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Introduction 
 
 During the last two decades, an astounding number of Israeli jazz musicians have come 

to the U.S. to perform and study, and several have become prominent on the national and 

international scenes: Avishai Cohen, Omer Avital, Anat Cohen, Eli Degibri, etc.  How can a 

country of only 7.2 million people1 export such a huge quantity of jazz talent?  What is it in 

Israel that has propelled such an interest in jazz?  Clearly, globalization—the process by which, 

through technological progress and economic policy, the spread of goods, services, and 

information has greater reach at an ever-increasing pace—plays a role.  Globalization alone, 

however, cannot account for why one particularly small nation has produced so much jazz talent.  

In this paper, I seek to examine such questions in the context of a particular community: the 

generation of jazz musicians that has come from Israel to the Northeastern United States (i.e., 

New York City and Boston) over the last twenty years.  The features of this discrete group of 

musicians include particular aesthetic commonalities, study in some of the premier jazz 

education institutions (particularly Berklee College of Music, New England Conservatory, New 

School of Jazz and Contemporary Music), entrepreneurial spirit in terms of their studies and 

professional activities, and commitment to collaborating with their Israeli peers, even as they 

work with musicians outside this particular community.   

 I hypothesize that a combination of cultural and economic factors contribute to this 

relatively recent flourishing of jazz talent from Israel.  In particular, a tradition of formal music 

education inherited from Europe and cultural/political ties with United States have been central.  

Furthermore, it also seems likely that larger cultural and historical circumstances associated with 

                                                
1 U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, “World Factbook”. <https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/is.html>, accessed May 2nd, 2010. 
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the Jewish state contribute to a culture of unusually hard work, struggle, and a drive to succeed.  

Demonstrating this last phenomenon, however, is far beyond the scope of this paper. 

 Furthermore, certain aesthetic commonalities characterize this community’s music, but 

are by no means its sole defining element.  That is to say, there is a not a single “Israeli” 

aesthetic that is entirely congruent with the social-musical community itself.  Like Israel—a 

multi-cultural (and not only Jewish) society of immigrants and their offspring—jazz musicians 

coming from the Jewish state display an array of stylistic preferences and personalities.  

Nonetheless, there is, broadly speaking, an “Israeli jazz” that includes (to varying degrees) 

certain common traits.  In particular, several musicians incorporate various “Jewish” and “Arab” 

musical resources from Israel and the Middle East into their music.  At times these are passing 

references to typical kinds of phrasing and ornamentation, while in other cases the use of “folk” 

material in the context of jazz composition and improvisation is fundamental.  Indeed, some 

artists are explicit (in interviews, etc.) about their aesthetic predilections for “Middle Eastern” 

sounds.  The use of such musical resources can be seen as an attempt to express Israeli identity in 

music; indeed, the founding of Israel itself entailed a creation (or recreation) of a national 

musical culture designed to represent “Israel”, as a Jewish country, and its people, as singular 

group representing a newly recreated nationality.2  Through musical examples, I will 

demonstrate some of the features that characterize some of the important stylistic trends among 

Israeli jazz musicians. 

 The questions and arguments presented above will be analyzed through historical 

analysis, musicological analysis, first person interviews, and review of some of the scant but 

informative scholarly and popular literature on the subject. 

                                                
2 Tanya Kalmanovitch and others have referred to this interplay between music and a projection or claim of national 
identity as “musical nationalism”.   
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Israel, the U.S., and Constructing Israeli Folk Music 

 Before entering into a discussion of the history of jazz in Israel, it is important to 

contextualize Israel’s musical culture and unique relationship with the United States.  Modern-

day Israel occupies a complex and contested space in contemporary international political 

discourse.  Since its founding in 1948 and the subsequent rupture of a U.N. demarcation of 

neighboring Jewish and Arab states in the former Palestine, the region has been plagued by 

violence and political turmoil.3   

 Only “minutes” after the Jewish state came into existence in 1948, President Truman 

recognized the new state of Israel, an indication of America’s close ties to the Jewish state from 

its inception.  The United States has maintained a “special relationship” with the Jewish state 

