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Do Jews count in klezmer? The problem of ‘Jewface’ in the 
British world music industry
James Nissen

Department of Music, The University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK

ABSTRACT
Klezmer has become an established genre in world music, but its 
performance is dominated by non-Jewish musicians. Against the 
backdrop of the ‘Jewface’ scandal in London’s West End, I explore 
the issue of Jewish representation in klezmer in the British world 
music industry, examining recurrent trends of cultural appropria-
tion that result in the exclusion and exploitation of Jewish musi-
cians and the exoticisation and erasure of Yiddish culture. 
I highlight how this systemic marginalisation illustrates a double 
standard in the industry, providing another example of how Jews 
are being left out of the progressive drive towards diversity in the 
performing arts.
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A bagegenish (An encounter)

The bass was pounding as the band shifted between a fast freylekhs and a syncopated 
bulgar beat. The musicians’ cheeks turned red as they blew their horns, while a singer spat 
inaudible lyrics over the frenetic mix. The tent was packed out and the crowd of young 
people had been whipped into a visceral riot of sound and movement. The performers led 
the audience in screams, jumps, skanks and fist pumps, channelling their effervescent 
energy into symbolic displays of collective joy. A final few loud blasts brought the set to 
a close and applause erupted as the band bounced offstage.

I asked the bandleader if they had time for an interview and he warmly invited me to 
join them in their backstage tent. Still high off the euphoric experience, the group cracked 
open bottles of German beer and toasted to an electric performance. We talked about 
their lives, their musical interests, and their views on the world music industry. Their 
responses were a lively array of perspectives and experiences. But when I asked the group 
about their relationship with klezmer, the dynamic suddenly shifted. Heterophony sub-
sided and the bandleader took the floor. He talked at length about how klezmer was ‘just 
another style of music’ for them and how they played it with ‘with the attitude of a rock 
band’. I tried to refocus the conversation, asking what they thought about the representa-
tion of klezmer in the industry. Again, the bandleader dominated the response, asserting 
that, as non-Jews playing klezmer, they were in fact its saviours; they were following the 
‘true legacy’ of the klezmorim by ‘keeping this dying tradition alive’. After circling around 
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the same theme, I asked the other members if they had anything to add, and a chorus of 
shaking heads told me that the interview was over.

The next day, I bumped into a member of the band walking around the site, soaking up 
the sounds and sights of the festival. After swapping a couple of anecdotes from 
performances we had seen since, the musician apologised for not having been more 
forthright in the interview. I assured them that they didn’t owe any apology, but they 
insisted that they wanted to say their piece. They shared their serious concerns about the 
‘warping’ of klezmer and confessed how, as the group’s only Jewish member, they feel 
unable to express these views publicly or even in the presence of the other band 
members for fear of repercussions. They added that they have ‘all kinds of question 
marks’ about what the group is doing to klezmer, but are left with no alternative choices 
given ‘the state of the industry’. As the conversation came to a close, with a sense of 
fatalism, they said: ‘Before the Shoah (Holocaust), klezmer was played by Jews, but now, 
we have been cut out’.

Representation matters

In 2015, UK Music was established to boost inclusion and diversity across the British music 
industry and the Keychange initiative called on British music festivals to take a pledge to 
work towards 50/50 gender balanced lineups, symbolising renewed efforts to tackle social 
inequalities in the performing arts. Several progressive movements have advocated for 
this cause since at least as far back as the 1970s. The Commission for Racial Equality 
offered grants to arts organisations which promoted cultural diversity, while the Rock 
Against Racism movement sought to promote racial solidarity through music and festiv-
ity. Since then, ‘representation matters’ has become a common slogan across various 
campaigns aimed at highlighting the harm caused by stereotyping and discrimination in 
the performing arts. In recent years, many organisations have worked to challenge this by 
supporting minority artists to produce more culturally sensitive artworks that reflect their 
diverse worldviews and experiences. In 2018, more than 100 theatres across the UK signed 
up to the Broadcasting, Entertainment, Cinematograph and Theatre Union’s Theatre 
Diversity Action Plan, which included commitments to promote workforce diversity and 
cast ‘minority’ characters with actors from that same social grouping to avoid caricature 
(e.g., ‘blackface’, ‘gayface’). Arts Council England’s National Portfolio workforce in 2020 
was its most diverse ever and UK Music’s Diversity Report (2020) highlighted that repre-
sentation of ethnic minorities amongst those aged 16–24 in the British music industry had 
risen to a record 30%, a sign that action on diversity could be starting to make an impact 
on the future of British music.1 Since 2020, with the rise of transnational social justice 
movements such as Black Lives Matter and Rhodes Must Fall, diversity initiatives have 
gained further momentum, as shown by new campaigns such as Black Lives in Music.

In Jews Don’t Count (2021), David Baddiel shows that Jewish people have been largely 
excluded from this progressive movement.2 In August 2019, an open letter signed by 20 
Jewish actors and playwrights in London’s West End criticised an overwhelming trend of 
‘Jewface’, non-Jewish performers being cast as Jewish characters, particularly in roles that 
address specifically Jewish experiences. The letter cites numerous examples, including 
a Broadway musical, Falsettos, which failed to hire a single Jewish person for the cast or 
production team of its West End run, meaning that non-Jewish actors delivered ‘in-jokes’ 
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about a dysfunctional Jewish family such as the show’s opening number, ‘Four Jews in 
a Room Bitching’.3 The letter asked, when it has now become an established industry 
norm that ‘minority’ characters should be portrayed by actors from that same ‘minority’ 
group, why then is ‘Jewface’ the ‘glaring omission’? Because, in line with Baddiel, Jewish 
artists in Britain have been largely ignored in this struggle for representation.

