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Who Stole the Kishka?  A Study of Klezmer Musicians 

Introduction 

Having grown up in the Jewish tradition, I was constantly surrounded by Klezmer and 

Russian folk music.  My parents led a very exciting social life in the early nineties when the 

USSR had only just opened up.  My father had defected fifteen years prior, and at the fall of 

Communism, many of his friends and acquaintances flooded the United States. No one spoke 

English and no one knew where to go after leaving the oppressive motherland, so they turned to 

the few people they knew in the Washington, D.C. area.  During that time, my parents hosted 

musicians, artists, writers, editors, poets, and other artisans of the Russian underground 

intelligentsia.  Although these people came from all walks of life, the two things they had in 

common was their hatred of Communism and their love of Klezmer and Russian folk music.  

After dinner and an inordinate amount of alcohol, someone would sit down at my parents’ piano 

and sing.  The whole party would join in song, remembering their old lives and celebrating their 

new lives as free people.  Occasionally, someone would bring their accordion or fiddle and the 

party would turn into a Russian sing-along.  The drunken, cheery atmosphere, music, and ten-

minute toasts were the sounds of my childhood.  As I grew up, I was exposed to jazz and musical 

theater, and eventually choral music and opera, but I never forgot my roots.   

While there are several scholarly articles written about the characteristics, history, and 

evolution of Klezmer music, there not nearly as many about the musicians and the band 

dynamic; the people who collaborate to make and shape the music.  There is virtually no 

literature about today’s Klezmer culture and what it means to be in a Klezmer band.  



Additionally, the literature does not address how the musicians become motivated to participate 

in Klezmer bands.  

It is a well-known fact that Klezmer music originated in Eastern Europe by the 

Ashkenazy Jews1 (Strom, 2002), and can even be traced back to the late sixteenth century on the 

shetls of Eastern Europe.  The term “klezmer” is used to refer to the musicians themselves and is 

derived from two Hebrew words: “klei,” meaning tool or utensil, and “zemer,” meaning 

instrument or song; together the words create the phrase “vessels of melody,” or musical players 

(Friedmann, 2013).  Klezmer musicians, or “klezmorim” often traveled through the country to 

play in the streets and at events such as weddings and bar and bat mitzvahs.  They occasionally 

played at temple for festive holidays, such as Purim, Chanukah, and Simchat Torah (Green, 

2010), but mostly played music of the secular tradition, based on cantoral tropes2 from the 

synagogue.   

A predominantly instrumental style, Klezmer music is described as “good time music” 

with its fast, dance-like tempos (Slobin, 1984).  The style was manipulated and shaped 

depending on the musicians’ countries of origin. Therefore, today’s Klezmer music is fusion of 

folk songs and dances from the Russian, Romanian, Polish, and Hungarian cannons, to name a 

few.  One of the dances that influenced Klezmer music, the Romanian “bolgar,” is now how 

stereotypical Klezmer music in the United States is defined (Green, 2010).  Other dances, such as 

the waltz and the polka have made their way into Klezmer repertoire as well.  While there is no 

published work that specifically defines the structure of Klezmer music, there are trends the 

music follows that help to identify it as such.   Most Klezmer music blends major, minor, and 

gypsy modes to create a tonality of its own, but there is no set way of analyzing the harmonic 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Ashkenazy Jews are Eastern European Jews, as opposed to Sephardic Jews who originated in Spain and Portugal, or Mizrahi Jews, who are 
descendants of Middle-Eastern Jews.    
2	  A classification of symbols that indicate how to pronounce and intone Hebrew text.  	  



structure.  It wasn’t until the mid 20th century that musicians began notating the music, as it was 

passed down aurally between musicians.  Slobin best describes the klezmer song, saying, 

“Klezmer tunes are like villagers:  you can tell by the dialect and lifestyle that they all belong to 

the same locale, but each individual is easily recognizable and no two are alike” (Slobin, 2000).   

Many klezmorim were not well respected by rabbis and leaders of the synagogue because 

of the secular nature of the music.  Despite the disapproval from the temple, Klezmer music 

remained popular among the Jewish culture.  Even in czarist Russia Klezmer music acted as such 

a uniting force that immigrants brought it to the United States and kept the genre alive through 

the 1920’s and 1930’s.  The genre lost some of its popularity in the United States mid-century.  

However, since the early ‘80’s its popularity has steadily grown.  Modern American Jews are 

returning to the Klezmer genre in attempts to reconnect with their roots, Today, these musicians 

are blending the styles of Klezmer music with pop, rock, blues, jazz, and electronic music to 

create a completely new variation of the genre (Mehlman, 2013).   

