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The Sound of German-Jewish History. 
Can Amateur Songs Remember What 
Historiography Forgets?1

Viola Alianov-Rautenberg
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Musical wedding toasts, delivered at the celebration of the newly­
weds. Birthday songs, honoring beloved family members at festiv­
ities. Humorous ditties, presented at Bar Mitzvah celebrations and 
retirement parties. Rhyming couplets, written to mark milestones 
and special events by migrant community gatherings: Documents 
like these can be found throughout the many archives and reposi­
tories containing documents of German-Jewish life of the last 200 
years, in Germany and the German-speaking lands as well as in 
the German-Jewish diaspora around the world after emigration 
from 1933 onward.

What exactly are we looking at here? Essentially, these documents 
are occasional poems written by family members or friends for 
life-cycle events and celebrations. They are mostly preserved 
as Tischlieder [table songs], which were handed out to guests at 
these events. Usually, they do not have musical notation. Instead, 
information about the melody used (“to the tune of . . .”) is pro­
vided along with the lyrics. They are thus what musicologists 
call contrafacta: a term that describes the use of an existing mel­

1 This title is based on 
a Christopher Silver 
quotation, who writes, 
“music remembers 
much of what history 
has forgotten.” Chris-
topher Silver, Record-
ing History: Jews, 
Muslims, and Music 
across Twentieth-Cen-
tury North Africa 
(Stanford, 2022), 13.
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ody, often a famous tune of the time, with new lyrics. This vital 
information points us to the practice of performing these songs 
in front of an audience − they were written to be sung with the 
respective community at these occasions. Such songs were hardly 
ever recorded, they were not published as songbooks or sold as 
records and were not known outside the immediate community 
present at the respective festivities. One could call them the most 
ephemeral of all ephemeral documents, since most of them were 
created only to be sung exactly once, on a specific occasion.2 Yet 
they were also considered so crucial that the writers dedicated 
significant time and effort to composing them. The act of writing 
such a song for life-cycle events was expected in German-speaking 
Jewry throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
and shaped the ritual-like character of these events. And these 
documents were also considered so vital that they were preserved 
for decades, brought to countries of refuge, and later deposited in 
archives around the world.

Many scholars of modern German-Jewish history have encountered 
such sources in the archives. However, they have not studied them 
as primary sources. As a result, both the songs themselves and 
the practice of singing them remain, to this day, outside of histo­
riography. The scholarship of German-Jewish history thus has left 
out a vital source group and practice: amateur songs and singing 
in German-speaking Jewish history in modern times. In my new 
research project, “Songs and Singing in German-Jewish History,” I 
assume that writing and singing self-written songs in a community 
context is no trivial act. Instead, it is a meaningful form of cultural 
expression. Drawing on approaches from ethnomusicology, perfor­
mance and ritual studies, and the history of emotions, I under­
stand these songs as significant historical artifacts. The practice of 
singing these songs collectively has to be understood against the 
background of the popularity of singing in nineteenth-century 
Germany and German-speaking lands.3 Singing was an essential 
and widespread practice across various segments of society in this 
period: in private and public settings, in families and communities, 
in the military, in political and social movements, education, and 
beyond. Singing was an essential part of the daily life of Jews in 

2 Thanks to Daniel A. 
Levy, professor of Psy-
chology at Reichman 
University, Herzliya, 
for this comment to 
a talk I recently gave 
at the University of 
Berkeley, California, 
about weddings and 
table songs.

3 Juliane Brauer, 
Lied und Musik im 
Geschichtsunterricht 
(Frankfurt am Main, 
2021), 77-78.
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the German-speaking lands as well, whether at family festivities 
and celebrations, in various Zionist organizations, in the Youth 
movement, in fraternities, or in choirs.

The performance of these songs is a crucial part of their creation. 
Since they were written for specific occasions (e.g., at life-cycle 
events, family gatherings, community get-togethers, and lands-
manshaftn meetings), they had to be immediately relatable to the 
audience, both in text and form. I understand these performances 
as a form of “musicking”: a term coined by Christopher Small to 
denote music not only as a noun but also as a verb which means 
“to take part, in any capacity, in a musical performance, whether 
by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by provid­
ing performance material . . . , or by dancing.”4 This means that we 
should not only think about the song itself (the music) but about 
the events where songs were presented, their social and cultural 
contexts, the writers, the singers, and the audience, and the mean­
ing that was attached to a song at such an occasion. Thinking about 
these sources in this way enables us to explore the participatory 
character of these gatherings and encourages us to reflect on the 
emotions evoked by being involved in such musical community 
events. This practice of singing amateur songs holds significant 
meaning for the writers, the recipients of these songs, and commu­
nities more broadly. Songs can serve as a window into emotions, 
experience, and internal discussions about life as a minority in 
Germany. They gained even greater importance after migration as 
a social, emotional, and cultural resource for displaced German-
speaking Jews worldwide. Reading these sources — their texts, 
melodies, and performativity — can reveal an internal community 
discourse and a hitherto unknown tool for coping and community 
(re)building. Amateur songs thus pose a significant yet untapped 
historical source group for the Jewish experience of the last two 
centuries, including Nazism and the Holocaust and its aftermath.

