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Appendi x  3

 R EG I O N A L  CE N T E R S  O F   T H E  K L E Z M O R I M

Since the documentation of the klezmer families and ensembles and their geo-
graphic location is so fragmentary, it is difficult to construct meaningful paradigms 
that can tell us much about the development of repertoire, styles, mutual contact 
between regions, or the growth of significant musical centers. Often, documentary 
evidence from a much earlier period is succeeded by a long silence, until memoir 
literature and interviews reveal the situation of a much later era. While in some areas 
we may assume a degree of continuity, elsewhere we cannot readily account for the 
situation as it presents itself in the later nineteenth century. In some regions, there 
appears to be continuity, at least on the level of the leading klezmer families, over 
many generations, while in others we see rather striking new developments, occa-
sioned by changes in economic patterns and legal status of the Jews. Here we will 
present four major regions of klezmer music, each representing a different paradigm 
for the development of the life of the klezmorim: 1) Vilna, 2) Volhynia and Podolia 
(with a focus on Berdichev), 3) Galicia, and 4) Historical Moldova.

The early seventeenth- century documents associate the klezmorim with large 
urban centers. While many urban centers continued to support klezmer ensembles, 
by the late nineteenth century, in some of them, the klezmorim seem to have become 
marginalized by other forms of music. In other cases— especially in Poland, where 
systematic research was never conducted— recent information is lacking even for 
many of the large centers. A characteristic feature of the broader region of Belarus 
and Ukraine was the creation of private towns on the estates of the major Polish 
magnates, which continued as centers of Jewish settlement into the Russian period. 
Most of these towns were home to at least one klezmer ensemble, usually under the 
leadership of one or more klezmer family. As noted above, the annexation of most 
this territory by the Russian Empire somewhat loosened the hold of the strict hier-
archy of the older klezmer families. Thus, in discussing the regions of the Russian 
Empire and of Austrian Galicia this social factor often comes into play.

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Sat Jul 23 2016, NEWGEN

9780190244514_Feldman_Klezmer.indb   403 7/25/2016   11:36:30 PM



A p p e n d i x   3 :  R E G I O N A L  C E N T E R S  O F  T H E  K L E Z M O R I M404

      

To the south, both the Austrians and the Russians inherited territory that had 
belonged to the Ottoman Empire within the borders of the historical Principality 
of Moldova. There the former predominance of Roma/ Gypsy musical clans (the 
lăutari) who had been formal slaves of the Moldavian boyars (Rom. boier) modified 
the system of the klezmer hazakah (khazuke) monopolies. By the end of the eigh-
teenth century, professional relations between Jewish klezmer and Gypsy lăutar had 
created a new symbiosis that had no analogue in contemporaneous Eastern Europe. 
In post- Ottoman Greater Hungary, somewhat similar patterns had developed but 
gradually atrophied by the second half of the nineteenth century, as the Jews aban-
doned the klezmer profession. In addition, there were subtle differences in how 
this system developed in Austrian Bucovina (after 1775), Russian Bessarabia (after 
1812), and Romanian Moldova (after 1878).

Region 1: Vilna

In attempting to describe some of the urban centers of the klezmorim, we might 
begin with Vilna, “The Jerusalem of Lithuania.” Stutschewsky lavishes much space 
and attention upon this city, whose Jewish population had reached 80,000 by 
1903— approximately twice that of Minsk or Berdichev, making it one of the larg-
est Jewish population centers in the Russian Empire, although considerably smaller 
than the large modern urban centers of Warsaw and Odessa. The Jews of Vilna had 
a multifaceted economic and cultural life, in which the music of the klezmorim was 
still prominent in the early twentieth century. As Stutchewsky notes (1959: 139), 
Vilna was famous not only for its rabbis and modern scholars but also for its musi-
cians, cantors, and klezmorim. And, “no Jew in the world loves music as much as 
a Vilner.” The city boasted its klezmer shul, the beys- midrash of the klezmorim. 
The same author also believed that many of the klezmer families of Ukraine had 
originated in Lithuania (including Belarus) and Vilna in particular. Although he 
adduces very little evidence for this, the fact that he came from a Ukrainian klezmer 
family suggests an oral tradition among those families pointing in this direction. 
Considering the antiquity of the settlement and communal organization of the Jews 
in Lithuania proper, there is nothing improbable about this move southward either 
after the union of Poland and Lithuania or (more likely) after the annexation of 
these territories by the Russian Empire.

Stutschewsky was aware of the fact that by the beginning of the twentieth century, 
and certainly in the interwar period, many Jewish musicians, both from klezmer 
and non- klezmer families, had acquired musical literacy and modern techniques 
of playing both classical and popular instruments. Jews dominated the symphony 
orchestras. And Naftali Aharoni (b. 1919) notes that most klezmorim also played in 
orchestras and theaters. Nevertheless, the Jewish wedding maintained itself as the 
one venue where traditional klezmer families had precedence over Jewish musicians 
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from any other background, no matter how impressive their conservatory creden-
tials or technical skills may have been. We cannot be certain to what extent the 
residual hazakah rights of the klezmer families were still respected in Vilna, and to 
what extent Jewish culture as a whole wished to preserve the wedding as a cultural 
space linked to the Jewish past, of which the klezmorim were the musical experts. 
Perhaps both were operating to varying degrees.