I always had the sound and feel of the Klezmer genre in my ear.  However, up until the 

time I researched this paper, I did not know much about the history or tradition of Klezmer 

music, nor did I know any Klezmer musicians.  I decided to take this opportunity to become 

more familiar with the style and its musicians.  Searching the Internet, I found that there are 

fewer than 20 Klezmer bands in New Jersey, whereas there are more than a thousand known 

wedding bands in the state.  One of these Klezmer bands, Odessa Klezmer, is a polka-influenced 

Klezmer band focused in central New Jersey.  Founded in 1984, the group consists of eight 

instruments and several musicians playing those instruments.  The band travels throughout the 

New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania tri-state area, performing at various community and 

Jewish events.  The musicians do not rehearse unless they have a particularly important or 



complicated gig, and instead learn through on-the-job training (OJT).  Every gig calls for a 

different “cast of characters,” depending on the date, location, and type of gig.  Typical gigs call 

for three or four members and occasionally, all eight instruments make an appearance.    

Odessa’s mission statement seeks to bring the joy of Klezmer music to the masses.  Not 

only does the band actively perform in the tri-state area, but leader Ed Goldberg, along with 

other band members, gives seminars and lectures about the history and tradition of Klezmer 

music. It is no surprise that this group is so highly respected throughout the region – most of the 

members are current or recently retired educators in the areas of computer engineering, music, 

elementary school, and English.  The following discussion of the members of Odessa Klezmer 

will help to shed light on the culture of Odessa Klezmer. I will discuss what makes Odessa 

Klezmer the well-oiled machine that it is.  

Methods 

 I observed the Odessa Klezmer Band at three performances over the course of two 

months.  I took notes on each performance and supplemented those observations with questions 

and opinions for further study. I also audio-recorded the first observation to reinforce my written 

notes.  Additionally, I interviewed four members of the band.  Participants were selected based 

on their availability after the performances, as all of the band’s musicians lead active performing 

careers and their availability was limited.  Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed for 

analysis.  The average interview lasted less than twenty minutes with one outlier interview 

lasting approximately one hour.  

The First Impression 

On Tuesday, October 1, 2013 I went to Applewood Estates (a nursing home in Freehold, 

NJ) to observe the Odesssa Klezmer Band.  I arrived 45 minutes early and decided to drive 



around the area to see what my surroundings could tell me about the population demographic.  

The nursing home was surrounded by large, luxurious mansions; one house even had a 

functioning fountain in the front yard!  Additionally, the neighborhood had a Jewish Heritage 

Museum just five minutes from the nursing home.  I wondered if the museum was an indication 

of a significant Jewish population in the immediate area.  

At 2:00, I met the Odessa Klezmer band members as they were setting up their 

instruments and microphones.  Ed, the leader, greeted me warmly and introduced me to the two 

members who would play the concert with him.  Steve played soprano and alto sax, clarinet, and 

flute, and Moze sat at the drum set.  Ed played the accordion, sang, and acted as the Emcee of the 

event.  While the musicians were setting up their equipment, the nursing home staff set up the 

décor on the patio.  The theme of the concert was Oktoberfest, so the attendants were hanging 

cutouts of German beer tavern signs, men in lederhosen, and women in stereotypical German 

garb.  They set out chapeaux for the residents to wear and really set the scene for the concert.  As 

the residents filed in, I took note of the audience members; not counting employees and the 

residents’ guests (visiting family members), I counted 36 attendees; 9 men and 27 women.   

As the concert began, it appeared that the audience did not have the lively reaction I 

would have expected from such energetic music.  As they got into the program, the music really 

came together, full of life and reflective of the festive theme.  Despite the less than lively 

audience dynamic, the band maintained its energy and the home attendants worked very hard to 

boost audience participation.  They danced and sang along to the band, and eventually some of 

the residents danced with the attendants.  There was no apparent set list for the concert.  Instead, 

Ed went with his gut by feeling the crowd and selecting songs on the spot. Before each piece, Ed 

introduced the song with information about the song and its meaning.  He also indicated tempi 



with his hands before and during songs and directed the band members while they were playing 

to get the sounds he was looking for.  The band dynamic was very relaxed and positive. 