(not without ebbs and flows in the closeness of their relations, however), which may help explain 

part of why Israeli musicians have found such a cultural affinity with jazz and opportunity to 

move to and study in the United States.  But why has the U.S. had such a “special relationship” 

with Israel?  Not only does the U.S. possess the largest Jewish population outside of Israel; it 

also features an unusually strong pro-Israel sentiment in a variety of social and political 

communities.  Fueling the so-called “special relationship” between the U.S. and Israel, according 

to political scientist Douglas Little, are a politically diverse but overwhelmingly pro-Israel 

Jewish constituency, a bloc of supportive religious Christians whose views on Israel are 

informed by biblical teachings, and a romanticism and identification with Israel among many 

sectors of American society throughout U.S. history.  Even when relations have grown tense, 

American administrations have recognized the need for a strong ally in the Middle East (for 

                                                
3 CIA World Factbook. <https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/is.html> Viewed May 7, 
2010. 
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economic and political reasons), amidst radical Arab nationalism in many of the countries of the 

region.4 

 This special relationship provides a political and cultural context by which we can begin 

to understand part of why so many Israeli jazz musicians would successfully pursue their careers 

in the United States.  Nonetheless, it is not the only feature of Israeli political and cultural life 

that must be considered.  Of particular relevance to this paper is the construction of Israeli 

culture and folklore, which influences the music of contemporary jazz musicians from Israel 

currently living in the United States.  Israeli popular and folk music is far more complicated than 

any notion of the vestiges of a millennia-old civilization; indeed, the nation of Israel itself is far 

more complicated than its common characterization as the “Jewish state”.5  

 The complex multi-cultural construction of Israeli folk music6 predates the founding of 

the modern Jewish state by several decades.  Peter Gradenwitz traces the beginnings of an active 

pursuit and use of Jewish-Israeli folk music in the “art-music” composers of latter 19th-century 

Easter Europe, in which Jewish nationalism and the resurrection of the Hebrew language began 

to take place.  Already in the 1880s, as Eastern European Jews migrated to Palestine, they 

brought with them a variety of musical influences as they reconstructed their homeland: 

 The rebuilding and resettling of Palestine which started in the ‘eighteen-eighties had 
 brought to the country predominantly Eastern Europe elements and with them the ghetto 
 song.  With the adoption of Hebrew as a living national language, the Yiddish and 
 European song changed its character and with immigration coming from very many 

                                                
4 Little, Douglas. American Orientalism: The United States and the Middle East since 1945 (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2002), pp. 77-83. 
5 Many Israeli jazz musicians’ parents and/or grandparents are often from countries other than Israel (e.g., countries 
in Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa), and contemporary Israeli society includes a large Arab 
minority.  (Information on ethnic heritages gathered from interviews with Israeli musicians Eyran Katsenelenbogen, 
Tal Gamlieli, Omer Klein, Haggai Cohen Milo, Nadav Remez, Tammy Scheffer.) 
6 The notion that modern Israel had to create a national musical/artistic culture with the founding of the Jewish state 
first came to my attention through conversations with Professors Tanya Kalmanovitch and Anthony Coleman at the 
New England Conservatory, March/April, 2010. 
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 different continents and countries in the nineteen-twenties and ‘thirties new song and 
 repertoires and new styles were absorbed.7 
 
In other words, the reconstruction of Israel entailed a melding of many cultural and musical 

backgrounds, in addition to the changes brought about by the resurrection of the Hebrew 

language.  Furthermore, other important influences in late-19th and early-20th century Jewish 

music in Palestine were Anglo-Saxon folks songs introduced by British and American troops 

stationed in Palestine, as well as North African and Asiatic music brought by people from those 

proximate countries and cultures.8 

 Thus, by the time Israel was founded in 1948, there was already a diverse confluence of 

national heritages and cultural origins, in combination with Jewish identity and the 

Mediterranean-Arab cultures already established in the region, that contributed to the 

development of Israeli musical culture.  Indeed, the European art music tradition, with its 

orchestras, conservatories, and other institutions, had a particularly strong impact on the musical 

infrastructure of Israel.  European conservatory-style music schools were opened at the time of 

Tel Aviv’s founding in 1910, and orchestras, chamber music organizations, choirs and opera 

companies existed by the 1920s.  Israel even had a national orchestra before it had a state: The 

Palestine Orchestra (now the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra) was founded in 1936.  Other 

orchestras and formal music organizations proliferated throughout the region.9  These institutions 

are legacies of European culture brought to Palestine as Jews began to repopulate the area 

leading up to the founding of modern Israel in 1948.  Indeed, the culture of musical institutions 

and instruction are significant in the flourishing of jazz talent in Israel. 

