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The Present Transmission of Klezmer Music:
An Analysis of Two Jewish Music Festivals,

“KlezKamp” and “Yiddish Summer Weimar”

MISHIRO Mariko

Klezmer music had been a significant part of Jewish life in Eastern European Jewish communities
over three centuries. However, the cultural continuity and the original transmission of klezmer music had
almost stopped by the middle of twentieth century, because Eastern European Jewish life was lost mainly
due to the Holocaust and the Americanization of Jewish immigrants. Today, klezmer music is known as
Jewish heritage music and a genre of world music after its “revival” in 1970s and 80s. It is presumed
that the way and place for the transmission of klezmer music had greatly changed before and after the
“revival.” This paper explores how klezmer music’s tradition is carrying out in the present day without
its original context.

Looking over traditional music in the world, oral transmission between master and student is still
found widely, and in many cases, organizations such as governments encourage its transmission.
Klezmer music is critically different from other music cases in terms of having no home to be back. In
order to investigate how the traditional repertoire and skills of klezmer music are handed over to new
generation, this paper focuses on international Jewish music festivals. This is because these festivals
serve as a center of modern klezmer music scene. The author analyses the activities of two influential
Jewish music festivals; “KlezKamp” and “Yiddish Summer Weimar” by performing fieldwork and
interviews with musicians.

This paper concludes that Jewish music festivals have an essential role in the present transmission
of klezmer music for the following three reasons.

(1) In Jewish music festivals, people can learn the repertoire and styles which are faithful to the
old recordings before the “revival” through oral tradition from “revivalists” who reconstructed the
tradition of klezmer music. “Revivalists” are thought as today’s successors because they learned
klezmer music both by in-depth study of old recordings and by direct teaching from the older klezmer
masters.

(2) Because klezmer music has a deep connection to the Eastern European Jewish folklore, it is
impossible to understand this music deeply without the comprehension of Yiddish culture. Jewish
music festivals have an ideal environment for studying klezmer music with cultural knowledge,
feelings, and values particular to Yiddish culture.

(3) Jewish music festivals provide places for sharing and transmitting of the latest excavation
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results of klezmer repertoire and styles in Eastern Europe.

After the “revival,” klezmer music has transformed from Jewish community music to stage music
which has musical and cultural attractiveness. Today, klezmer music is played and transmitted by
musicians who are motivated by a fascination of this music regardless of whether they are Jewish or
not. Therefore, it is considered that Jewish music festivals where klezmer music is taught with cultural

knowledge are of growing importance in its transmission and diffusion.
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