Throughout the concert, Ed spoke to both me as well as other members of the audience, 

breaking the fourth wall.  He asked me how I was doing, if I knew certain songs, appeared to be 

very affable and easygoing throughout the concert.  Most of the songs were German polkas and 

their American counterparts.  However, about a third of the way through the concert, Ed chose a 

Klezmer piece and dedicated it to me as he introduced me to the crowd.  As they played the 

Klezmer piece, I noticed that the whole energy of the group grew exponentially.  I wondered if 

this was because they knew this piece better than the other pieces, or whether they liked the 

Klezmer piece better.  After the concert, all three band members greeted me, asking who I was 

and what I was researching.  They also told me about their upcoming gigs.  Overall, the band 

created a lively environment for a not-so-lively crowd and made for an enjoyable concert.   

Themes 

In analyzing the participants’ responses during the interviews, several common themes 

reflecting each member’s dedication to and motivation.  The three main reasons that members 

stayed in the group were social stimulation, love of music, and the place of the band in their 

lives.   

Theme 1:  Social Stimulation 

 All four participants suggested that the social comradery within the band played a large 

influence on their love of the group.  There were four components of that comradery that created 

a positive social environment, including the members’ views of Ed, their relationships with one 

another, their respect for one another as musicians, and the relaxed environment they engendered 

in performance.   



Ed’s Influence 

 Unanimously, the participants agreed that Ed’s disposition and tactics as a leader 

contributed to their love of the group.  All of them were introduced to the group through Ed.  

Here are their stories:

I was teaching at The College of New Jersey...in the English Department… Ed's 
daughter was working at the college in Tech Support, so I...I called up, I was 
having a problem with my computer.  So she said I need your password, so I 
said, "My password is Klezmer." She said, "Klezmer!" I said, "Yeah, like 
Klezmer music."  She says, "My father plays Klezmer music!"  I said, "Oh!" She 
said, "What do you play?" "Clarinet."  She said...this was about 15 years 
ago...She said, "He's been looking for a clarinet player!" So she gave me his 
phone number, Ed's phone number, so I called him up right away, and Ed said, 
"Wow!"  He said, "I'm playing a job this afternoon, can you come down?" 
So...So I went down…it was a nursing home, we sat down for 15 minutes, played 
together and we've been together ever since. 

 ~Bob Mehlman, Clarinet

[Ed] played piano, we were playing on a jazz gig, and we did a couple jobs 
together and he ended up...I don't know, we played real well together…and then 
he ended up getting my number and he said, “I'd really like to use you, I like how 
you play,” I says, “Well I like how you play!” and I guess the rest is history. 

 ~Joe Golding, Percussion 

Well, actually, I met Ed Goldberg, the leader, oddly enough, I was playing on a 
Dixieland band, I was playing the piano and he came by and waved to me and 
said can I play? And we both played on the piano at the same time, we hit it off 
immediately, and...Since then we've been using each other in various bands, and 
unfortunately his steady sax/clarinet player had a stroke a couple years ago, so I 
was called in to active duty and the rest is history. (laughs) 

 ~Steve Kaplan, Saxophone

Introductions to the group are not Ed’s only influence on its members:  participants also 

discussed how they appreciated Ed’s skills as a leader.  In answering the question, “Why are you 

in this band?” Bob Mehlman states that despite the fears of playing in front of a live audience, he 

feels that he can leave a performance thinking, “[the audience] didn't throw things at me and 

nobody booed me.”  He says that Ed’s easygoing personality contributes to making him feel 

secure in his performance.  Steve Kaplan comments on Ed’s patience as a leader, saying, “Ed's 



really kind to me, he'll call a number in the book that I’ve never seen before and I’ll say ok I 

don't know that, [and] he [says] ok, sight-read it…Fortunately, Ed does tend to get musicians 

who sight read and listen very well.”  Steve also says that “Ed is a really gentle kind of 

soul…especially when I’m sight-reading, he doesn't expect perfection...of course he always gets 

it with me...(laughs)…but you know, he's understanding and...If we don't get the song right the 

first time, we'll do it again.” 

 Ed also speaks about his leadership style, saying that he learned what to do and what not 

to do by watching his own bandleaders.  Ed was previously a member of the Jimmy Sturr Polka 

Band, an 18-Grammy-Award-winning traveling group.  He compares his experience under 

Sturr’s leadership to how he chooses to lead, stating that his flexibility with Odessa Klezmer is a 

“part of [his own leadership] that [he] didn't take from Jim, because Jim was very strong.  You 

know, you're with him, just like it was 25 years ago…unless it's really important, you're expected 

to be there for all of the jobs.”  When asked what he did take away from his previous band 

experiences, Ed states, “I took away the devotion to the guys,” and unlike Sturr, the flexibility to 

allow the members to have their own lives without feeling pressured to be at a gig. 