 
                                                
7 Gradenwitz, Peter. Music and Musicians in Israel: A Comprehensive Guide to Modern Israeli Music. Tel Aviv: 
Israeli Music Publications, 1977 (3rd ed., first published in 1952), p. 14. 
8 Ibid, pp. 14-15. 
9 Ibid, p. 19, 22. 
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Jazz, Palestine & Early Israel 

 Like the conservatories and orchestras, jazz in Palestine predates the founding of the 

Jewish state by several years.  Jazz first reached the region in the 1930s by way of Jewish 

émigrés from Eastern Europe who settled in the then British Mandate of Palestine.  In Palestine 

they played for British troops, playing and improvising in a manner similar to early jazz.  Indeed, 

these European Jewish immigrants often learned from British dance bands who were sent to 

Palestine to entertain the troops, and who were steeped in the popular swing music of the day.  

One Jewish pianist originally from Germany, Haim Alexander, recalls learning English folk 

songs from soldiers and improvising on them, though he claims this was not jazz as such.10 

 Prominent jazz musicians began visiting the newly-formed Jewish state as early as the 

1950s, and one visit by famed drummer/vibraphonist/bandleader Lionel Hampton indicates the 

early drive with which Israeli jazz musicians pursued their art.  Excited that the famed jazz 

musician would be stopping by their hotel during a tour, Israeli bandleader Maurice “Pisi” 

Osherowitz prepared his band to play Hampton’s tune “Flying Home”.  After hearing them play 

his piece, Hampton told the band, “You don’t motherfucking swing for shit”.  Said Osherowitz, 

“…after we overcame the insult we decided we had no choice – we’d have to improve for the 

next time he came.”  The next time he came, Hampton proclaimed, “Now you motherfucking 

swing”.11 

 Despite the determination to master the art form exhibited in this anecdote, characterizing 

jazz a central feature of Israeli culture as a whole would be misleading.  Indeed, Gerber points 

out that when jazz legends like Hampton, Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong and Oscar Peterson 

                                                
10 Gerber, Mike. Jazz Jews (Nottingham, UK: Five Leaves Publications, 2009), p. 442. 
11 Gerber, p. 443. 
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played in Israel during the early years of its existence, the theaters were usually “half empty”.12  

Indeed, even since the rise of formal jazz education programs in Israel and the appearance of top-

notch Israeli jazz talent in the United States, jazz remains marginal relative to mainstream 

cultural life in Israel.  For example, Israeli pianist Eyran Katsenelenbogen, who splits his time 

between Boston and Tel Aviv, says he came to the United States because there were more 

opportunities to perform and pursue his art here than in Israel.  That is, jazz remains an even 

more marginalized art form in Israel than it does in the United States. 13  Similarly, Israeli pianist 

Omer Klein hypothesizes that so many jazz musicians leave Israel for the United States because 

of the lack of opportunities for professional jazz musicians in Israel.14  Indeed, jazz impresario 

and founder of the now-defunct Jazzis label in Israel, Adam Borouch, claims that “‘Jazz 

everywhere in Israel had always been a tiny scene.’”  Borouch further argues that the economic 

and political difficulties associated with the protracted Israeli-Palestinian conflict hurts the state 

of jazz in Israel.15   

 

From Tel Aviv and Jerusalem to Boston and New York City: Israel and Jazz in the 20th 
and 21st Centuries 
 
 The history of jazz in Israel cannot be divorced from the history of jazz and music 

education in Israel.  The first Israeli jazz musician to come to the United States to study jazz was 

pianist/composer/arranger Yaron Gershovsky, who came to Boston to study at Berklee from 

1974-1977.  It was not until the 1980s, however, when jazz education in Israel began to be 

institutionalized and truly grow.  According to Mike Gerber, the emergence of jazz education 

                                                
12 Ibid. 
13 Interview with Eyran Katsenelenbogen, April 16, 2010. 
14 Interview with Omer Klein, May 8, 2010. 
15 Gerber, p. 460. 
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institutions facilitated the explosion of talent and resulting migration of jazz musicians from 