This exclusion is rather surprising given that the long arc of injustice against the Jews 
across Europe was, ironically, the catalyst for much of the British legislation on human 
rights and racial equality that underpins contemporary discourses on diversity and inclu-
sion. Keith Kahn-Harris and Ben Gidley note that, although the Holocaust was explicitly 
cited in the development of most antiracist legislation in Britain, it was usually presented 
as an abstract symbol of the evils of intolerance, with little attention to the British Jewish 
community within resulting policies.4 Thus, as Britain transformed into a society that 
tolerated, even celebrated, cultural diversity, British Jews failed to ‘get a place at the table 
of multiculturalism’, resulting in ‘a damaging cultural invisibility’ when compared with 
many other longstanding minority groups.5 While the UK Government does technically 
include Jewish people within its definition of BAME (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic), 
they are usually de facto excluded from BAME interest groups. This social ambiguity may 
partly explain why Jewish artists have often been overlooked in diversity initiatives and 
thus why Jewish cultural representation is not usually considered a matter of importance 
in the British performing arts sector.

The scope of this problem is yet to be fully understood. The focus so far has been 
almost exclusively on theatre and television casting, which begs the question of whether 
this situation also applies to other performing arts, such as music. Thus, in this article, I ask: 
do Jews count in klezmer? In seeking to answer this question and shed some light on 
representational issues in this quintessentially Jewish genre, I discuss the performance of 
klezmer in the British world music industry, contextualising this within a long history of 
musical antisemitism in Europe and the lasting impacts of the Holocaust on British Jewish 
communities today.6

My account is based on participant observation and interviews with klezmer musicians 
conducted as part of ethnographic research on the British world music industry since 
2014 as well as my own experiences as a singer and klezmer violinist and discussions with 
other musicians involved in the Yiddish cultural scene over several years. The scope of this 
critique is limited to the commercial world music industry in Britain. Klezmer retains its 
beloved community role in many Jewish weddings and events and it also enjoys a vibrant 
‘postvernacular’ life in Yiddish cultural networks and educational festivals such as KlezFest 
and Yiddish Summer Weimar.7 However, just as Baddiel interrogates Jewish representa-
tion in mainstream British theatre, rather than, say, Yiddish community theatre, I address 
the representation of klezmer in world music, rather than these other contexts. The main 
reason for this is power. Like mainstream theatre productions, the world music industry 
provides platforms with unrivalled symbolic power for klezmer musicians and thus 
opportunities for gaining recognition and visibility and for shaping people’s understand-
ings of and expectations for Jewish culture. Thus, its performance in this context has far 
higher stakes than any other setting.

I should highlight that my interest in this topic is personal. With English and Jewish 
heritage, I see my engagement with Yiddish music in Britain as a fundamental part of my 
identity. Its deep personal meanings may explain why I consider its performance so 
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important; it is certainly not ‘just another style of music’ for me. Given the celebratory 
narratives regarding klezmer in world music, my intervention might be viewed as 
a counter story or misconstrued as trying to restrict who is permitted to perform klezmer. 
I must stress upfront that I fully support the right of all people from all backgrounds to 
play, learn, and enjoy klezmer and, as a community music activist, I have worked with 
organisations and led several projects aimed at encouraging diversity and inclusivity in 
arts participation. What I will problematise below, however, are certain recurrent, and 
potentially problematic, trends in klezmer performance in the British world music context. 
In doing so, I do not intend to call out anyone, but instead aim to call in all who value 
Yiddish music, history, and culture to recognise these problems and work together to 
challenge them. For this reason, and to minimise the risk of backlash against musicians 
who have selflessly confided their personal views and experiences, I have anonymised all 
artists referenced in this article. As part of this research, I have spoken to more than 50 
klezmer musicians who encompassed a cross-section of the scene, from amateur perfor-
mers to members of some of the most successful touring groups. These problems are not 
individual, they are systemic, so would not be solved by ‘cancelling’ any particular artists; 
it will take a sustained, collective effort to bring about change. May this article offer a small 
step in starting the dialogue and help the reader find the courage to join the conversation.

On Klezmer and musical antisemitism in Europe

The history of klezmer has been explicated by many scholars, but I provide a brief outline 
here because, in order to understand klezmer performance today, it is first essential to 
know where klezmer came from. What I emphasise in this narrative is the fact that klezmer 
emerged, and survived, within social contexts that were not only violently oppressive 
against Jewish people but intensely discriminatory against Jewish music.8

‘Klezmer’ is a Yiddish compound of two Hebrew words – kley (vessels of) and zemer 
(song).9 Today, ‘Klezmer’ is used to refer to the instrumental music of Eastern European 
Jews, but it originally signified a musical instrument or the professional musician who 
played it; it was only around 1980 during the American klezmer revival that it formally 
became a label for a particular style and repertoire. Thus, a klezmer was a musician and 
klezmorim (plural of klezmer) played together in a kapelye or kompanye (band). There are 
references to klezmorim in Polish records as early as the 15th century, but the suppression 
of these communities means that relatively little is known about the development of their 
repertoire. Klezmer music was influenced by cantorial chant, liturgical songs, and tradi-
tional folk dance rhythms, and it also syncretically absorbed co-territorial and cosmopo-
litan influences through interaction and exchange between the klezmorim and other 
communities in Russia, Austria-Hungary, Romania, and the Balkans.

Klezmorim were an integral part of Jewish communal life. They performed at private 
parties, public celebrations, and life cycle events, but their star role was at the khasene 
(wedding), where they played a repertoire that facilitated specific aspects of the proceed-
ings and symbolised the yikhes (wealth and status, lit. ‘lineage’) of the families involved. 
They often played alongside leytsim (clowns) or badkhonim (wedding entertainers) and 
they also performed in various ritual contexts, including religious holiday celebrations, the 
bris (circumcision), dedications of new Torah scrolls, and the shabes-klaper (Sabbath 
caller). Their position was thus paradoxically both secular and spiritual: they did not 
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perform in religious services, as instrumental music had been prohibited in this setting as 
part of mourning the khurbn (the destruction of the Second Temple) for more than 1,800  
years, and yet many of their permitted functions were understood as elaborating certain 
sacred mitzvot (commandments), such as rejoicing with the bride and groom at 
a wedding. The ascendancy of Hasidism, a mystical Jewish movement that arose in the 
18th century, had a significant impact on the klezmer. Musically, the Hasidic nigunim 
(sung wordless melodies) and idiomatic vocality influenced melodic convention and 
ornamentation while, culturally, the movement’s emphasis on attaining devekut (a state 
of communion with God) through ecstatic singing and dancing affected the klezmer’s 
status and sensibility. While rabbis had tended to view the music facilitated by klezmorim 
as frivolous, and potentially dangerous for encouraging mixed-gender dancing, many 
rebbes fully embraced klezmer, with some Hasidic courts even employing their own 
kapelye.