Stutschewsky describes the Parnas Tavern on the German Street of Vilna where 
all the klezmorim met, from as far away as Minsk:

There klezmorim of all ages and all levels of skill would hang out, play cards, 
dominos, joke, discuss and have a drink or two. Both the notation reading 
and the non- reading klezmorim used to meet there and drink, and often the 
illiterate were better drinkers than the literate. This was the bourse of the klez-
morim of Vilna and the surrounding areas, a varied world, rude and not con-
solidated. The worries of the klezmorim were as numerous as pomegranate 
seeds. Because the supply of klezmorim was greater than the demand, many 
of them were out of work for months on end. There were those who suc-
ceeded in joining an ensemble of musicians for a time, and the most skillful 
succeeded to rise and earn a good living. These stood at the head; they set the 
prices and divided the work. Everyone who entered the tavern from outside 
was scrutinized secretly by all eyes, for he might bring tidings of an event, a 
‘great event,’ a wedding of the wealthy, a lavish ball, or just some event, some 
kind of invitation, or at the very least to play at a summer garden. There was 
no fixed and continuous work.1

This description of the common gathering place of the klezmorim in a large urban 
setting is a world apart from the situation in a typical shtetl. In the shtetl, the most 
important and often the only work available to klezmorim was a Jewish wedding. 
The klezmorim were a more or less closed social group, and they were aware of 
potential weddings more directly. And apart from the kapelmayster, the shtetl klez-
morim usually followed other trades; they would not have been playing cards and 
drinking in a tavern, but rather painting houses, selling fowl, printing cotton dresses, 
or— if necessary— cutting hair. By the beginning of the twentieth century (which 
this description represents), many of the Jewish musicians of Vilna had acquired 
some conservatory or other classical training. And while Stutschewsky describes 
the musicians at the Parnas Tavern as klezmorim, we know from other sources that 
some of them were not from klezmer families but were simply Jewish musicians.

Naftali Aharoni (Aronczyk, b. 1919) who was a conservatory trained, non- klezmer 
musician, describes a situation in which the leading klezmer families— principally, 

1 Stutschewsky 1959: 139– 140
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the Stupels and Hofmecklers— decided who would accompany them to play at 
Jewish weddings, and for how much pay, and who would not be allowed. Aharoni 
came from a musical family— as he said, “my mother played, my grandmother 
played,” but as bourgeois amateurs. And so Aharoni was one of those Jewish musi-
cians who were never allowed to play at a Jewish wedding but only at Polish wed-
dings or other types of venues. Stutschewsky seems to avoid this issue by claiming 
that, “those who succeeded in joining an ensemble,” who were “the most skillful,” 
were the ones who “set the prices and divided the work” (Stutschewsky 1959: 140). 
However, according to Aharoni and also Hescheles (describing Lwow), the senior 
members of the leading klezmer families, while undoubtedly skillful, were not nec-
essarily the best trained or the most talented. However, the residual rights of the 
Jewish hazakah entitled them to occupy this central position. And as Stutschewsky 
does say about the Stupels in Kovno, “they closed the road in the face of outside 
musicians from other families” (Stutschewsky 1959: 140). The Stupels frequently 
arranged marriages with the Hofmecklers.

In Vilna, there was another family ensemble, that of the flautist Eliyahu Even, 
a descendent of Yankel Even, who had been the student of the famous Guzikow. 
While Guzikow achieved his fame as a kind of cimbalist, he had been trained on the 
flute. The Evens were smaller than the Stupels and so they were required at times 
to seek musicians from outside the clan. As he says, “they were not as closed and 
separatist as the Stupels.” Wolf Even was famed as a violinist. He was a graduate of 
the Petersburg Conservatory and the director of the Municipal Theater of Vilna. 
Stutschewsky also mentions that the father of Yascha Heifitz used to play at times 
with the Evens (Stutschewsky 1959: 140).

There was also the Krantz family, whose son studied violin with Leopold Auer in 
the Petersburg Conservatory. As a klezmer, he was known as “Der Trumayter” (The 
Trumpeter), because he adopted the novelty of playing solo trumpet for the kaleh- 
bazetzn, instead of violin. The bassist Zalman Binder (from yet another klezmer 
family), the gabai of the klezmer shul, was recalled both by Stutschewsky and 
Aharoni. The latter also remembered the Kaganovitch klezmer family. Although he 
states that he did not know them personally, he knew that they comprised ten musi-
cians, playing violins, cello, bass, clarinet, and trombone. He specifies that they also 
took musicians from other Jewish families as well.2

Region 2: Volhynia and Podolia: Berdichev

During the nineteenth century, the most famous center of klezmorim within a shtetl 
built on the land of a private magnate was Berdichev (Berdychow, Barditshev), 

2 Interview with Naftali Aharoni, Jerusalem, 4 September 2000.
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belonging to the Radziwills. After 1710, the town’s owners made major legal changes 
in order to attract a large and productive Jewish population, and when a census was 
taken in 1765, Berdichev had become the largest commercial and craft center in 
the eastern portion of the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth. By 1861 Berdichev 
had a population of 46,683 Jews, making it the second most populous Jewish com-
munity in Russia after Odessa (Lukin 2008). Under the Russian administration, 
this economic growth continued up until the second half of the nineteenth century, 
when it began to lose business and population to Odessa, Kiev, and other cities. The 
Polish Uprising of 1863, after which much of the Polish gentry left the country, also 
contributed to the economic decline of Berdichev.