Israel to the United States over the last two to three decades.  For instance, at the high school 

level, the Thelma Yellin High School for the Arts has been a crucial training ground for 

emerging jazz artists who would eventually migrate to the U.S. to study and perform.  The list of 

jazz talent to have studied at the school is staggering, including saxophonist Eli Degibri, 

clarinetist Anat Cohen, trumpeter Avishai Cohen, pianists Alon Yavnai and Omer Klein, bassists 

Omer Avital and Haggai Cohen-Milo, and guitarist Nadav Remez.16   

 Developments in higher education were also crucial to the institutionalization of jazz and 

development of Israeli jazz talent.  In 1980, the Rubin Academy of Music and Dance (also 

known as the Jerusalem Academy) created a jazz department and Bachelor of Music program in 

jazz.  In 1985 the Rimon School of Jazz and Contemporary Music was established outside Tel 

Aviv.  The Rimon School has formal ties with the Berklee College of Music, whereby top 

students can study at Rimon and then continue and finish their degree at Berklee.  Already by the 

early 1980s, amidst the genesis of institutional jazz education in Israel and only a decade after its 

first native son enrolled at Berklee, the Jewish state could lay claim to the second largest group 

of foreign nationals (after the Japanese, who come from a country many times the size of Israel) 

studying at Berklee College of Music, a school associated with contemporary popular music in 

general, and jazz in particular.17   

 In addition to the tradition of formal and institutionalized music instruction, a strong 

belief in classical instruction and instrumental mastery, a commitment to the Israeli jazz 

community both in Israel and the U.S., and transnational ties have been crucial to the flourishing 

Israeli jazz scene in the United States.  At least five different Israeli jazz musicians with whom I 
                                                
16 Interview with Haggai Cohen Milo (via e-mail), May 8, 2010; also interviews with Nadav Remez (May 2010), 
Omer Klein, and Eyran Katsenelenbogen. 
17 Gerber, p. 447. 
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spoke emphasized classical training on their instruments as important elements of their musical 

development18; this is likely an important reason why Israeli jazz musicians studying and 

working in the United States tend to display a high degree of instrumental virtuosity.  This points 

to the interesting trend of a disproportionately large share of jazz musicians from Israel in the 

United States playing rhythm section instruments, particularly the upright bass.  Eyran 

Katsenelenbogen, the classically-trained jazz pianist living in Boston, hypothesizes that Israel’s 

more socialist (relative to the United States) political-economy and culture may contribute to a 

greater attraction towards and appreciation for the bass, a traditionally supportive instrument that 

plays a structural role in preserving the whole of the typical jazz ensemble.  It may also be that a 

society (Israeli society) in which group survival prevails over individual self-interest (as 

manifested through compulsory military service and a constant state of conflict with neighboring 

Arab countries and territories) fosters a particular appreciation for group participation and 

support, a role epitomized by the bass.  Nonetheless, jazz is an art form that celebrates individual 

freedom of expression, which is perhaps in tension with the hypothesis that Israeli jazz musicians 

would be inclined to take on team-oriented, supportive roles. 

 What does correlate with this group-orientation, however, is something observed in many 

expatriate immigrant communities—that of in-group support and help.  Beyond just practical 

help for the Israeli jazz musicians continuously entering the U.S., established Israeli jazz 

musicians in America provide inspiration and compelling examples for those wishing to pursue 

their art in this country.  One Israeli in particular, the bassist/composer Omer Avital, has played a 

pivotal role in both inspiring and supporting his Israeli jazz peers in their musical careers.  

Furthermore, the large numbers of Israeli jazz musicians studying in Boston and New York City 

                                                
18 Interviews with Tal Gamlieli, Haggai Cohen-Milo, Omer Klein, Eyran Katsenelenbogen, Tammy Scheffer.   
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ensures a community in which to find social and emotional support.  Bassist Haggai Cohen-Milo 

cites rooming with fellow Israelis studying jazz in Boston (Omer Klein, Nadav Remez, Mattan 

Chapnizka, and others), along with Israeli relatives living close by and financial support from 

home as crucial to his success in completing his studies at New England Conservatory and 

building his career.19  

 Pianist Omer Klein, a jazz pianist/composer from Israel who moved (initially) to Boston 

to study with Danilo Pérez at the New England Conservatory (NEC), cites Omer Avital as a 

crucial mentor, supporter, and promoter for his career.  Despite winning a scholarship to NEC, 

Klein found making it as a musician financially was a struggle (no doubt in part because work 

opportunities are limited for students from foreign countries20).  Klein found support and 

significant employment/performance opportunities with established Israeli musicians in New 

York City21 (where he moved after a year studying in Boston), particularly bassist Omer Avital.  