Although klezmer is most strongly associated with traditional life in the shtetlach, the 
small Jewish townships in Eastern Europe portrayed in the musical film adaptation Fiddler 
on the Roof (1971), many klezmorim were versatile professional musicians and there were 
many urban klezmer centres, for instance in Vilna, Lwów, and Iasi. The common narrative 
of the itinerant klezmer may similarly be overstated: while some klezmorim did travel 
widely across the diaspora to share their talents, most evidence suggests that these were 
exceptional cases, with the typical kapelye performing within regions of around 40 kilo-
metres. Some klezmorim organised themselves into close-knit guilds, building their own 
repertoire, musical style, klezmerloshn (slang), and lifestyle, which was passed down orally 
through family lines or apprenticeships. While this was a male-dominated tradition, some 
women klezmorim did play in froyen kapelyes (women’s ensembles). Klezmorim also 
sometimes performed at non-Jewish weddings and events and collaborated with 
Romani musicians, with some ensembles in Moldavia and Bessarabia employing both 
Jewish and Roma musicians so they could perform more easily at wedding functions for 
different communities. As Jews were emancipated in parts of Europe during the late 19th 
century, some klezmorim transitioned into classical music through entry into conserva-
toires. Others also performed as part of Yiddish theatre scenes and contributed to the 
music of various contemporaneous political movements, including the Haskalah, 
Bundism, and Zionism. Overall, the klezmer was at once a staple component of traditional 
Yiddish culture and a transgressive figure crossing boundaries within and beyond differ-
ent communities.

The success of the klezmorim and their development of a rich musical repertoire is 
testament to their resilience, because the shadow side of the klezmer story is that 
klezmorim faced severe social oppression as part of broader cultures of European 
antisemitism.10 Persecution of Jews in Europe has existed since at least the 10th century, 
when state and church authorities responded to the growth of Jewish communities with 
laws barring them from most professions and excluding them from many aspects of 
Christian society.11 Jews were coerced into moneylending, a dangerous privilege that 
would make them into an easy scapegoat in times of social upheaval. During the Middle 
Ages, anti-Jewish persecution intensified, with Jews often forced to dress differently, wear 
signs (e.g., yellow hats and rings), and segregate themselves from Christians. As religious 
zealots made their way to the Middle East to ‘liberate’ Jerusalem in the Crusades, they 
massacred and pillaged Jewish communities as the ‘infidel’ at home. Conspiracy theories 
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such as the ‘blood libel’ were used to propagate anti-Jewish hatred, fuelling violence, 
expulsion, and ghettoisation of Jewish communities across the continent.

In The Music Libel Against the Jews, Ruth HaCohen shows that music played an 
important role in reinforcing narratives of an irreconcilable clash of cultures between 
(occidental) Christian ‘self’ and (oriental) Jewish ‘other’.12 Jews were constructed as 
‘noisemakers’, positioned in opposition to the ‘harmonious sounds’ of European aes-
thetics. The synagogue was portrayed as a space of noise and chaos, juxtaposed against 
the quiet and refined order of the church, a sonic manifestation of wretched synagoga 
and mighty ecclesia.

The klezmorim suffered persecution and violence driven by hatred of the abstract Jew 
much like others in their communities, but they also faced specific social restrictions that 
reflected the particularities of musical antisemitism. These restrictions varied in different 
places and contexts across Europe, but some common themes were heavy levies on their 
income, expensive licenses controlling who had the right to perform, and strict laws 
governing when, where, and for how long they could play. In the city of Metz, for example, 
the kapelye was limited to just three musicians, or a quartet for weddings, and, in 
Frankfurt, four musicians were allowed but they had to finish playing by midnight. In 
many places, klezmorim were prohibited from performing on Sundays and Christian 
holidays, even for Jewish weddings. One of the reasons that violin and flute remained 
the preferred klezmer instruments for so long is that Jews were often banned from 
playing ‘loud’ instruments such as trumpets, clarinets, and percussion; it was only after 
Tsar Alexander II decreed that Jews were permitted to play the clarinet in the 1850s that it 
became a predominant klezmer instrument. Klezmorim were often restricted to playing 
within their own communities, although this was variable, because some talented groups 
were in high demand for Christian weddings, baptisms, and family celebrations. In Prague, 
the authorities granted and then revoked the right of Jewish musicians to play at Christian 
weddings more than three times during the 17th century, balancing the appetite for these 
groups against the complaints of local Christian musicians dissatisfied with having to 
compete for work. Elsewhere, Jewish musicians were also hired for Christian weddings in 
a coercive context: in Poland, klezmorim were sometimes included as an exotic spectacle, 
with the wedding party demanding ‘typical’ Jewish routines for guests to ridicule.

