
Tanya Kalmanovitch, Instructor’s Comments 
 
At heart, what you’ve produced is an introductory survey of a unique musical community. That’s 
perfectly appropriate to this assignment, but I think your paper would benefit from your making 
this explicit in the introduction: that this is a survey, rather than a comprehensive ethnography. 
I’d suggest, too, that you find another way to frame your opening remarks about what makes this 
group of musicians a particularly interesting phenomenon. As it stands, you rest your argument 
on sheer numbers -- so many musicians for a small country -- but there are other things that make 
this group stand out. (And, for that matter, the number of jazz musicians per capita argument 
might not bear out in comparative analysis. You’d really have to compare Israel to other 
countries, other regions, and see whether or not it bears out.) Think about other ways of 
describing this group: in terms of visibility in reviews and NYC venues, in terms of recorded 
output, in terms of social cohesion, in terms of a powerful national/religious identity...  
 
In your first paragraph, you state your intention to “examine such questions [chiefly, the 
proliferation of outstanding Israeli jazz talent] in the context of ... the generation of jazz 
musicians that has come from Israel to the Northeastern United States over the past twenty 
years.” You would do well to follow this up by making it plain that your paper is not intended as 
a comprehensive analysis of this community of musicians and their music, but rather as a first 
step at describing a unique cohort of musicians. In a sense, you’re staking out the boundaries of a 
new field of study: this paper marks the first steps.  
 
It might also help to contextualize the scope of your paper in light of the scant literature: as it 
stands, you only make brief mention of existing literature, at the end of page three. If you were to 
describe the (limited) extant literature, it would easily set up a strong rationale for your paper.  
 
As I noted on page 3 of your paper, I think you would do well to describe in a little more detail 
what is special and unique about Israeli national identity. This is another category altogether of 
national belonging, conflating as it does a millennia-long diasporic narratives, religion, multi-
ethnicity, and so on. It’s especially significant that an Israeli identity was erected so swiftly: Out 
of what? By whom? These questions will be outside the scope of your paper, but they’re relevant 
to the context in which “Israeli jazz” is produced and received. A mention of this would lead 
nicely into the next section (p. 4) in which you describe the history of the Jewish state and its 
relationship to the United State.  
 
You’ve set up an introduction to the “problem” of Israel -- “ a complex and contested space in 
contemporary international political discourse” -- beautifully (p. 4). How can this be located in 
the musical community you’re examining? What stances are musicians adopting towards this? 
To me, it seems that “Israeli jazz” exhibits some real closures with regards to the more vexing 
and problematic aspects of Israeli identity. Remember that identities are not fixed objects given 
at birth: they are something that we acquire, adapt, and re-organize continually.  
 
You do a nice job of giving nuance and complexity in your historical account of early musical 
culture in Israel. You could go a little further in describing how and why such remarkable efforts 
were mandated.  
 



Were the institutions of Western art music erected to give proper credibility to a new nation? 
How did jazz figure into this? From your account, not much, though it’s significant that Israel 
has several degree- granting jazz education institutions while Ireland -- at a similar population 
size -- has only one, and only recently. Why would jazz education flourish in Israel, while jazz 
itself falls to the margins?  
 
Your discussion of material form your interviews with musicians is strong, but all of the points 
you make could use deeper exploration and/or cross-referencing with other communities and 
other data sources, and more extensive probing in general. For example, in order to understand 
just how important the Israeli NYC support system is, the reader would have to know more about 
the difficulties and requirements of obtaining an O-1 visa, the difficulty of acquiring affordable 
accommodation, the difficulty of securing a gig in a highly competitive scene, the problems of 
finding a “day job” that allows one to be free for sessions, gigs and tours, etc. The Israeli jazz 
support system is mighty indeed, but it behooves you now to ask how it is that this group of 
musicians came to be empowered with these resources. I’d suggest that you follow the money 
here: anecdotally, a lot of this can be traced to Anat Cohen and her boyfriend (I believe his name 
is Colin) who is credited as an anonymous “benefactor” in the founding of Anzic Records. Off 
the record, I’ve heard that he was responsible for paying Omer Avital’s rent in the West Village 
for many years. I know for a fact that he’s spent upwards of $150,000.00 producing Anzic 
releases. It seems to me that wealth and social class factor strongly into the narrative of social 
support systems, and I think that the “success” of this cohort of musicians needs to be qualified 
with relation to this.  
 
Your musicological analysis is strong, and your examples are well chosen. I wonder about Omer 
Klein’s narrative of self-consciously highlighting, then later transcending, the need to “represent 
Israel” in his sound. I wonder if overt expressions of Israeliness don’t serve some sort of function 
of marking one’s membership. Having established one’s bona fides, one can then preoccupy 
oneself with self- actualization?  
 
In your discussion of the oud, as with your discussion of the use of “Israeli” melodic motifs, I’m 
surprised that you don’t characterize these as acts of musical exoticism, or even a kind of auto-
exoticism. How might these compare to the use of Indian musical devices, Indian musicians and 
musical instruments, and other aspects of South Asian culture in the work of Vijay Iyer, Rudresh 
Mahanthappa, Sunny Jain, Rez Abassi, and others? You’d do well to investigate the relationship 
of music, ethnicity and identity in these cases: I think you’d find some interesting parallels. Do 
some reading on the literature of music and identity, and the history of the politics of identity and 
think through the problem of how these processes are reflected in this music, and other musics.  
Some titles to look at:  
 

• Christopher Shannon, “A World Made Safe for Differences: Cold War Intellectuals and 
the Politics of Identity” 

• Timothy Taylor, “Beyond Exoticism: Western Music and the World” 
• Born & Hesmondhalgh: “Western Music and its Others: Difference, Representation and 

Appropriation in Music”  
 



Another thought that strikes me here is that these musicians represent a rather exclusive and elite 
cohort. How is membership regulated? Who gets to belong, and who doesn’t? How does this 
compare to other “scenes” in NYC (for example, the age- and aesthetically-contemporary 
members of the Brooklyn Jazz Underground)? What role does professional achievement play in 
membership? Aesthetics? (Are there any “bad” Israeli jazz musicians hanging around on the 
fringes of the NYC scene? What are their points of view? Looking to the avant-garde and NYC 
Jewish music scenes, what crossover do you see in terms of personnel?) What about non-Israeli 
musicians who are actively involved with the group, like Jason Lindner? Finally, what insights 
might an older cohort of Israeli jazz musicians offer to this study? You might speak with 
musicians in the 50s who were among the vanguard of Israeli musicians studying in Boston, 
working in NYC, who have since moved back to Israel or elsewhere.  
 
In conclusion, I think you’ve done a good job at staking out the dimensions of a fascinating 
study. I encourage you to pursue this topic further. It would make the bones of a great graduate 
school dissertation in a number of different disciplines.  
 