 Overall, Ed’s leadership seems to play a large role in the members’ enjoyment of the 

band.  He creates an environment where he establishes high expectations within a reasonable set 

of parameters.  He allows the members to feel comfortable in their performance and does not 

berate those who make mistakes.  At the same time, he expects their musicality to be such that 

they can successfully play their way through a performance even if they are not intimately 

familiar or well rehearsed with all the pieces in a set.  

 

 



Family, Comradery, and Musicianship  

 Another social aspect of the band is its ability to function like a family.  The participants 

consider themselves close-knit and view the band as they would a family.  Bob Mehlman, a 15-

year member, especially feels this way.  He believes that “[the band is] like a family, and 

especially with these guys, you know, who I’ve been with for so long.”  Ed agrees, stating, “You 

know, we clown around – we’re just a close-knit bunch of guys.”  Joe Golding says of the band’s 

familial connection, “I just call it fate or call it whatever you want, we just get along real well, 

we're meant to be together.”  The members respect each other as friends and musicians.  The 

group does not rehearse unless they find it absolutely necessary, and because of this philosophy, 

the members are very lax in their performance about playing right and wrong notes.  Golding 

attests the following traits to the group’s success:

Especially if you're a music person, listen, have your sight-reading skills up, be 
flexible, take direction.  That's all the easy stuff; the harder stuff, which I think 
everybody should absolutely hammer, is being early to every gig and coming 
prepared and just having a good attitude.  I think that's a big reason why we all 
get along well, we're always early, we get along extremely well, we're very 
flexible both playing and with each other, you know there's different stresses... 
 

Bob believes that his fellow members are good musicians who are easygoing enough to accept 

when their performance will not always be perfect.  He thinks that the band members support 

each other, saying, “There are musicians who are perfectionists...who are terrible to be with 

because they kill the music in music.  It isn't only about playing notes. It's about playing music 

and playing the right notes doesn't always mean playing music.”   

 Despite the lax environment, Bob comments that he sometimes wishes the band 

rehearsed so they could finesse troubling areas in their performance.  For example, after 

Odessa’s performance at the Burlington County Library, Bob remarked,  

There's stuff, I was just talking with Steve today as a matter of fact.  There's 
some stuff that I would like to work out...I'm never sure whether Steve is gonna 



play first or he wants to play first, or how long, or whether we're gonna go back 
to the melody, to the “B” part in the thing.  We pick it up well enough, but I 
would like better [to rehearse the music].   
 

 Above all, it appears that these group members have the highest regards for each other as 

people and musicians.  Even though they do not rehearse regularly, they know how to make the 

best of a performance through their nonverbal cues while playing.  They all follow the same 

philosophy that musical expression and putting on a whole show takes higher priority than a 

perfect performance.  

Theme 2:  Love of Music 

 Another common theme I discovered in my research was the participants’ genuine love 

of playing, listening to, and immersing themselves in music. Each participant had different views 

regarding how they expressed that love, as classified by love of the genre and in creating purpose 

in performance.   

Love of the Genre 

 The participants’ love of the Klezmer scene was expressed through two factors:  some 

enjoyed performing regardless of the genre, while others specifically performed due to cultural 

ties to the genre.  For members like Joe, who did not grow up with Klezmer music, being an 

active performer is about the soul’s expression through music.  He asserts, 

I didn't even know what [Klezmer music] was until I met Ed, and honestly there's 
no music for the drummer. I just listen, I mean, you know, I can hear the 
melodies.  If I’m lucky, I can peak my eyes through the music so I can see at 
least where they're going and stuff but…no, I learned it all through this and I love 
playing…it's no different than any kind of other soul music; opera, jazz, rock, 
whatever, it's all soul music.   

 
Similarly, Steve says that he genuinely loves all music.  He does not discriminate against any 

music because his favorite music is “whatever music [he’s] playing any given day.”  He states, 

I'm real fortunate, I mean to be honest with you, I’ve never played any type of 
music that I didn't love playing, and it's not because I chose not to play other 



kinds, like when I get the chance to play classical music, I love that.  When I play 
klezmer music I love it, so I you know I really allow myself to get into it, and I 
do try hard to listen to the genre so I can understand nuances and that makes it 
fun too…	  I am totally addicted to it.  And I love it and it's a good addiction. 
 