With the rise of modern antisemitism during the 19th century, which reframed reli-
gious persecution and cultural hatred within a discourse of scientific racism, a narrative 
emerged that situated the Jew’s musical inferiority as a symbol of their racial inferiority. In 
Robert Knox’s The Races of Men (1850), the Jews are portrayed as a ‘primitive’ and 
‘wandering race’ whose lack of ‘ear for music’ and poor contribution to ‘literature, science, 
or art’ is linked to their ‘disproportional’ physiognomy.13 The image of the Jew as a social 
parasite was also interpreted through a musical frame, perhaps most infamously in 
Richard Wagner’s ‘Das Judenthum in der Musik [Jewishness in Music]’ (1850). In addition 
to recycling prejudices against the Jew’s ‘outlandish and unpleasant . . . voice-sounds’, 
Wagner attempted to justify his ‘repellence’ to ‘the Jewish nature’ by claiming that Jews 
lacked ‘an Art of [their] own’ and instead simply ‘mimicked’ European artforms, comparing 
them to ‘a swarming colony of insect-life’.14 Another common narrative, the Jew as 
a powerful controller and manipulator, likewise manifested itself in the performing arts, 
for example in Vicent d’Indy’s self-proclaimed ‘anti-Jewish’ opera, La Légende de Saint- 
Christophe (1908–15), in which the King of Gold, described as ‘a short man with frizzy hair 
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and a hooked nose’, plots ‘stratagems’ in league with the Prince of Evil, using his wealth 
and power to ‘control all men on earth’.15 It is worth highlighting that some non-Jewish 
musicians did attempt to challenge musical antisemitism: the Russian cellist Gdal Saleski 
produced a catalogue of Jewish musicians in 1927, Famous Musicians of a Wandering Race, 
to demonstrate that ‘Jewish musicians have undoubtedly contributed . . . to the world’s 
music’, although even such rare interventions often unintentionally reinforced antisemitic 
narratives as they tried to oppose them (e.g., ‘wandering race’).16

During the 19th and early 20th centuries, a de facto programme of cultural genocide 
unfolded in Russia through anti-Jewish riots and state-sponsored pogroms. The impact of 
this on Jewish musicians is evident in the genre of ‘pogrom songs’ within the Yiddish song 
repertoire. ‘Dos lid funem Keshenever pogrom’, for example, describes the horrors of the 
three-day Kishinev massacre in 1903. As part of the genocidal programme of the Third 
Reich, the Nazis sought to deride, censor, and ultimately destroy all aspects of Jewish 
culture, including music. The Reichsmusikkammer, founded in 1933 to control German 
musical life, decreed a total subjugation of Jewish music, with performances cancelled, 
manuscripts burned, instruments destroyed, and musicians harassed and killed. The label 
‘entartete musik (degenerate music)’ was applied to any music with ‘Jewish influence’ and 
a public exhibition staged in Düsseldorf in 1938 sought to educate the public about the 
dangers of ‘Jewish Cultural Bolshevism’, with a clear message that Jewish music would no 
longer have any place in German musical life.17 Yiddish music did endure in certain 
contexts in Europe during the 1930s; it was even played and sung in the ghettos and 
the concentration camps.18 Yet, by 1945, klezmer had been virtually eliminated from the 
continent, with more than 90% of klezmorim killed and their cultural infrastructure largely 
destroyed.19

Klezmer nevertheless survived in the diaspora. The mass migration of Eastern European 
Jews to the United States during the late 19th century transported Yiddish culture in der 
fremde (away from home). Amerika was hardly the goldene medine (golden land) many 
had imagined and life was hard for Jewish immigrants living in the tenements of New York 
but, from there, many klezmorim managed to become ‘club date’ musicians, performing in 
dance halls, jazz clubs, hotel orchestras, recording sessions, Yiddish theatre, and Broadway 
musicals, alongside playing traditional repertoire at weddings and events within the 
Jewish community. Artists including Shloymke Beckerman, Naftule Brandwein, and 
Dave Tarras broadcast on Yiddish radio and recorded albums for the ‘ethnic music’ niche.

However, after the Second World War, klezmer almost faded out in the United States. 
Many Jews assimilated into the American melting pot, particularly with the emergence of 
American Jewish middle classes. Revelations of the Shoah cemented traumatic associa-
tions with Yiddish culture, while the creation of the State of Israel instigated a shift 
towards Hebrew-based culture and young people were swept up in the rise of rock ‘n’ 
roll.20 Thus, by the 1960s, klezmer had become somewhat endangered outside Jewish 
community celebrations.

During the 1970s, some musicians in the folk/roots scene, mainly the grandchildren of 
Yiddish-speaking Jewish migrants, set out to revive klezmer. This was a difficult task, 
because klezmer was an oral tradition and most klezmorim had never published their 
repertoire, a reminder of the vast musical knowledge that perished in the Shoah along 
with their guardians. Yet, through archival and commercial recordings, ethnomusicologi-
cal transcriptions, and interactions with surviving elderly klezmorim, they managed to 
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revive at least a fragment of the tradition. This movement produced groups such as Brave 
Old World, The Klezmatics, and Klezmer Conservatory Band. It is at this point that the term 
‘klezmer’ came to refer to a genre, as revivalists primarily sought to recover its repertoire 
and musical style over its cultural role. Some tried to reconstruct klezmer as a heritage 
music with an emphasis on sonic and cultural authenticity to the ‘Old World’, especially 
within conservatoires and through educational festivals such as KlezKamp, while others 
mixed klezmer with contemporary music forms to express ‘New World’ American Jewish 
identities, particularly within the Radical Jewish Culture movement.21

Back in Europe, a far more controversial revival started towards the end of the 1980s. 
Following the collapse of communism in Europe, non-Jewish bands in Germany and 
Poland began to play klezmer, imitating performances by touring American klezmer 
revival bands and taking workshops with musicians like Giora Feidman who branded 
klezmer as a ‘universal musical language’.22 While the American klezmer revival repre-
sented an attempt by young Jews to connect with their Yiddish cultural heritage, the 
European revival was largely driven by a desire amongst non-Jewish musicians to heal 
psychic wounds related to Holocaust guilt and melancholia, a process known in German 
as Vergangenheitsbewältigung (overcoming the past).23 As Magdalena Waligórska notes in 
Klezmer’s Afterlife (2013), this revival is perhaps one of the most peculiar in recent history, 
because concerts and memorials were organised to reintroduce klezmer in the broad 
areas where it had been wiped out just a few decades earlier, often in the absence of any 
Jewish musicians or audiences.24 This gave rise to a new philosemitic tourist industry, 
where non-Jewish musicians started working as ‘professional Jews’ in regenerated for-
merly Jewish districts such as Kazimierz (Kraków), Spandauer Vorstadt (Berlin), and Josefov 
(Prague). Playing kitsch versions of klezmer dressed up as stereotypical shtetl Jews, this 
‘Jewface’ trend tapped into nostalgia and longing for a world in which the Shoah had 
never happened. This proved contentious with klezmer musicians and scholars: some 
criticised it as cultural appropriation that ‘dejudified’ Jewish music and identity and 
whitewashed European history; while others viewed it as a well-intentioned attempt to 
combat antisemitism by embracing Yiddish culture as part of national heritage or cosmo-
politan sensibilities.25 During the 1990s, klezmer became a ‘booming business’ as 
a transnational genre within the burgeoning world music market, raising the stakes of 
European interest in klezmer and embedding certain recurrent trends in the industry that 
continue to this day.