We know nothing of the musical life of the town in earlier periods, but after the 
middle of the nineteenth century, Berdichev displays a musical life in line with 
its status as a bustling center of crafts and commerce. Its culture at this time was 
largely dominated by the Hasidic movement, which put up strong resistance to the 
Haskalah. This conservatism was reflected in the musical life of Berdichev, which 
was controlled by the klezmorim— much more than any purveyors of light or seri-
ous Western music— especially as the Polish gentry were no longer a major cultural 
factor.

During the nineteenth century, three klezmer kapelyes dominated Berdichev— 
those of Pedotser, Stempenyu, and Alter Chudnover. The central figure in the 
klezmer music of Berdichev during most of most of the nineteenth century was 
Avram- Moyshe Kholodenko, known as “Pedotser” (1828– 1902). Beregovski 
describes his band as “the best klezmer kapelye in Berdichev” (1987: 8). He was 
connected with the Kartshever Hasidim, from a shtetl near Radomisl, northeast of 
Zhytomer. His photograph shows him with a long beard, but without peyes and 
with head uncovered (Beregovski 1987: 32). His band performed in a wide area 
around Volhynia and other parts of Ukraine, and for wealthy Russians as well. He 
never appeared at the head of wedding processions in the street, but only performed 
as a soloist at various points in the wedding and wedding feast.

Pedotser was able to read notation, and he composed many klezmer melodies 
both for dancing and listening, playing mainly these compositions. According 
to Stutschewsky, the Ukrainian klezmorim in the early twentieth century attrib-
uted many of the klezmer “standards” in the current repertoire to him. Pedotser 
accepted no students, but Nathan Sapir, his second violin, apparently instructed 
many younger musicians. His son- in- law, the trumpeter Brodsky, later inherited the 
kapelye. In his klezmer collection, Beregovski included a shteyger composition in 
Ahavo Rabbo in two variants by the violinists Pulver and Shteyngart, the latter on 
an Ansky Expedition cylinder recording from 1913. It was claimed that the compo-
sition originated with Pedotser (Beregovski 1987: nos. 17, 18).

In the same generation as Pedotser, the violinist known as Stempenyu seems to 
represent a somewhat different model of klezmer career. Yosl Drucker “Stempenyu” 
(1822– 70) came from a long line of klezmorim, also originating in a shtetl near 
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Radomisl. In his novel Stempenyu, written in 1888 (eighteen years after the death 
of its hero), Scholem- Aleichem relates the yikhes (lineage) of Stempenyu, begin-
ning with his great- great grandfather the flautist Reb Efraim, his great- grandfather 
Feivush der Tsimbler (the cimbalist), grandfather Shmuel the trumpeter, and his 
father Berl Bass. Perhaps due to a dispute among the klezmer families, Stempenyu 
left home at age fifteen and played widely in the wide region from Berdichev to 
Odessa. Eventually he returned to Berdichev and founded his own kapelye. Under 
the new conditions of Russian rule this was apparently easier to do than previously, 
even though he was the son of an accompanist.

After his death, the ensemble was inherited by his brother- in- law, the violin-
ist Wolf Cherniavsky (1841– 1930). Neither Drucker nor Cherniavsky were able 
to read notation. Drucker/ Stempenyu, who was not as closely tied to Hasidism as 
Pedotser, nor a hereditary kapelmayster but more of a self- made musician, became a 
romantic figure around whom legends accumulated, forming the basis for Scholem 
Aleichem’s novel. In early twentieth- century Ukraine and Galicia, both Stempenyu 
and Pedotser were remembered as the paragons of a “traditional” virtuosic klezmer 
violin style, not dependent upon conservatory training.

The third outstanding klezmer of Berdichev was Yekhiel Goyzman (1846– 
1912), from Chudno, hence his nickname “Alter Chudnover.” Unlike Kholodenko/ 
Pedotser and Drucker/ Stempenyu, Goyzman had more knowledge of Western 
music and adopted modern violin techniques in his playing. Some of his “modern-
izing” klezmer compositions have survived. His photo shows him in a jacket and 
tie, with a trimmed beard. He was a highly respected figure throughout the region, 
playing for prestigious weddings and parties for Hasidic rebbes and Russian and 
Polish aristocrats alike. Contemporary reports and later memoirs testify to his high 
musicality.3

Two other klezmorim of Berdichev were the viola player Rivels (also a traditional 
klezmer with no knowledge of notation), whose son played first violin in the kape-
lye. Melekh Gegner, apparently literate, opened a school for klezmorim— certainly 
an innovation of its kind, testifying to the somewhat more liberal conditions for 
musicianship in the Russian Empire.