Avital, who came to the U.S. in the early 1990s to study at the New School of Jazz and 

Contemporary Music in New York City, was a mainstay of the 1990s downtown jazz scene at 

the famed club “Smalls”, a haven for up-and-coming American and Israeli jazz musicians alike 

(including Avital, Kurt Rosenwinkel, Mark Turner, etc.).  Klein said the following with regard to 

support from Avital and another established Israeli musician in New York City, flutist Mattan 

Klein:  

 What really helped [when I first got to the U.S.] were some Israeli musicians I knew in 
 New York. Bass player and bandleader Omer Avital was crucial in promoting my career 
 in New York. He immediately began to hire me to play in his various ensembles, and 
 through him I got to meet many American jazz players, club bookers, etc. Flute player 

                                                
19 Interview with Haggai Cohen-Milo (via e-mail), May 8, 2010. 
20 Ibid. Haggai pointed out the lack of work opportunities in the U.S. for foreign students in my interview with him. 
21 Klein recently moved to Dusseldorf, Germany with his wife, but is included in this study because he initially 
moved to the Northeastern U.S. to study and play jazz, and remained there for three to four years. 
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 Mattan Klein (no family relation) is another Israeli who began hiring me to play concerts 
 with him, and that was a big help financially.22   
  
 Predictably, established Israeli jazz musicians in the United States not only provide 

practical help and assistance to their recently arrived compatriots, but also provide compelling 

and inspiring examples.  For bassist Tal Gamlieli, who began his musical studies relatively late 

(in high school) and on the guitar, Omer Avital provided such inspiration.  During a trip to New 

York City, Gamlieli was deeply moved after hearing Avital perform.  Seeing an Israeli jazz 

musician play at the highest level imaginable with American musicians23 inspired Gamlieli to 

pursue the bass and jazz back in Israel.  On another trip to New York, Gamlieli met Arnie 

Lawrence of the New School, who would later found the Jerusalem Center for Creative Music, 

where he encouraged Tal to switch to the bass.  Arnie Lawrence, an American Jew who would 

move to Israel, and the Jerusalem Center—another example of organized (if somewhat less 

formal) jazz instruction in Israel—were pivotal in Gamlieli’s training as a jazz bass player and 

composer.  Indeed, Tal’s story aptly illustrates a variety of trends observed in the careers of 

young Israeli jazz musicians who have moved to the United States.  In addition to the inspiration 

and lessons garnered from leading Israeli jazz star Avital and American-born Israeli transplant 

Lawrence, Gamlieli went on to study classical bass and ear training rigorously, both privately 

and at the Jerusalem Academy of Music and Dance (also known as the Rubin Academy).  Like 

Omer Klein, Haggai Cohen-Milo, and Eyran Katsenelenbogen, Gamlieli prioritized rigorous 

classical study in institutional settings in conjunction with his pursuit of jazz.24 

 Bassist/composer/singer Avishai Cohen has also been one of the most visible Israeli 

migrants to find success as a jazz musician in the United States, and has, like Avital, served as a 
                                                
22 Interview with Omer Klein (via e-mail), May 8, 2010. 
23 Interestingly, Tal Gamlieli pointed out in particular the power of witnessing Omer Avital play with Afro-
American musicians; apparently this made a particular impression upon him (Gamlieli). 
24 Interview with Tal Gamlieli (via phone), May 8, 2010. 
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leader to subsequent “generations” of Israeli jazz musicians.  Initially making his mark 

performing and recording with established jazz pianists Chick Corea and Danilo Pérez, Cohen 

went on to record several albums under his own name.  For these recordings he hired younger 

Israeli jazz musicians who had since migrated to the U.S., like virtuoso pianist Shai Maestro and 

percussionist Itamar Doari.  Nonetheless, Cohen himself did not immediately find success when 

he initially moved to New York City following his military service in Israel.  Indeed, he had to 

take odd menial jobs in order to support himself,25 providing further evidence of the difficulty 

and struggle to which pianist Klein referred.  The intensity, drive, and hard work demonstrated 

by Cohen, Avital, and subsequent cohorts of Israeli jazz musicians to come to the United 

States—as evidenced by their creative and professional successes in music—appear to be 

compelling common features of their individual and collective narratives. 