Klezmer performance in the British world music industry

The term ‘world music’ was introduced by US ethnomusicologists during the 1960s to 
refer to the learning and performance of ‘non-Western musics’ in higher education 
curricula. In the late 1980s, it became a marketing label in the Western popular music 
industries after a ‘world music media campaign’ in London in 1987. Commercial interest in 
promoting the music of ‘other’ cultures started in Britain at least as far back as the 1960s, 
but gained significant momentum during the 1980s, as symbolised by the creation of 
festivals such as WOMAD (World of Music, Arts and Dance) in 1982 and record labels like 
World Circuit in 1986.26 Celtic music first served as the iconic sound of ‘Europe’, but, over 
the last two decades, Eastern European and Balkan genres have entered the market, 
including klezmer.27
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Although klezmer has become an established genre in world music, and some 
American Jewish groups such as The Klezmatics have managed to find a degree of success 
on the circuit, the performance of klezmer in the world music setting in Europe is 
dominated by non-Jewish musicians.28 Cultural appropriation is not inherently detrimen-
tal; in fact, it can be productive. Most musical traditions around the world are syncretic 
and are therefore somewhat indebted to appropriative practices. However, cultural 
appropriation is detrimental when it supports systems where people from a dominant 
social group commodify the cultural expressions of subaltern groups at their expense, 
particularly if based on historical violence and social oppression.29 Whether or not a case 
of appropriation should be considered detrimental is thus not only about whether 
a performance is disrespectful and uninformed, damages the expressive form, or rein-
forces stereotypes or prejudices; it is also about whether or not it includes members of the 
group which produced the expressions and directly benefits their communities.30 

Archetypal examples of detrimental appropriation include the sale of stolen Indigenous 
art in North America or the commercialisation of Black music forms by White musicians in 
the United States, both of which were based on relations of oppression caused by 
colonialism and slavery.31 Critique of cultural appropriation does carry risks of essential-
ism, especially if it asks ownership questions such as ‘Can a white man play the blues?’ or 
‘Can a goy [sic] play the Jews?’,32 but an emphasis on systemic discrimination can avoid 
‘forbidding’ anyone from participation while still being attentive to power differentials 
between participants.

The case of WOMAD, the UK’s largest international music festival, illustrates certain 
tendencies in klezmer representation in the British world music industry. Out of the 37 
artists (individual or group) who performed klezmer as part of their repertoire at the 
Charlton Park festival between 2012 and 2022, only one (an American klezmer band) had 
a majority Jewish group and five others (all European klezmer bands) each had just one 
Jewish member; the rest did not include any musicians who publicly self-identify as 
Jewish.33 Thus, over the last decade, around 85% of klezmer performances on Europe’s 
premier stage for world music has involved no Jewish representation at all.

Significantly, this inattentiveness to Jewish representation in klezmer is the exception 
not the rule at WOMAD. WOMAD was founded in 1982 with the aim of showing ‘the 
stupidity of racism’ and demonstrating ‘the worth and potential of a multicultural society’, 
and it has a strong record of empowering musicians from many different places and 
cultural backgrounds to access the industry. The festival’s organisers usually display 
a laudable sensitivity to issues of cultural appropriation which, at least in other cases, is 
reflected in the data: across the wide range of traditional, popular, and fusion styles at the 
festival between 2012 and 2019, almost all performances involved musicians from the 
culture of origin of the music being presented.

Indeed, however one chooses to define klezmer, it still seems to be the strange 
anomaly at WOMAD. Other ‘traditional’ styles are overwhelmingly performed by artists 
who shared the same cultural background as the music: for example, traditional musics 
from across Africa were performed by musicians who were either from places in Africa or 
part of the African diaspora. Similarly, as ‘European music’ or ‘the music of a minority 
group in Europe’, klezmer is again the outlier: English, Irish, Italian, Polish and Spanish 
musics, for example, were all dominated by musicians from those countries or heritages, 
while Kurdish musics were performed by musicians with a range of different nationalities 
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(e.g., Greek, Iranian, Turkish) but with the commonality that they were part of the Kurdish 
diaspora. If klezmer is a ‘post-genocide revival effort’, as often imagined in the German 
and Polish tourist industries, it still remains the exception, as other groups who performed 
at WOMAD as a result of such efforts were populated by musicians who were the victims 
or the descendants of victims of genocide e.g., The Good Ones and Khmer Rouge 
Survivors were bands made up of survivors from the Rwandan and Cambodian genocides 
respectively. Even if defined as ‘a mass-mediated world popular music genre’ or ‘a fusion 
project’, it is once again the exception. At WOMAD, cultural representation is usually 
upheld even for mass-mediated genres e.g., soul artists were overwhelmingly African- 
American and reggae bands were mainly from Jamaica, while fusion projects tend to 
involve at least some musicians from some of the cultures where the influences being 
mixed originated e.g., Havana Meets Kingston combined Afro-Cuban and Jamaican styles 
based on a lineup of musicians mainly from these two islands. Thus, however klezmer is 
positioned, it remains the glaring omission with regards to cultural representation at 
WOMAD.