Berdichev represented a kind of ideal of what a traditional Jewish crafts center 
could produce in the klezmer musical sphere. The rather sparse evidence for other 
sthtetlekh in Volhynia and Podolia either speaks of a single family of klezmorim 
who were essentially the klezmer band of a single shtetl, or two klezmer families 
who divide the ensembles of two nearby towns between them. Stutschewsky men-
tions towns like Moghilew Podolski and Berezno in Volhynia as one- family klezmer 

3 Lyudmila Sholokhova— Goyzman’s direct descendent— has recently published the important 
article, “Yehiel Goyzman (Alter Chudnover, 1849- 1913): Klezmer Violinist in Transition from Folk 
Music to Classical Style Performance” (2013).
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towns, with the Kutsiks in Moghilew and the Shpielmans in Berezno. The Podolian 
shtetlekh Teplik and Ternovka were “twin” towns where two klezmer families con-
trolled the musical life. The close relations between the two sister towns is referred 
to by Shlomo Efrati in his short Hebrew publication “Ha- Ayara Teplik” (1972):

The Jews of Teplik maintained continuous dealings with the Jews of the sur-
rounding nearby towns such as Bershad, Ternovka and also with the cities 
Haisin and Uman. Thanks to the railroad, links were established with larger 
cities such as Odessa, Kiev and others.4

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Ternovka had a Jewish population of 
2,800 Jews (out of a total of 5,000), while Teplik had a Jewish population of 3,700 
Jews (out of a total of 7,000). Much of the population of both towns was connected 
with the Hasidim of Skvira, Talnoe, and Bratslav. Nevertheless, there was a Jewish 
modernizing social element as well, and in Teplik it was possible to obtain news-
papers in Russian (and for a time) in Yiddish, as well as a journal in these two lan-
guages plus Hebrew.

Among the craftsmen of Teplik and Ternovka were the professional klezmorim, 
and in Teplik there was also a brass band of amateur musicians. There were two 
klezmer kompanias in Teplik that traveled frequently to the neighboring towns and 
villages. The principal klezmer families of these two towns were the Tarrasiuks and 
the Neimans. The Tarrasiuks were linked to the Hasidic rebbe of Monastyrische. 
Dave Tarras, who made his fame in America, was born as Dovid Tarrasiuk in 
Ternovka in 1897. Tarras’s paternal grandfather, Dovid Yitskhok Tarrasiuk, was a 
badkhn, and his great- uncle was a renowned fiddler, who was frequently called upon 
to perform for members of the Potocki family of landowners who sent a wagon to 
bring Tarrasiuk to them at localities hundreds of mile away. Tarras’s father Rakhmiel 
was a trombonist, and one of his uncles was a fiddler. Two of his cousins, Alek and 
Khayim Neiman, then both living in Teplik, were well- known clarinetists.5 Thus, 
Teplik and Ternovka present more typical pictures of klezmer musicians in middle- 
sized rather “traditional” Ukrainian shtetlekh.

Region 3: Galicia

By combining the material presented by Stutschewsky with the memories of Yermiye 
Hescheles,6 a composite picture of the klezmer life of [Eastern] Galicia during the 

4 Efrati 1972: 207.
5 Feldman 2006. The family history of the Tarrasiuk and Neiman klezmorim were given to me by 

Dave Tarras in his interviews in 1978.
6 Author interviews with Yermye Hescheles conducted in 1998.
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late nineteenth to early twentieth century emerges. Not surprisingly, the city Brody 
(Brod) is the focus of much attention, as this private town in northeastern Galicia 
had been the largest center of Jewish population in all of Poland- Lithuania when it 
was annexed to Austria in 1772 (Polonsky 2008). According to Stutschewsky, the 
town had two local bands, the so- called “Black” kapelye of the Topaz family and the 
“Red” kapelye of the Rosenblums. He relates a story about the competition of the 
two bands for the wedding of the daughter of Count Rosotsky, in which the Jewish 
pharmacist works out a compromise by forming one kapelye out of members of 
both kapelyes. This anecdote highlights both the hereditary nature of the klezmer 
kapelyes in late nineteenth- century Galicia, and the dependence even of the aris-
tocracy upon these local Jewish musicians. The “Red” Rosenblums were also noted 
for their participation in the new municipal Yiddish theater that emerged out of the 
performances of the Brody Singers (Stutschewsky 1959: 121– 28).

But the event that put Brody on the “klezmer map” is connected with the for-
mation of a new kapelye in Brody under the Weintraub family.7 In the first half of 
the nineteenth century, the violinist Shmuel Weintraub left the town of Czortkow 
(Tschortkev) in southeastern Galicia for Brody. Stutschewsky suggests that he 
might have been related to Shloyme (Solomon) Weintraub Kashtan (1791– 1829), 
the leading east European khazn who lived in Dubno, just northeast of Brody, 
but across the Russian border in Volhynia. It is known that Shloyme’s son Hirsch 
Weintraub, who succeeded his father in Dubno and then went on to become a 
well- known Reform khazn, also played violin and left a manuscript containing fid-
dle tunes dating from 1821 to 1836, and which were discussed at some length in 
Chapter 9. These violin compositions are all within a klezmer style, and it is tempt-
ing to connect Shmuel Weintraub to this family of fiddling khazzonim. Shmuel, and 
later his son Yose- Vove, became the nucleus of the Tshortkever kapelye of Brody. 
According to Hescheles’s emphasis upon the strict control of the klezmer profes-
sion in Galicia by the hazakah principle of hereditary monopoly, it seems difficult 
to imagine how the Weintraubs could have established themselves in a large town 
such as Brody, which already had its own kapelyes, unless Shmuel Weintraub had 
contracted a marriage with a daughter of one of the local klezmer families. But in 
any case, by the middle of the nineteenth century and thereafter the Weintraub fam-
ily became the leading klezmorim of Brody.

