The Mesmerizing Melodies of New York
Klezmer: A Journey into the Early Twentieth
Century

Step into the vibrant streets of New York City in the early twentieth century. The
sound of clarinets, violins, and accordions fills the air as lively dance tunes weave
their way through the bustling crowds. This is the world of New York Klezmer, a

genre rooted in Jewish traditional music that flourished during this period.

Klezmer, originating from the Hebrew word "kley zemer" meaning "vessels of
song," embodies the spirit and culture of Eastern European Jewish communities.

It began gaining popularity in the late nineteenth century as Jewish immigrants

arrived in the United States, bringing with them their rich musical heritage.
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The early twentieth century was a time of great cultural fusion in America, and
New York City served as a melting pot for different traditions. As Jewish
immigrants settled in neighborhoods such as the Lower East Side, Brooklyn, and
the Bronx, New York Klezmer took on a unique form, blending elements of
Eastern European folk music with influences from jazz, vaudeville, and other

popular genres of the time.

The Rise of the Klezmer Bands

Klezmer bands began to emerge in New York City, captivating audiences with
their lively performances. These bands consisted of talented musicians, often
immigrants themselves, who brought their immense passion and skill to their
craft. The vibrant tunes and infectious rhythms of New York Klezmer quickly
became a central part of Jewish celebrations, weddings, and other joyous

occasions.

One of the most renowned klezmer bands of the era was the Abe Schwartz

Orchestra. Led by the virtuoso clarinetist Abe Schwartz, this band showcased the
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power and beauty of klezmer music in the early twentieth century. Their
performances created a sense of unity among Jewish communities, bridging the

gap between the old world and the new.
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The Klezmer Sound

What sets New York Klezmer apart is its distinct sound, characterized by its lively
tempo, intricate melodies, and spirited improvisation. The clarinet, often the lead
instrument, adds a soulful and mournful quality to the music, embodying the trials
and tribulations of Jewish history. While the violin and accordion provide the
rhythmic foundation, other instruments such as the trombone, trumpet, and

saxophone found their way into the mix as the genre evolved.
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Klezmer tunes can evoke a range of emotions, from nostalgia and longing to pure
joy and celebration. The music reflects the Jewish experience, expressing
resilience in the face of adversity and celebrating the triumphs and joys of life.
Each song tells a story or captures a moment in time, transporting the listener to

a world filled with rich cultural heritage.

The Legacy of New York Klezmer

New York Klezmer in the early twentieth century played a pivotal role in the
preservation and evolution of Jewish music in America. It served as a bridge
between Eastern European traditions and the influences of the American music

scene, paving the way for future innovations within the genre.

As the decades passed, New York Klezmer continued to evolve and adapt to the
changing times. It experienced a resurgence in the 1970s and 80s, with new
generations of musicians reviving the traditional sound and infusing it with

modern elements.
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Today, New York Klezmer remains a vibrant and integral part of the city's cultural
landscape. Numerous klezmer bands and ensembles can be found performing in
venues throughout the city, keeping the spirit of this rich musical tradition alive.
The music has also made its mark on popular culture, with klezmer-inspired

sounds finding their way into film soundtracks and contemporary compositions.

The early twentieth century marked the zenith of New York Klezmer, a genre that
brought together diverse influences and created a unique musical experience. Its
captivating melodies and spirited performances captured the essence of Jewish
history and tradition, while embracing the vibrant energy of a rapidly changing

city.

Today, New York Klezmer stands as a testament to the power of music to
transcend boundaries and preserve cultural heritage. As we immerse ourselves in
the mesmerizing melodies of New York Klezmer, let us celebrate the rich tapestry

of New York City's early twentieth-century music scene and its enduring legacy.
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Since the 1970s, klezmer music has become one of the most popular world
music genres, at the same time influencing musical styles as diverse as indie
rock, avant-garde jazz, and contemporary art music. Klezmer is the celebratory
instrumental music that developed in the Jewish communities of eastern Europe
over the course of centuries and was performed especially at weddings. Brought
to North America in the immigration wave in the late nineteenth century, klezmer
thrived and developed in the Yiddish-speaking communities of New York and
other cities during the period 1880-1950.

No two musicians represent New York klezmer more than clarinetists Naftule
Brandwein (1884-1963)and Dave Tarras (1897-1989). Born in eastern Europe to
respected klezmer families, both musicians had successful careers as performers
and recording artists in New York. Their legacy has had an enduring impact and

helped to spurthe revival of klezmer since the 1970s.

Using their iconic recordings as a case study, New York Klezmer in the Early
Twentieth Century looks at the inner workings of klezmer dance music, from its
compositional aspects to the minutiae of style. Making use of historical and
ethnographic sources, the book places the music within a larger social and
cultural context stretching from eastern Europe of the nineteenth century to the

United Statesof the present.

JOEL E. RUBIN is Associate Professor of Music at the University of Virginia and

an acclaimed performer of traditional klezmer music.
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