My ongoing research on international music festivals in Britain and interviews with 
klezmer musicians in the Yiddish cultural scene suggest that these trends in klezmer 
performance at WOMAD are indicative of the situation across the scene in the UK. This 
oversight on Jewish representation in klezmer can also be observed in relation to other 
forms of industry recognition such as features, interviews, album reviews, radio airplay, 
and awards. For example, a feature in The Guardian on Europe’s ‘leading klezmer clar-
inettists’ suggested that ‘none of them are Jewish’ without stopping to question this; it is 
difficult to imagine such an approach to another musical tradition.34 Indeed, Songlines’ 
‘Essential 10 Kora Albums’ in 2021 features kora players from its West African home, 
including Gambia, Guinea, Mali, and Senegal, alongside one British Gambian musician.35 

The only klezmer group nominated for a BBC Radio 3 World Music Award was a Polish 
klezmer band with no Jewish members; the other nominees in the same year were all 
performing music associated with their own cultural backgrounds e.g., a Cape Verdean 
morna musician, a Malian Wassoulou singer, an Algerian raï artist, a British Asian bhangra 
MC, a Spanish flamenco group, an Uzbek folk singer from Uzbekistan, and another group 
from Poland playing Polish folk music. Even state grants seem to reflect the problem: one 
(non-Jewish) group I spoke to boasted that they had received thousands of euros from 
Holocaust reparation funds created by their nation to support the recovery of Jewish 
community culture. Each of these industry components forms part of a system which 
reinforces the success of these (non-Jewish) klezmer artists in the world music scene.

How could world music promoters so committed to cultural diversity make such 
a serious oversight when it comes to Jewish representation in klezmer? The British 
world music scene prides itself on supporting musicians from different places to share 
their music and culture, but these trends demonstrate a clear double standard when it 
comes to klezmer. Even in the mainstream pop industry, stars have in recent years been 
publicly called out for cultural appropriation in songs, performances, or music videos.36 So 
why, in an industry at least partially defined by its emphasis on cultural representation, is 
the problem of ‘Jewface’ simply ignored? If the scene seeks to prefigure a multicultural 
utopia where all the world’s nations are welcome, why then have Jews been left out?

Almost none of the world music promoters I have interviewed had even consid-
ered this issue and, when raised, they often simply avoided answering the question. 
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Artists were often defensive, sometimes antagonistic. A sudden switch to a hostile 
atmosphere, like that outlined at the start of this article, was more common than any 
other response when discussing this issue with non-Jewish klezmer bands.37 These 
bands usually justified their appropriation as part of an effort to ‘save’ klezmer from 
extinction. One musician described klezmer as ‘an old sound that just wasn’t hap-
pening anymore’, while another insisted that if we are ‘very strict and old-fashioned’ 
about ‘who can perform’ klezmer then ‘the music will die’. Amongst those who 
advanced these saviour narratives, there was little or no recognition of the role of 
anti-Jewish hatred, violence, persecution, and genocide in endangering klezmer in 
the first place or the potential impact of their appropriation on Jewish communities 
and culture today. For many, it seemed like the notion of Jewish klezmer musicians 
was an American phenomenon; klezmorim in Europe were already confined to 
history.38

This suggests that the rampant cultural appropriation of klezmer in the British world 
music industry is primarily driven by ignorance rather than an intent to exclude. 
Interviews with Jewish musicians who play klezmer in a community context or within 
the Yiddish cultural scene also revealed a host of systemic barriers that contribute towards 
their marginalisation, including exploitation by non-Jewish musicians, exotic performance 
expectations, and erasure of Yiddish culture.

Jewish klezmer musicians reported facing harassment and exploitation from some 
non-Jewish musicians who position themselves as its gatekeepers. One musician 
described how they had supplied all the music and lyrics for one group and yet were 
the only member excluded from decisions about venues, marketing, payment, etc. 
Another recalled how, even as the singer of the group, they were not allowed to influence 
the band’s music, but their Jewish identity was nevertheless instrumentalised as a marker 
of authenticity in publicity materials. Another was asked to perform for (unpaid) charity 
concerts for a halo (or kippah) effect, but when it came to paid gigs, they were never 
invited to perform. Another said that, when they expressed concerns about the appro-
priation issue, they were gradually sidelined and ultimately ‘kicked out’ of their group.

Another form of ‘restriction’ which marginalises Jewish klezmer musicians is religious, 
as world music events are concentrated on Fridays and Saturdays, meaning that it is very 
difficult for observant Jews to find opportunities and build a profile while keeping 
Shabbat. Although it might be expected that world music promoters would consider 
religious observance, at least as far as the faith associated with the music culture being 
performed is concerned, this is often not the case. One musician explained that they had 
to decline many opportunities and had even been asked to play a Hanukkah concert on 
a Saturday afternoon. The fact that practising Jewish religion has been allowed to become 
a barrier to performing Jewish music shows the failure of world music promoters to 
consider the inclusion of Jewish musicians, or audiences for that matter. It also evidences 
a failure by non-Jewish klezmer artists to reflect on their privilege in appropriating 
klezmer without the barriers that disadvantage Jewish musicians. One musician even 
suggested that it was preferable for non-Jews to make this ‘religious’ music into a ‘secular, 
entertainment music’ because they are not ‘stuck in Jewish tradition’. In addition to a clear 
misunderstanding of the historical role of the klezmer who, despite blurring the secular 
and the spiritual, was certainly not a ‘religious’ figure, this statement is symptomatic of an 
apparent disregard for Jewish culture in klezmer performance in the British world music 
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industry that reinforces the marginal status of the Jewish klezmer musician as a ‘stranger’ 
in a ‘strange’ scene.

This ‘otherness’ is further reinforced through the exoticising stereotypes that form part 
of performance, which sometimes directly resemble historical forms of ‘Jewface’. Shtetl 
costuming, stereotyped bodily mannerisms (e.g., ticks, shrugs), and vocal expressions 
(e.g., excessive kvetching) are still used in many performances. When taken outside the 
Jewish community, and particularly when made into a spectacle delivered by non-Jewish 
performers to predominantly non-Jewish audiences, these stylised practices come to 
represent a form of mockery. Even though performers are usually trying to romanticise, 
rather than demonise, these imagined ‘Jewish’ characters, they are nevertheless promot-
ing stereotypes that reinforce social prejudice against Jews and reduce the complexity 
and diversity of Yiddish culture to a set of essentialist tropes that ultimately distort it. This 
shows how easily philosemitism can bleed into antisemitism, especially when Jewish 
people are excluded from the processes of production.