However, for Bob, who is also the band’s historiographer, the music holds a more personal 

connection.  He grew up with Klezmer music and always wanted to play, despite his traditional 

uncle’s disapproval.  Bob’s uncle, who introduced him to classical clarinet, did not want him to 

play klezmer music because “it's cheap music and it would ruin [Bob’s] classical talent.  Like 

many immigrants, [his uncle didn’t] want the connection to the old country.”  Even so, Bob says, 

he heard Klezmer music often, especially at his grandmother’s house, where she would sing old 

folk tunes.  Throughout his life, Bob actively participated in the Klezmer scene, attending and 

performing concerts of great jazz and Klezmer musicians.  He even traveled abroad to perform in 

Klezmer folk dance concerts.  While he enjoys playing all genres of music, the personal 

connection to the genre is his self-sustaining motivation as a musician.  Regardless of which type 

of music the members like more, it is clear that their love of music is a strong factor motivating 

their participation in the band.   

Purpose of the Band 

The participants’ perspectives on the purpose of the band is another motivator in the 

“love of music” category.  All four participants are in the band because it brings them joy, but 

some seek more than that. Ed and Bob’s other aspiration for the band is to educate the masses 

about the genre.  In addition to the band’s regular performing schedule, Ed and Bob (and 

sometimes other members) travel around the tri-state area to give illustrative lectures and 

seminars about Klezmer history, music, and traditions.  Bob, having been a college educator for 

most of his life, truly loves sharing his knowledge with others and for that reason, takes pleasure 

in being a part of Odessa Klezmer.   



Theme 3:  The Band’s Flexibility 

 Odessa Klezmer functions as well as it does because the members do not feel pressured 

to be at every gig.  Rather, they are invited to play on a given date and have the option saying 

“No” if they are unable to attend, without any repercussions.  Steve explains the process: 

[Ed] knows people from all over the place, so depending on where we're playing 
he'll call whatever bulk of musicians he's worked with and put together the band 
there…	  He's got a kind of a nucleus, he's got like an A team, and that's the team 
he's used on the recordings up until now... 
 

Ed corroborates this, explaining,  

I wanted the musicians to have their own life if they can't take a job, no problem, 
I'll replace them, no problem…They will always take it if they physically could, 
but I [say], don't even worry about it.  Like I have a job coming up, Steve might 
miss the first song or two that we're playing, I said don't worry about it.  
 

Joe also appreciates the flexible atmosphere.  With a one-and-a-half year-old son, Joe likes that 

he can say no sometimes because it allows him to balance his five other band jobs, his full-time 

school band teaching position, and his family life.  He states, “I don’t think I'm the top guy [that 

Ed contacts], which I'm fine with, you know, I'm happy to play what I can.”   

 Joe is not the only one who plays with multiple ensembles.  With the exception of Ed, for 

whom Odessa is his sole job in his retirement, all of the participants are active members (and 

even leaders) of various other performing groups.  A retired music educator, Steve is in “too 

many [other ensembles] to count,” and directs the John Nobile Summer Swing Orchestra.  Bob, a 

retired college professor of English and Psychology, plays for the Blauenberg Band when he 

isn’t gigging with Odessa.  These performers’ ability to balance their time as family men, 

musicians, and their day jobs (when they were working and in their retirement) contributes to the 

band’s amiable dynamic.  

 

 



Discussion   

 Odessa’s band dynamic allows for a creative, social, and relaxed musical environment.  

The members’ dedication to the group stems from their shared love of music, friendship and 

respect for one another as musicians, as well as their flexibility in performance.  However, there 

are other possible factors that could contribute to this dynamic, including the members’ ethnic 

backgrounds, the evolution of the band’s style, and the role of gender in the band. Several 

follow-up questions arose from my study.  For example, I wondered if all of the members of the 

band were Jewish and if their faith and/or cultural knowledge influenced how they approach 

performance.  Conversely, if some members were not Jewish, do they feel that their lack of 

“Jewishness” affects their performance?  Although I asked this question during my interviews, 

my results were inconclusive.  This is a question for further study.  Additionally, on the same 

lines, I find it curious that the band is called Odessa Klezmer, but is very decidedly not a “Jewish 

band.” Instead, Ed refers to them as an international band.  In further study, I would explore how 

the band got its name, and I would delve into the band’s stylistic progression.  Another aspect of 

research for further study is the role that gender plays in this band.  Since men dominate the 

band’s demographic and my study, I would have liked to learn the female perspective from the 

band’s only woman and newest member.  I look forward to revisiting this topic and applying my 

newfound understanding of the band’s dynamic to other ensembles I research.   
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