it includes original works by contemporary musicians of all backgrounds. 

Musicians from various stylistic, cultural, and even religious backgrounds have found 

themselves increasingly attracted to klezmer during the late twentieth century, for despite 

klezmer’s roots in the Jewish faith its lack of direct ties to a religious institution have 

made it secular and welcoming. Both groups of performers and audiences have expanded 

since the klezmer revival era, and yet much about klezmer remains unchanged. 

Ensembles of the klezmer revival and renaissance continue to perform and record more 

and more original compositions, but recordings of tunes and melodies from the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries remain a large part of contemporary klezmer 

recordings. The violin and clarinet have remained iconic instruments in klezmer, not just 
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because of tradition but because functionally they lend themselves to a dramatic “vocal” 

performance style. Harmonic vocabulary in klezmer often remains relatively simplistic, 

reflecting the style’s vernacular nature. Finally, in a broader sense, klezmer continues to 

represent more than a cultural branch of the Jewish faith or Yiddish culture. Klezmer 

reflects the human experience, perpetuating in its practice a sense of artistry, emotional 

representation, and community. 
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APPENDIX 1: LEAD SHEET FOR “LEBEDIK UN FREYLEKH” / “LEIBDICH 
UND FREILACH” – AS RECORDED BY THE KLEZMORIM AND NEW 

ORLEANS KLEZMER ALL STARS 
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APPENDIX 2: INSTRUMENTATION FOR SELECTED RECORDINGS BY THE 
KLEZMORIM AND NEW ORLEANS KLEZMER ALL STARS 

 The Klezmorim New Orleans Klezmer All Stars 
Lead Melodic x E flat clarinet x B flat clarinet 

Melodic/ 
Countermelodic/ 
Harmonic 

x Alto saxophone 
x Trumpet 
x Violin 

x Tenor saxophone 
x Violin 
x Accordion 
x Electric guitar 

Bass/ 
Rhythmic 

x Bass trombone 
x Percussion (drums, 

cymbals, woodblock) 

x Electric bass 
x Drum set 
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APPENDIX 3: MELODIC VOICES IN RECORDINGS OF “LEBEDIK UN 
FREYLEKH” / “LEIBDICH UND FREILACH” 

Section Melody: The Klezmorim Melody: New Orleans Klezmer All Stars 
1-A-1 Clarinet, Alto Sax, Trumpet Clarinet 
1-A-2 Clarinet, Alto Sax, Trumpet Clarinet (8vb) 
1-B-1 Clarinet, Trumpet Tenor Sax 
1-B-2 Clarinet, Trumpet Tenor Sax (8va) 
2-A-1 Clarinet (8vb) Clarinet 
2-A-2 Clarinet, Trumpet Clarinet 
2-B-1 Clarinet, Violin Tenor Sax, Violin 
2-B-2 Clarinet, Violin Clarinet 
3-A-1 Clarinet, Trumpet Clarinet 
3-A-2 Trumpet Clarinet 
3-B-1 Clarinet, Alto Sax Clarinet (false start on “A” section), Tenor 

Sax 
3-B-2 Clarinet, Alto Sax, Trumpet 

(8vb) 
Clarinet, Tenor Sax 

4-A-1 Clarinet, Alto Sax, Trumpet Clarinet 
4-A-2 Alto Sax, Trumpet Clarinet 
5-A-1 - Clarinet, Tenor Sax 
5-A-2 - Clarinet, Tenor Sax 
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APPENDIX 4: LEAD SHEET FOR “DER HEYSER BULGAR” / “HEYSER 
BULGAR” – AS RECORDED BY THE KLEZMER CONSERVATORY BAND 

AND YXALAG 
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APPENDIX 5: INSTRUMENTATION FOR SELECTED RECORDINGS BY THE 
KLEZMER CONSERVATORY BAND AND YXALAG 

 Klezmer Conservatory Band Yxalag 
Lead Melodic x B flat clarinet x B flat clarinet 

Melodic/ 
Countermelodic/ 
Harmonic 

x Piccolo 
x Alto saxophone 
x Cornet 
x Mellophone 
x Violin 
x Piano 

x Violin (2) 
x Viola 
x Acoustic guitar 
x Accordion 

Bass/ 
Rhythmic 

x Baritone saxophone 
x Trombone 
x Double bass 
x Drums 

x Bass clarinet (doubling 
clarinet) 

x Double bass 
x Percussion 



154 
 

 
 
 
 

APPENDIX 6: MELODIC VOICES IN RECORDINGS OF “DER HEYSER 
BULGAR” / “HEYSER BULGAR” 

Section Melody: K.C.B. Section Melody: Yxalag 
1-A-1 Clarinet 1-A-1 (partial) Viola, violins 
1-A-2 Clarinet, violin 1-A-2 Clarinet, strings 
1-B-1 Clarinet 1-B-1 Clarinet, violin, viola 
1-B-2 Clarinet 1-B-2 Violin (8va), viola 
1-C-1 Clarinet 1-C-1 Clarinet, violins, viola 
1-C-2 Clarinet 1-C-2 Clarinet, violins, viola 
2-A-1 Clarinet 1-D-1 Clarinet, violins, viola 
2-A-2 Clarinet 1-D-2 Clarinet, violins, viola 
2-B-1 Clarinet Solo (64 m.) Violin 
2-B-2 Clarinet 2-A-1 Double bass, clar, strings 
2-C-1 Clarinet 2-B-1 Clarinet, strings 
2-C-2 Clarinet cadenza 3-A-1 Clarinet, strings 
3-A-1 Clarinet 3-A-2 (1/2 of A) Violin (8va), viola, clarinet 
  Incidental stuff (40 m) Violin, viola, clarinet 
  3-A-3 Clarinet 
  3-B-1 Clarinet, strings 
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APPENDIX 7: LEAD SHEET FOR “BAYM REBNS SUDE” / “AT THE RABBI’S 
TABLE” – AS RECORDED BY THE KLEZMORIM AND THE KABALAS 
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APPENDIX 8: INSTRUMENTATION FOR SELECTED RECORDINGS BY THE 
KLEZMORIM AND THE KABALAS 