In the case of the Wolfstahl kapelye of Tarnopol, it is known that its founder 
Khone Wolfstahl (1853– 1924) was the son of khazn from Sismanicz in Stanislawow 
(Stanisle) province in the extreme southeast of Galicia. Khone learned the cello and 
played professionally in the local klezmer kapelye. He began to compose his own 
pieces, and, together with his four brothers, he moved to Tarnopol and founded 

7 The following discussion of the Weintraubs and Wolfstahls appeared in an earlier form in my 2003 
article in Polin (31– 32), along with much more information on the kapelyes of Gline and Promishlan.
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the Wolfstahl Brothers Band. The Wolfstahls traveled throughout the vicinity play-
ing for Jews and non- Jews and put on Hanukah concerts in the synagogues. Khone 
continued to compose, and his tunes were either written down or transmitted orally. 
They did not remain confined to Galicia but became known in Austria, Hungary, 
and Germany. In 1889, Y.B. Gimpel (the father of the violin virtuoso Bronislaw 
Gimpel) invited Avrom Goldfaden to present his operetta Shulamis in the Lemberg 
Theater.

Khone Wolfstahl, who was then 36 years old, attended these performances and 
was so impressed that he gave himself over to composing music for the Yiddish 
theater. He composed the music for the Moyshe Shor’s Der Tayfl als Regent (The 
Devil Rules), Bas Yerushalayim (Daugher of Jerusalem, which played successfully 
in Budapest), as well as Dray matones (Three Gifts), based on a story by Y.L. Peretz. 
Nevertheless, Wolfstahl’s switch from klezmer to Yiddish theater did not result in 
much material success. He lived in poverty and later became embittered as several of 
his songs became hits on the Yiddish stage in America but produced no income for 
him in Galicia.8 Hescheles’s own violin teacher in the Lemberg Conservatory was 
Mauricz Wolfstahl, whose brother played in the opera in Vienna. Both of them had 
to convert to Catholicism in order to hold these positions. Stutschewsky mentions 
yet another Wolfstahl who became the first violin in the Berlin Philaharmonic. At 
the same time, other members of the Wolfstahl family continued as Jewish wedding 
klezmorim in Tarnopol.

It is striking that both of these families of outstanding musicians, the Weintraubs 
and the Wolfstahls, immigrated into larger towns in Galicia (Brody and Tarnopol) 
and succeeded largely through their extraordinary talent both as performers and as 
composers. It is also not improbable (although never stated in the existing sources) 
that the status of the Wolfstahl family as khazzonim may have facilitated the move-
ment of one of them (Khone) into the klezmer profession even before he made the 
move from Sziszmanicz to Tarnopol. If Shmuel Weintraub was indeed a relative of 
Solomon and of Hirsch Weintraub, the same factor may have operated in his favor 
in Brody.

Lwow (Lemberg), the capital of Galicia, was the home of a large and estab-
lished Jewish community. Accordingly, its klezmer musical life was also strong. By 
the beginning of the twentieth century, its status also as a modernizing center was 
reflected in the nature of its musical life and of the role of the klezmorim within it. As 
Stutschewsky put it: “In Lemberg musical life began to become lively at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century. New klezmorim and new Jewish ensembles were 
established and fulfilled their functions with success” (Stutschewsky 1959: 142). 
The Kosch family was one of the leading klezmer lineages of Lwow. Stutschewsky 

8 Wolfstahl’s overture for Dray matones was recorded in 1910 in Lwow (Lemberg); it can be heard 
on Oytsres— Treasures: Klezmer Music 1908– 1996, produced by J. Rubin (Wergo SM 1621- 2, 1999).
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mentions Nisele Kosch as one of the most famous violinists of Galicia, who was 
evidently a Hasid, for he was favored as the performer for “weddings and feasts of 
rabbi’s and tsadikim.”

His son Shloyme (1869– 1940) became a flautist, and it would seem that he was 
the S. Kosch who recorded two flute and cimbalom solos in Lwow in 1911. Both 
recordings were Jewish variants of a Moldavian/ Romanian style much favored by 
Hasidim as well as other Jews. But according to Stutschewsky, only one year later, 
in 1912, this same Shloyme Kosch took the very untraditional step of founding a 
woman’s ensemble, a froyen kapelye, made up mainly of the daughters of klezmer 
families. Naftali Aharoni mentions the same phenomenon developing simultane-
ously in distant Vilna. Kosch also learned the saxophone, and in 1922 at age 54, 
formed an innovative musical group. The career of Shloyme Kosch alone speaks 
volumes about what it meant to be a Hasidic klezmer in early twentieth- century 
Lwow, and the musical life of the city in general. Alas, no recordings apparently sur-
vive of either his froyen ensemble or his “new” music group, in which he played the 
saxophone.

Region 4: Moldova

The conditions for the development of the klezmer profession in the Ottoman 
Principality of Moldova, and in the various states that succeeded it from the later 
eighteenth to the early twentieth centuries, differed in several ways from the pat-
terns that existed either in the Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth or the successor 
Russian and Austrian empires.