Beyond being inherently problematic, these stereotypes create expectations that many 
Jewish klezmer musicians are unable, or more often uncomfortable, to meet. Waligórska 
highlights the irony that the klezmer revival in the German and Polish tourist industries 
made ‘the profession of the Jew’ in this setting ‘probably the hardest for a real Jew’, 
because they rarely match these fantasies and are usually unwilling to legitimise exotic 
caricatures.39 It is perhaps unsurprising that those with lived experiences of their negative 
impacts are more likely to oppose stereotypes that reinforce anti-Jewish prejudices. The 
tenacity of these stereotypes leaves many Jewish klezmer musicians feeling that they are 
being presented with a lose-lose choice: self-exoticise or self-exclude? Self-exoticism is 
not a simple task, because nostalgia to the ‘Old World’ cannot necessarily be separated 
from the loss and destruction of the Shoah. Many Jewish klezmer musicians I spoke to 
share this specific combination of pride and pain, a reflection of a love for Yiddish culture 
but also transgenerational cultural traumas. Contemporary antisemitism has only com-
pounded these post-genocide anxieties, particularly given that it has risen sharply not 
only on the right wing but also the political left.40 This has reinforced longstanding 
apprehension towards outward displays of Jewishness from the British Jewish commu-
nity, even in spaces designed to celebrate cultural diversity.41 These factors may explain 
why, even within the Jewish community itself, there are mixed feelings about Yiddish 
music and culture. While these tensions are dealt with creatively by artists in the Yiddish 
cultural scene, they do not easily translate into the shtetl stereotypes that dominate 
klezmer performance in the British world music industry. During our interviews, several 
Jewish musicians pointed out how specific exotic expectations had created a hostile 
environment that discouraged their participation:

Someone once asked us to do a gig dressed up as Hassids and I was like, ‘You must be out of 
your fucking mind!’ There are negative stereotypes and depictions all over the place, and 
I don’t want to disrespect anyone.

I cannot sing songs about living in a poor hut and dividing one herring into ten equal parts. 
This is not my reality.

This laudation of the poor, wandering, mystic, exotic, invisible, Yiddish-speaking – dead – 
Jew sometimes comes with undertones of contempt for the allegedly rich, rooted, secular, 
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mundane, visible, English-speaking – living – Jew, suggesting that Jewishness is only 
valued as long as it is associated with otherness and located in a distant time and place. 
Non-Jewish klezmer bands often say that one of klezmer’s most attractive qualities is its 
expression of ‘hard times’, and one group I spoke to suggested that their appropriation 
was justified by the fact that they too had experienced ‘straitened times’ as a street band. 
Crass comparisons between the everyday challenges of buskers and the destruction of 
European Jewry may constitute an attempt to cleanse historical guilt by blurring victim/ 
perpetrator, but the implication is to whitewash antisemitism. This downplays the privi-
lege of appropriators who can enjoy playing the Jew without taking on the burden of 
living as a Jew and conceals the power inequalities that underpin the marginalisation of 
Jewish klezmer musicians in the industry.

Recently, an even more troubling tendency than exoticism has emerged: the erasure of 
Yiddish culture. By mixing klezmer with a range of influences from across the Balkans, 
some artists have severed the connection with Yiddishkayt altogether, either by decon-
textualizing klezmer as a purely musical style, as favoured by conservatoire-based ensem-
bles, or by repositioning klezmer as a broadly European music, as preferred by ‘Balkan/ 
Gypsy/Klezmer (BGK)’ bands.42 Groups appropriating klezmer material in this way are 
often described in marketing materials as playing a ‘universal’ language, the sound of 
‘Eastern Europe’, or the ‘horns of the Balkans’. At most BGK concerts I have observed at 
world music festivals or venues, artists did not once acknowledge the influence of Yiddish 
music and culture on their performance, appropriating its tunes, rhythms, and other 
stylistic elements without recognition. This splitting of sounds from sources is one of 
the most profound concerns related to cultural appropriation because it can result in 
dispossession of the expressive form and a complete lack of responsibility towards 
members of its originating community.43 Many BGK musicians I spoke to lacked even 
superficial knowledge about klezmer; some were unaware that tunes in their repertoire 
were in fact klezmer tunes. Yet, when questioned, most staunchly defended their erasure 
of Yiddish culture:

There are a lot of people who like to play klezmer tunes and they also like tunes from different 
parts of the world and they’re not interested in finding out about the culture, and I don’t think 
there’s anything wrong with that. If they are a good musician, I think that’s their prerogative.

We are not playing klezmer like a klezmer band, trying to sound Jewish. We are playing 
klezmer as European. We are taking this music, like the klezmers [sic] did. When you make 
music, you have to forget about showing respect for what happened before and be merciless.

The underlying narrative that erasure is justified because klezmer itself developed as 
a syncretic and transcultural tradition conflates productive and detrimental forms of 
appropriation. The klezmer’s musical borrowings were often a survival mechanism, 
grounded in their displacement and their interactions with other cultures; any negative 
impacts on other communities would have been trivial compared with the oppression 
they faced. The BGK artist that erases Yiddish culture, by contrast, usually appropriates 
musical material without any tangible connection to the cultures that produced them; the 
negative impacts on Jewish culture, particularly in the context of historical violence and 
persistent antisemitism, are potentially significant. Additionally, the implication that the 
klezmorim simply ‘took this music’ maintains the longstanding antisemitic narrative that 
Jews are social parasites who lack any art of their own and instead occupy other cultures. 
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BGK enables performers to expunge any guilt associated with their appropriation of 
klezmer and shirk responsibilities to include Jewish musicians or engage with Jewish 
communities.

Perhaps even more than exoticism, this erasure tendency alienates Jewish klezmer 
musicians, because most simply do not want to perform in a context they view as deeply 
damaging to the music and culture they love:

I cannot do klezmer in the world music circuit because it’s so stylized, and it’s being done for 
such commercial reasons, that it’s very hard to even talk about it as klezmer.