 The Klezmorim The Kabalas 
Lead Melodic x E flat clarinet x Soprano saxophone 

Melodic/ 
Countermelodic/ 
Harmonic 

x Alto saxophone 
x Trumpet 

x Accordion (2) 

Bass/ 
Rhythmic 

x Bass trombone 
x Drum (baraban) 

x Drum set 
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APPENDIX 9: MELODIC VOICES IN RECORDINGS OF “BAYM REBNS 
SUDE” / “AT THE RABBI’S TABLE” 

Section Melody: The Klezmorim Melody: The Kabalas 
Intro Clarinet Soprano Sax, Accordion 
1-A-1 Clarinet Soprano Sax 
1-A-2 Clarinet Soprano Sax 
1-B-1 Clarinet Soprano Sax 
1-B-2 Clarinet Soprano Sax 
1-C-1 Clarinet Soprano Sax 
1-C-2 - Soprano Sax 
Break - Soprano Sax 
2-A-1 Clarinet Soprano Sax 
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APPENDIX 10: LEAD SHEET FOR “MOLDAVIAN HORA” – AS RECORDED 
BY KAPELYE AND THE LERNER/MOGUILEVSKY DUO 
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APPENDIX 11: INSTRUMENTATION FOR SELECTED RECORDINGS BY 
KAPELYE AND THE LERNER/MOGUILEVSKY DUO 

 Kapelye Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo 
Lead Melodic x B flat clarinet x Soprano saxophone 

Melodic/ 
Countermelodic/ 
Harmonic 

x Violin x Piano 

Bass/ 
Rhythmic 

x Accordion 
x Banjo 
x Tuba 
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APPENDIX 12: MELODIC VOICES IN RECORDINGS OF “MOLDAVIAN 
HORA” 

Section Melody: Kapelye Melody: Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo 
1-A-1 Clarinet Soprano Sax 
1-A-2 Clarinet - 
1-B-1 Clarinet (8vb) Soprano Sax 
1-B-2 Clarinet - 
2-A-1 Clarinet, Violin Soprano Sax 
2-A-2 Clarinet, Violin - 
2-B-1 Clarinet (8vb) - 
2-B-2 Clarinet - 
3-A-1 Clarinet, Violin - 
3-A-2 Clarinet, Violin - 
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APPENDIX 13: AVERAGE TRACK DURATIONS IN REVIVAL-ERA AND 
RENAISSANCE-ERA RECORDINGS, OVER FOUR MINUTES VS. UNDER 

FOUR MINUTES 

Artist Album Title Average 
Track 

Duration 

Release 
Year 

The Klezmorim East Side Wedding 3:17 1977 
The Klezmorim Streets of Gold 3:02 1978 
Kapelye Future and Past 3:25 1981 
The Klezmer Conservatory Band Yiddishe Renaissance 3:41 1981 
The Klezmorim Metropolis 3:22 1981 
Kapelye Levine and His Flying Machine 3:44 1985 
Kapelye Kapelye’s Chicken 5:10 1987 
The Klezmer Conservatory Band Touch of Klez! 3:52 1987 
The Klezmorim Jazz-Babies of the Ukraine 2:13 1987 
The Klezmer Conservatory Band A Jumpin’ Night in the Garden of Eden 3:55 1988 

APPROXIMATE END OF REVIVAL ERA, BEGINNING OF RENAISSANCE ERA 

Brave Old World Klezmer Music 5:28 1990 
Flying Bulgar Klezmer Band Agada: Tales from our Ancestors 4:25 1993 
Brave Old World Beyond the Pale 4:53 1994 
The Klezmatics Jews With Horns 3:58 1995 
David Krakauer Klezmer Madness! 4:55 1995 
Kroke Trio 6:26 1996 
New Orleans Klezmer All Stars Manichalfwitz 3:35 1996 
Brave Old World Blood Oranges 5:04 1997 
The Klezmatics Possessed 2:57 1997 
Alicia Svigals Fidl: Klezmer Violin 3:40 1997 
Di Naye Kapelye Di Naye Kapelye 5:30 1998 
The Klezical Tradition Family Portrait 2:28 1998 
Metropolitan Klezmer Yiddish for Travelers 2:30 1998 
Naftule’s Dream Smash, Clap! 5:09 1998 
Flying Bulgar Klezmer Band Tsirkus 4:27 1999 
The Kabalas Time Tunnel 3:22 1999 
Frank London’s Klezmer Brass 
Allstars 

Di Shikere Kapelye 3:14 2000 

Hollywood Klezmer From L.A. to Odessa 4:18 2000 
David Krakauer A New Hot One 5:34 2000 
Margot Leverett The Art of Klezmer Clarinet 3:16 2000 
Lerner/Moguilevsky Duo Basavilbaso - Klezmer en Buenos Aires 4:20 2012 
Yxalag Klezmer Tales – Fargint Zik 6:00 2012 
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