While Jewish merchants— both Sephardim coming from Istanbul and 
Ashkenazim from Poland— are mentioned in the sixteenth century, it was in the 
seventeenth century that Jewish communal life in Moldova was officially recog-
nized, with the Jews of the capital Iaşi receiving an official charter in 1622, which 
was renewed in 1666. The Jews were organized into an “ethno- religious” guild 
titled Breasla Jidovilor (guild of the Jews), under the leadership of a staroste (in 
Romanian) or rosh medinah (Hebrew). By the eighteenth century, there is evidence 
for professional Jewish guilds under their particular staroste, who kept a written 
register (pinkas). The Breasla Jidovilor was replaced in 1831 by the Nația Jidoveasca 
(“nation” of the Jews), with a somewhat different structure. The professional guilds 
were finally disbanded in the 1860s after the Union of Wallachia and Moldova 
(Herşcovici 2008).

What is apparently the oldest known reference to Jewish musicians occurs in 
Iaşi, in connection with the musician Solomon Tsimbelarul (the Cimbalist) at the 
court of the Greek Phanariot ruler Constantine Mavrocordat, in 1741.9 Solomon 

9 See Spielmann 1988, vol. 2: LXX.
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(Shloyme) was the most illustrious Jewish klezmer in Moldova at that time, and 
since we learn about him only from the divan records of the Prince, we do not know 
whether he maintained a status and function within the klezmer organization, apart 
from his membership in the Jewish Guild. Records of incorporation of the Iaşi 
klezmer guilds survive only from 1819, renewed in 1854 (Şvarț 1974). Like other 
guild members, the Iaşi klezmorim had their own synagogue.10

By this time, another klezmer cimbalist, Ițic (Itsik) Țambalciu, had achieved 
fame as part of the leading Gypsy taraf of Iaşi, that of Barbu Lăutaru (1780– 1860), 
the violinist, singer and cobza- player, who was the head of the general musician 
(lăutar) guild while still in an unfree status as a “slave” of a Moldavian boyar family. 
The legal complications by Ițic’s status within either the lăutar guild or the Jewish 
klezmer guild, or both, cannot be resolved on the basis of the available documents.

Letters, the earliest of which was written in 1800, document regular journeys 
by mixed groups of Jewish and Gypsy musicians from Iaşi to the Ottoman capi-
tal, Istanbul (Şvarț 1974). Taken together, these documents reveal a musical life 
that differs in several important ways from the patterns that we have discussed 
until now for the klezmorim in the Russian or Austrian portions of the former 
Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth. First, the klezmorim were in regular profes-
sional collaboration with non- Jewish, in this case Gypsy, musicians. It is also not 
impossible that the more prominent of them— such as Solomon Tsimbelarul or 
Ițic Țambalciu— may have belonged to the general musician guild and not only to 
the Jewish guild. Second, they made long professional journeys together to a dis-
tant urban center, where their principal audience was not Jewish. And in doing so, 
they were not bound by the familiar restrictions created by the hazakah rights of 
the local klezmer kapelyes, as there were very few or no Ashkenazic communities 
in the Balkan territories through which the musicians would have to pass. In the 
eighteenth and even the earlier nineteenth century the cities of Moldova (especially 
Iaşi) were already centers of Turkish music, but by appearing in the Ottoman capital 
the klezmorim and lăutari were exposing themselves more intensely to a Turkish 
musical environment, and they were also the agents of diffusion of certain musical 
styles originating in an inter- ethnic fusion that took place in Moldova (involving 
Jews, Gypsies, and Greeks), which then became popular within Istanbul and other 
major Ottoman cities, and which we will discuss in more detail elsewhere.

This link between the klezmorim of western Moldova (after 1878 part of 
Romania) and the Ottoman capital seems to have survived long after the separation 
of Moldova and Wallachia from the Empire. As late as 1910, a modern klezmer brass 
band under the leadership of a cornet- player named Goldberg was recorded play-
ing a Moldavian klezmer repertoire by the Orfeon Company. It is not known from 

10 In the twentieth century, it was located on Pantelimon Street no. 11. It was destroyed by the 
Nazis. See the interview with the Iaşi musician Dumitru Bughici in Strom 2003: 107.
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which town the band originated; one would suspect Iaşi, except that we have no 
record of a klezmer ensemble led by anyone named Goldberg. In any case, Goldberg 
was a superb musician, offering a highly unusual performance of what is evidently 
a doina. On the other hand, his ensemble plays a well- known Jewish sirba/ bulgar, 
which was still in the repertoire of the famous Iaşi klezmer fiddler Avrom Bughici 
in the 1960s. Very significantly, the labels of both recordings are written in Greek 
characters and language, with the doina described as Klephtiko Vlakhiko (Romanian 
Bandit Ballad). Thus, this single disc documents the four- way musical connection 
of the Jews, the Moldavian Gypsies, the Greeks, and the Turks (in whose city it was 
recorded).

Following the formal independence of the new Kingdom of Romania, created 
from the union of the Wallachian and Moldavian principalities in 1878, musi-
cal life in the major cities, especially in Iaşi and Bucharest, was coming to change 
fundamentally. This change would soon create a new paradigm for the role of the 
Jewish klezmer musicians. Throughout the eighteenth and the first half of the nine-
teenth centuries we see the klezmer musicians, apparently mainly from the “old” 
Ashkenazic immigrants known as the pământieni (those of the earth; i.e., old set-
tlers), who attuned themselves to the partly Ottoman- oriented/ partly Western- 
oriented urban music that was principally played by local Gypsy musicians.