BGK bands don’t play klezmer like a real klezmer band, they don’t play Balkan like a real 
Balkan band, they don’t play Gypsy music like a real Roma group, but there is a non-Balkan 
Balkan band sound because all these bands sound the same! Sometimes this ‘light fusion’ is 
more accessible for audiences because it takes off everything that’s really ‘different’ about 
this music, but this makes it very difficult for us because this is what we love about it.

A lot of musicians who are playing klezmer quite successfully have not really done their 
homework, because it’s more about power and money. It’s about knowing how to make 
a music video, how to get the right optics, how to get that video high up in the search results, 
etc. What happens is that is reflected back to the audience, which knows even less than them, 
and that creates an expectation. What we’re left with is a completely bland sound. It’s deeply 
problematic and it’s very difficult for us to fight.

BGK generates an aesthetic system that ultimately values familiarity with world music 
sounds, fashions, and technologies far more than knowledge, competency, or devotion to 
klezmer. Nuances of vocality, modality, metre, tone, texture, timing, ornamentation, and 
creative and performative qualities that make the klezmer style so distinctive are almost 
always completely lost in BGK renditions of klezmer tunes.44 The problem is that BGK’s 
success in the British world music industry has created a hierarchy that essentially 
normalises the expulsion of musical and cultural specificities from klezmer and, because 
Jewish klezmer musicians are usually unwilling to go with the destructive flow, they end 
up being marginalised from the scene. As the final statement suggests, faced with all the 
systemic barriers outlined above, most Jewish klezmer musicians are simply unable to 
stand up and fight back. This results in a spiral of appropriation, as the few dissenting 
Jewish voices who might oppose it are cast out. At the very moment when the sounds of 
a Jewish music are becoming more visible and central on world music stages in Britain, 
Jewish representation on these platforms is becoming increasingly invisible and 
peripheral.

Mir zaynen do (We are here)

The performance of klezmer in the world music industry is marked by a detrimental 
cultural appropriation that has resulted in the exclusion and exploitation of Jewish 
klezmer musicians and the exoticisation and erasure of Yiddish culture. At present, 
there is little or no recognition of this problem, even from world music promoters who 
usually take pride in supporting multicultural representation. Jewish representation in 
klezmer performance simply does not seem to matter in the British world music industry. 
While this appears to be caused primarily by negligence rather than overt antisemitism, it 
illustrates a clear double standard in the industry. The ways in which non-Jewish bands 
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dominate klezmer would cause an uproar in this setting if repeated with other minority 
groups with comparable histories of violence and oppression. This provides another clear 
example of how Jews are being left out of the progressive drive towards diversity and 
inclusion in the performing arts in Britain, a case that is particularly poignant given it 
relates to the performance of one of the most quintessentially Jewish artforms in history.

The appropriation of klezmer in world music has not been driven by a conscious intent 
to destroy Jewish culture, but the ways in which its systems ‘deny’ the participation of 
Jewish musicians, ‘dispute’ its representation, and ‘eradicate’ its Yiddish cultural heritage 
mean that it does maintain the cultural destruction inflicted upon generation after 
generation of European Jews.45 The chaotic confluence of exoticism and erasure leaves 
many Jewish klezmer musicians feeling betwixt and between, ‘not Jewish enough’ for the 
former and ‘too Jewish’ for the latter. The invisibilisation of Jews in this context under-
mines one of the core values of post-Holocaust reconstruction, as captured in the song, 
‘Zog nit keyn mol’ – that those who survived, and their descendants, can still loudly 
declare, ‘mir zaynen do (we are here)’. Right now, Jewish klezmer musicians simply cannot 
do this in the British world music scene. Thus, as it stands today, the only reasonable 
answer to the question posited at the start of this article is a resounding neyn (no): Jews 
don’t count in klezmer.

But let us never say that this is the final road. The 20 signatories of the open letter on 
‘Jewface’ in the West End remain optimistic that the oversight on Jewish representation in 
the theatre does have the potential to change, because the argument that representation 
matters has already been won, it just has to matter for Jews too. The same might be said 
for the British world music scene, where cultural representation is usually respected, it just 
has to be respected for Jewish klezmer musicians too. To put this another way, Jews could 
count in klezmer. Contrary to the ‘saviour’ narratives, Jewish klezmer musicians are here, in 
the thriving Yiddish cultural scene, but they are often marginalised from accessing the 
opportunities offered by the world music industry. The perspectives shared by Jewish 
klezmer musicians above show that they are keen to tackle exoticism and resist erasure, so 
the creative energies being consumed by these tendencies could be redirected towards 
more imaginative ways of performing klezmer. Enabling Jewish musicians to play with 
essentialism, whether they choose to strategically reject, subvert, or reclaim it, on the 
high-profile world stage, would be empowering. The key is then for world music promo-
ters to actively empower them to join their fellow klezmer musicians on the world stage 
and thus transform the current system where Jewish music is valued but Jewish bodies, 
voices, stories, and experiences are not.

Nokh amol (once again), this redistribution of the means of klezmer production 
would not mean restricting anyone from playing, learning, or enjoying klezmer. 
Indeed, klezmer is performed by musicians from diverse backgrounds in the Yiddish 
cultural scene, without excluding or exploiting Jewish practitioners and without exo-
ticising or erasing Yiddish culture. Klezmer is not a zero-sum game, it can be shared by 
all, but in the British world music context, this means tackling the fundamental 
disparities that currently exist between Jewish and non-Jewish klezmer musicians. 
Those who position themselves as the ‘saviours’ of klezmer can play an important 
role in this and show their claims are indeed sincere by acknowledging the benefits 
they derive from Yiddish music and using their power and privilege to support 
systemic change, properly recognising the cultural roots of this music and actively 
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promoting the inclusion of Jewish musicians as equal partners.46 If the scene is 
restructured in this way, then Jews will count in klezmer, and we will all be able to 
enjoy this beloved music together as comrades-in-dance.
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