 

“Falafel Jazz”: Musical features of jazz by Israelis 

 Having examined the musical and professional training and development of Israeli jazz 

musicians, what can be said of the music itself?  Jazz by Israeli musicians who have come to 

study and perform in the United States spans a range of styles, from traditional straight-ahead 

swing to “Middle Eastern folk”-inflected compositions to more avant-garde, freely improvised 

music.  Nonetheless, there are some observable common aesthetic choices in the work of many 

of these musicians.  Key features include lyrical melodies often containing Middle Eastern-

sounding modes, motifs and ornamentations (often resembling parts of Aeolian and Phrygian 

scales), the use of secondary dominant tonicizations prevalent in Western (“common practice”) 

classical music, triadic harmony, and driving straight-eighth note grooves.   

                                                
25 Vidal, Sebastien. Avishai Cohen biography, <http://www.avishaicohen.com/bio.php>, viewed May 11, 2010. 
Written March 2009. 
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 A strong example is the opening track from Omer Klein’s debut CD as a leader, 

“Introducing Omer Klein”, which features Klein on piano, his mentor and bassist Omer Avital, 

and Israeli percussionist Itamar Doari.  The first piece, composed by Klein, is entitled “Abutbul” 

and features all of the elements mentioned above.26  The ornamentation with which he articulates 

the tune’s melody—fast sixteenth and thirty-second note turns highlighting important pitches—is 

reminiscent of various Middle Eastern (not just Israeli) styles of singing and melodic articulation.  

Furthermore, the choices of orchestration in the percussion (whether chosen by Klein or Doari) 

include some strategically placed chimes and rattle sounds that evoke something of an Eastern 

tinge, though this observation is harder to pinpoint or support empirically.  Below is a 

transcription of the melody and chords of the first A section of the tune: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

                                                
26 Klein, Omer. “Introducing Omer Klein” CD Recording (New York City: Smalls Records, 2008), Track 1. 
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 In the excerpt above, the typical melodic ornamentations described previously occur in 

the first beat of measure 2, the second beat of measure 4, first and third beats of measure 10, and 

the fourth beat of measure 15.  Furthermore, the harmonies are predominantly triadic, with the 

only seventh chords occurring in measures 6, 8, and 9.  What’s more, all four seventh chords are 

fairly simple and serve typically functional and tonal purposes.  Two, in measures 6 (D7/F#) and 

9 (E7/G#) are both first-inversion dominant seventh chords that tonicize the respective chords 

that immediately follow.  Indeed, this typical kind of tonicization, straight out of common 

practice Western harmony, is prevalent in much jazz created by Israeli musicians.27  The two 

non-triads are B half-diminished in measure 8 (a predominant “II” chord setting up the A minor 

tonicization) and the F# half-diminished chord in measures 10-12, which serves mainly as an 

alternative version of the now-tonicized A minor chord in bars 8 and 9.  Furthermore, as the 

piece is in E minor, Klein ends the first A section with a deceptive cadence, moving from v-

minor in bar 14 (albeit not a dominant V7) to VI (C major) in bars 15 and 16.  Again, this 

indicates his compositional predisposition towards traditional, Western “classical” harmonic 

practices, even as he embellishes the melody with Middle Eastern-sounding ornaments and 

includes a strong percussive and rhythmic approach on the piano and in Doari’s drumming.  

Indeed, the use of Western “classical” harmonic motion (something less common in much 

“modern jazz” by American composers from the same period) may be correlated with the 

prevalence of Western-style musical institutions in Israel and the valuation of classical training. 

 Crucially, “Abutbul” was inspired by and dedicated to Klein’s mentor and bass player on 

this recording, Omer Avital.  “Abutbul” is Avital’s surname in its original Moroccan form, 

which was converted to the Hebrew “Avital” by the bassist’s father or grandfather.  In fact, 

                                                
27 Tal Gamlieli, a musical colleague of mine, features these kinds of secondary dominant tonicizations—often in 
some inversion—in several of his compositions. 
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according to Klein, the tune incorporates fragments of Avital compositions.28  Its inclusion at the 

beginning of the album is significant, as it further underscores the significance of Klein’s 

relationship with Avital as well as Avital’s general importance among Israeli jazz musicians.  