But by the time of Independence, Romanian urban musical life was trying to 
free itself from the influence of the East and move itself quickly toward the West. 
Many new venues for purely Western music opened up, from orchestras and operas 
to many form of Western light music. French rather than Greek was becoming an 
important urban language. Whereas in the past the native Gypsies had been more 
expert in the Eastern urban musical styles that the klezmorim needed to learn, now 
the Jewish musicians were often more familiar with Western musical idioms and 
with the musical notation that was the key to acquiring repertoire and deeper musi-
cal knowledge. But the urban Gypsies were not idle; as noted by Garfias (1981), 
they worked to create a new popular music out of Romanian, Western, and Turkish 
musical elements. The native element acquired a significance that it did not have 
in the first half of the nineteenth century, and the Turkish elements were reworked 
along harmonic (rather than modal) lines. But this now became the music of the 
tavern and urban entertainment, not necessarily geared toward the elite, who pre-
ferred more Western forms. It would seem that by the last third of the nineteenth 
century in Iaşi (and certainly in Bucharest) the musical worlds of klezmorim and 
lăutari were becoming more divergent, as klezmorim moved toward the new, more 
Western- oriented venues, while the lăutari created a more “nationally” oriented 
form of popular music.11 However, the older Greco- Turkish modal and rhythmic 

11 Dumitru Bughici mentioned that when his father Avrom had played for the Hasidic Rebbe of 
Stefaneşti, he was accompanied by a local Gypsy cimbalist, who evidently knew the Hasidic repertoire 
well. But in Iaşi, he had no Gypsy lăutar in his family kapelye (Strom 2003: 105).
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elements that had formerly characterized Moldavian urban music still retained a 
role in the music that the klezmorim played for their own Jewish community, well 
into the middle of the twentieth century. Some rare evidence from the Moldavian 
lăutari in the region of Iaşi shows that some of the same styles were current even in 
mid- century, but they were becoming increasingly unusual.

The Bughici clan was another major klezmer family in Iaşi during the nineteenth 
century. According to the memories of the accordionist and composer Dumitru 
Bughici, he can recall that the Bughici musical lineage went back at least as far as his 
own great- great grandfather, who played the bass. His grandfather Iosef Dovid was 
a cellist, and the latter’s brother Yankel had been a violinist, who had immigrated to 
America just after the First World War.12 Dumitru’s father Avrom took over the kape-
lye and performed a serious Jewish repertoire. Avrom’s status as a leading klezmer 
violinist is clear from his son’s description of his performance during the 1930s:

At a typical wedding my father played only as a soloist, so only a bassist, a 
bratsche, and I would accompany him while he played for the khupe and the 
tish. Through the tish there was only Yiddish music. After the tish my father 
didn’t play as much. We played some Jewish dances like mitsve tants, sirba, and 
khusidl, but as the evening continued we played more and more modern dance 
tunes like tangos, fox- trots, etc. Our repertoire was large and there was only 
singing if the guests sang while we played. We did not ever work with a batkhn.13

The modern dances were standard in any city or even many shtetlekh by this time. 
His father Avrom’s role in the tish concert was crucial, but afterward he allowed 
his sons to play most of the dance music. Notable is the absence of the badkhn— 
apparently in the more modern, more secular, and bi- lingual Jewish environment of 
Iaşi by this period, the badkhn was no longer an indispensable part of the traditional 
wedding.

Through his contact with a Romanian army officer at whose wedding he had 
played, Avrom managed to save his entire family from the terrible pogrom in Iaşi 
in June 1941. He lived in Iaşi after the war, until his son Dumitru moved him into 
a separate apartment in Bucharest, where he taught violin privately, mainly to chil-
dren. In 1986, the family emigrated to Israel.14

12 Yale Strom notes that Yankl used the name Jack Boogich in America and composed two klezmer 
dances (a bulgar and a sirba) that were published in the popular Kammen klezmer series in 1934, and 
so remained in use among Jewish musicians in this country (Strom, 2002: 104). The entire Bughici 
family kapelye— minus Yankl— appears in a photograph published by Yale Strom in the same book. 
The date given (1915) is at least a decade too early, however.

13 Strom 2008: 105.
14 I  am indebted for this family history, as well as for documents and photographs, to Mrs. 

Inna Graziani, the daughter of Dumitru Bughici, whom I  interviewed in her home in Jerusalem in 
March 2012.
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We can determine something of Avrom’s klezmer repertoire and style on the vio-
lin thanks to two short recordings done by Iţic Şvarț at Bughici’s home in Iaşi in the 
1960s. In addition, a manuscript of his music was inherited by the accordionist Izu 
Gott. Among the pieces is a tish nign that his father had composed, in a purely Jewish 
style, and an elaborate terkisher that Bughici plays in the tsvei shtrunes Turkish vio-
lin tuning.15 He also recorded the very same sirba that the Goldberg kapelye had 
recorded in Istanbul in 1910.

In several north and central Bessarabian towns, such as Edineț, Briceni, Balți 
(Beltsi), and Orhei (Orgeev), Gypsy lăutari and Jewish klezmorim became adept 
at their respective repertoires, and also created a large common repertoire. This 
resulted into both what I term the “transitional” repertoire of klezmer music 
(see Chapter 7), and the large body of Moldavian instrumental dance and listen-
ing music inspired by core klezmer melodies, known as husid (hussar), şaier, and 
freylihs (Chiseliţa 2007). Due to the negative political relationship between the 
Russian and Ottoman Empires, travel to Istanbul was no longer a regular feature of 
klezmer life. But movement across the Romanian and Russian border did continue, 
as can be seen in the biography of the famous violinist Milu Lemisch (1847– 1918), 
born in Iaşi but who established a klezmer kapelye in Balţi— and later emigrated 
to Philadelphia (Chiseliţa 2012). Orhei and Dubossari also had an influential 
kapelye— in the interwar period by the lăutar Petru Tsigeuner— which combined 
klezmer and lăutari personnel (Bik 1956).16

Gypsy lăutari also seem to have crossed over into the Western music realm in 
a manner that was usually more typical of the Jewish musicians in Bessarabia and 
Romania generally. Thus, in Edineț during the interwar era, a Gypsy violinist with 
the surname Volgaru established a small orchestra to play light Western music for 
various public and private venues. He was apparently identified so much with the 
bourgeoisie that in 1949, the Soviets exiled him to Siberia as a “class enemy,” prob-
ably becoming one of the few Gypsies to earn this distinction!17 Teodor Coman, a 
part- Gypsy musician now residing in Mainz, born 1930 in Drochia, learned violin 
in Zgurita from a Jewish musician named Weissbuch (Vaizbuch), who had studied 
at the Moscow Conservatory.18 A generation earlier, the Moldavian Orthodox priest 
fiddler Ion Kiriak (Chiriac) from Vancauți in the region of Cernivtsi (Czernowitz) 
(1893– 1980) was said to have played according to “the method of Leopold Auer 
at the Petersburg Conservatory.” Chiriac must indeed have learned this method 

15 A  recent performance can be heard on Khevrisa:  European Klezmer Music (Smithsonian 
Folkways, 2000), track 18.

16 Three of the outstanding klezmer compositions from Orhei can be heard on Khevrisa (2000), 
tracks 10, 13, and 14.

17 Interview with Semion Duminica, Chişinau, 11 November 2011.
18 Interview with Teodor Coman, Mainz, April 2011.
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from a Jewish musician (klezmer?) who had in turn studied in St. Petersburg, or 
had learned from someone who had studied there.19 It is striking that, despite the 
large Jewish population of the capital Chişinau (Kishinev), the most creative musi-
cal interaction between Jewish, Gypsy, and Moldavian musicians took place in the 
smaller towns of the north and center of Bessarabia and not in Chişinau, which sup-
ported a largely Russian and Russified culture.

The leading klezmer violinist in Edineț in the interwar period was the Gypsy Ioan 
“Stingaciu” (Lefty). Born at the end of the nineteenth century in Briceni, Stingaciu 
is also said to have studied in the Bucharest Conservatory. Who paid for his studies 
is unexplained, but he may have had wealthy, probably Jewish patrons.20 In Edineț, 
Stingaciu teamed up with a Jewish klezmer known as “Motl Clarinet,” and in that 
period the two of them put the klezmer/ lăutar music of the town on the highest 
level. Several Gypsy musicians from the area, including the recently deceased violin-
ist Aurel Ghada (d. 2011), insisted that the musical level of Edineț then was higher 
than Chişinau (Ghada, pers. communication, 2008). Stories still circulate about 
the high regard in which Stingaciu was held by the Jews and Moldavians alike; if it 
rained on the day of a wedding, the company would lift him up and carry him to the 
wedding, so there would be no mud on his clothes when he performed!

When Dovid Tarrasiuk (later Dave Tarras) and his wife Shifra slipped across the 
frontier in 1920 and spent some time in Edineț, the band that impressed him then 
was that of Stingaciu and Motl.21 Some of the key pieces in Tarras’s repertoire in the 
honga/ hangu, sirba, hora, and bulgar genres evidently were either inspired by or 
taken directly from the professional music of Edineț. Thus, the mixed Jewish/ Gypsy 
professional music of the north and central Bessarabian towns formed an important 
link between the klezmer music of the Old World and that of the New. Much of the 
early American klezmer repertoire in the Moldavian transitional genres still needs 
to be researched from this perspective.

19 Delion 1994. I am indebted to Christina Crowder, who first gave me a copy of this rare book in 
Budapest in 2000.

20 In Briceni, he taught violin to the children of wealthy Jewish families, such as that of Boris 
Stambulisky- Sela (author interview, Quebec, August 2013).

21 This was also the band that my father, Meshilim (Max) Feldman, had heard before emigrating to 
New York in 1922. From the material we gathered in Edineț in 2011– 12, it is clear he must have misre-
membered the ethnic identities of the two principal musicians. In earlier publications I had mentioned 
a “Jewish violinist and Gypsy clarinet” (as in Strom 2008:  210), but my father must have meant a 
Gypsy violinist (Stingaciu) and a Jewish clarinetist (Motl). Tarras did not recall the names of the musi-
cians he met and played with in Edineț (see Feldman 2000: 186– 89). Motl was shot by the Romanian 
soldiers in 1941, but Stingaciu survived the war (author interview with V. Popov, Edineț, May 2012).
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