Interestingly, as discussed below, while Klein’s composition provides an apt example of trends 

in “Israeli jazz”, some of Avital’s own music sounds more “straight ahead” and not necessarily 

“Israeli” in any easily identifiable way. 

 In fact, Klein makes explicit, perhaps more than some other Israeli jazz musicians, his 

use of sounds, modes, and rhythms from the music of his homeland and the Middle Eastern 

region.  Indeed, he has actively and consciously sought to create a truly “Israeli” jazz style: “My 

first albums, which were produced in New York in 2007-2009 [including ‘Introducing Omer 

Klein’], documented my search for an ‘Israeli’ style of Jazz.  It was important to me that my 

music…sound Israeli.”29  Indeed, Klein found the music of his childhood (which often was not 

jazz) growing up in Netanya, Israel most influential to the development of his aesthetic: 

 I feel very close to the sounds that surrounded me….[which] clearly didn’t include jazz.  
 Some of Israel’s popular music [by composers Matti Caspi, Shlomo Gronich, etc.] was 
 and still is very influential….Each of [these composers] found his or her own way to 
 incorporate our area’s more natural sounds – Arab music, Turkish music, Greek music – 
 with his own personality and with western sounds.  I guess that this is my natural course 
 of progress as well.30 
 
Nonetheless, while he values this period in his musical development, Klein no longer sees 

creating an authentically “Israeli” style of jazz necessary: 

 Today I don't feel the same need. I certainly don’t regret the agenda I had - it was right 
 for me at the time. But now I'm absorbing other sounds, learning a lot about music and 
 just trying to create the best music I can - music that I will like and enjoy. I believe that 

                                                
28 Interview with Omer Klein (via e-mail), May 8, 2010. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Quoted in Gerber, p. 451. 
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 my Israeli roots will come out in my music anyway, and I can stop trying to force them 
 in. Instead, I can focus on being a better pianist and composer.31 
 
 In fact, Israeli jazz musicians in the United States have created compositions and 

improvised solos that do not sound particularly “Israeli” at all, and certainly would not give away 

the composer’s nationality upon one’s initial hearing.  The composition “Yes!” by Omer 

Avital,32 for example, consists of a traditional hard bop, medium swinging and bluesy theme.  

Similarly, many of his improvised solos on this and other recordings include a raw, percussive 

attack and bluesy vocabulary reminiscent of Charles Mingus.  Interestingly, on Avital’s album, 

the bassist/bandleader is accompanied by American musicians Mark Turner (tenor sax), Aaron 

Goldberg (piano), and Ali Jackson (drums), and only one other Israeli, trumpeter Avishai Cohen.  

Omer Klein’s record, by contrast, featured a band comprised of three Israelis (including Avital). 

 Another distinctive element of some Israeli jazz is the rather frequent appearance of the 

oud, an Arabic string instrument.  Arguably two of the most prominent Israeli-born jazz 

musicians in the cohort examined in this paper, bassists Avishai Cohen and Omer Avital, have 

included the oud in their work.  For example, the opening track of Avishai Cohen’s album 

“Continuo”, “Nu nu”, features the oud prominently as a lead melodic instrument during the 

rubato intro (and again as more of an ensemble color during the statement of the theme).33  

Indeed, Arabic music has had an unsurprisingly large impact on the Israeli musical diaspora, 

given the Jewish state’s geographical location and sizeable Arab minority.  In fact, the Jerusalem 

Academy added an Arabic music department relatively recently.34  Nonetheless, as pointed out 

previously, many jazz ensembles led by Israelis include typical “jazz” instrumentation, such as 

                                                
31 Interview with Omer Klein (via e-mail), May 8, 2010. 
32 Avital, Omer. “The Ancient Art of Giving” CD recording (New York City: Smalls Records, 2006), Track 7. 
33 Cohen, Avishai. “Continuo” CD Recording (Sunnyside/Raz Daz, 2006), Track 1. 
34 Gerber, pp. 472-3. 
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Omer Avital’s “The Ancient Art of Giving” (tenor sax, trumpet, piano, bass, and drums) and 

Israeli tenor saxophonist Eli Degibri’s “In the Beginning”35 (tenor sax, guitar, piano, bass, and 

drums), both of which include ensembles in which Israeli musicians are the minority. 

 

Conclusion 

 The phenomenon of Israeli jazz musicians in the United States can be attributed in large 

part to several crucial cultural, political, and economic factors in Israel, and a growing expatriate 

community that exhibits strong in-group support alongside collaboration with American and 

other non-Israeli jazz artists.  Israel’s unique political and cultural ties to the United States is 

conducive to traveling between the two countries, and broader economic and cultural exchange 

(whether through government or private channels) might partly explain the affinity Israeli 

musicians have for jazz.  Indeed, Israeli vocalist Tammy Scheffer, currently based in New York 

City, believes pro-American political leanings might contribute to the Israel-jazz connection and 

phenomenon.36  Combined with the technological, economic, and political forces of 

globalization, these circumstances shed light on the consistent emergence of virtuosic jazz 

musicians from Israel over the last twenty-plus years.  Inside Israel, a tradition of Western music 

institutions (conservatories, orchestras, etc.), prioritization of classical instruction and 

instrumental mastery, and a relatively favorable economy37 are conducive to the flourishing of 

such talent. 

 The degree to which Israel’s unique geopolitical circumstances (namely its conflict with 

the Palestinians and its largely hostile regional surroundings) impacts the musical output of its 

                                                
35 Degibri, Eli. “In the Beginning” CD Recording (Barcelona: Fresh Sound/New Talent, 2004). 
36 Interview with Tammy Scheffer (via e-mail), May 11, 2010. 
37 Israel is one of the richer countries in the world, and is quite advanced technologically.  For more information, 
please consult the CIA World Factbook online.   
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musicians (whether in Israel, the United States, or elsewhere) is a topic beyond the scope of this 

paper but worthy of further investigation.  Israeli bassist Haggai Cohen-Milo hypothesizes that 

the tense social and political circumstances in Israel, combined with the suffering associated with 

them, partly explains the huge amount of talent to emerge from that region:  

 Musicians in Israel grow from conflicts and tension, hot blood and a strong will to 
 express emotions. I think if you look back, on the big picture, great musicians and artists 
 in general come from this kind of background, where there is something pressing that has 
 to come out and art is one of the best ways to do it. I really think that that is it. I think that 
 this is where swing comes from.38  
 
On the other hand, other Israeli musicians attribute the influx of talented jazz to the much greater 

number of opportunities in the U.S. relative to Israel.39  Many Israeli jazz musicians, however, 

are reluctant to speak of the connection(s) between their music and politics, and/or deny that 

such a connection exists.40  Nonetheless, given Israel’s unique position in the world historically, 

politically, and culturally, examining this relationship (and/or lack thereof) would be 

worthwhile.41 

 Thus, the remarkable community of Israeli jazz musicians in the United States warrants 

further study.  Not only has their music made a striking impression on their non-Israeli jazz 

colleagues, but their community, drive to succeed, and disproportionately large size have also 

attracted much attention from the jazz critical press and public.  This group of jazz talent is likely 

to grow and proliferate in the United States and throughout the world in the years to come. 
                                                
38 Interview with Haggai Cohen-Milo (via e-mail), May 8, 2010. 
39 Interviews with Omer Klein and Tammy Scheffer (via e-mail), May 8 and May 11, 2010, respectively. 
40 The absence of discussion around the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and politics in connection with music is 
something both Prof. Tanya Kalmanovitch and I have noticed.  Interestingly, guitarist Nadav Remez, whom I 
interviewed for this paper, used to book a Tel Aviv jazz venue called the “Left Bank”, which served primarily as the 
Israeli Communist Party Tel Aviv headquarters.  When I asked him what his involvement was politically, he 
stressed that he was only involved in music and not politics.  For a fascinating if controversial look at an Israeli 
expatriate jazz musician (in the United Kingdom) who makes known his critical views of Israeli policy known 
through music and otherwise, visit the website of saxophonist Gilad Atzmon: http://www.gilad.co.uk/ 
41 An example of a jazz composition inspired by the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (according to Gerber’s book and an 
email exchange with the composer) is “As Two/Something ‘Bout Camels” by Israeli pianist Anat Fort, included on 
her album “A Long Story” (Munich, Germany: ECM Records, 2006). 
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