This article’s interest in the topic is historiographic: Why have 
these songs and the cultural practice of singing them together 
remained mainly outside the scope of the extensively researched 
field of German-Jewish history? How has this historiography en­

4 Christopher Small, 
Musicking: The Mean-
ings of Performing and 
Listening (Hanover, 
1998), 9.
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gaged with music so far? And what could incorporating these songs 
add to the scholarly conversation? The article begins with general 
observations on how historians tend to engage with the musical 
sphere in their research, tracing the historiography and scholar­
ship related to music in German-Jewish history in modern times. 
Second, it explores the dominant research paradigm of Bildung 
in this field and argues that amateur songs do not fit within this 
familiar narrative. It concludes by proposing that songs and singing 
provide food for thought: placing them in the academic debate can 
challenge historiographic narratives and offer a fresh perspective 
on how to consider the perennial question of how we work with 
the basis of our profession — the primary sources.

I. Music in History, History in Music

Most historians tend to exclude musical sources from their research. 
As James A. Millward writes, “historians tend to treat music as 
an autonomous, often alien, realm, or ignore it altogether.”5 This 
reluctance to engage with musical sources has been pointed out by 
scholars seeking to bridge the two disciplines. Jeffrey H. Jackson and 
Stanly C. Pelkey ask the seemingly simple question of why histori­
ans and musicologists have not been talking to each other since, as 
they argue in Music and History. Bridging the Disciplines, the two fields 
have many similarities: while historians are interested in human 
life in the past in all its aspects to understand it better, musicolo­
gists are interested in the historical, social, and cultural contexts 
of music. As they point out, the two disciplines can greatly bene­
fit from each other. Historians, for their part, Jackson and Pelkey 
write, could learn to treat music as a particular kind of text, while 
musicologists could profit from the historical method of inquiry.6

Despite such attempts, however, most historians remain reluc­
tant to use musical sources—despite the hope for a musical turn.7 
As potential reasons for this reluctance, several main factors are 
regularly mentioned, among them a perceived lack of skills on the 
side of historians, a scarcity of sources, and the fact that music 
“resists cursory readings and is not readily ‘quotable’.”8 First and 
foremost, many historians shy away from incorporating musical 

5 James A. Millward, 
“The Silk Road and the 
Sitar: Finding Centu-
ries of Sociocultural 
Exchange in the His-
tory of an Instrument,” 
Journal of Social 
History 52 (2018): 
206–233, here: 207.

6 Jeffrey H. Jack-
son and Stanley C. 
Pelkey, eds., Music and 
History: Bridging the 
Disciplines (Jackson, 
2005).

7 Brauer, Lied und 
Musik im Geschichtsun-
terricht, 27-28; Sven 
Oliver Müller, “Analys-
ing Musical Culture in 
Nineteenth-Century 
Europe: Towards a 
Musical Turn?” Euro
pean Review of History 
17 (2010): 833–857.

8 Barbara Eichner, 
History in Mighty 
Sounds: Musical 
Constructions of Ger
man National Identity, 
1848-1914 (Wood-
bridge, 2012), 8.
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sources because of the system of musical notation. They perceive 
music as a field that requires highly specialized tools. As Matt 
Karush points out, however, most historians no longer tend to 
show such skepticism when incorporating visual sources and films 
into their research.9

If historians do engage with music, they are most likely to use 
songs as illustrative documents. Juliane Brauer, one of the leading 
voices in the German context on the historical study of songs and 
singing, criticizes this. As she writes, doing so tends to focus solely 
on the lyrics (the easiest part for historians to grapple with), often 
leaving out the spheres of sound, rhythm, and melody, as well as 
their performative character. She therefore proposes to broaden 
the view by considering the act of singing rather than just the 
song itself, thereby widening the focus to the social practice and 
its context. She and others have recently established a network 
for the academic field of “Song Studies.”10 As an interdisciplinary 
field of study, “Song Studies” seeks to inquire into its topic from a 
wide range of perspectives, including transmission, embodiment, 
situatedness, and performance. In this context, many works have 
also pointed out the deep connection between music and emo­
tions, thereby intersecting the history of singing with that of 
emotions.11 Historian Una McIlvenna, for example, working on 
contrafacta in execution ballads, has highlighted the pivotal role 
of melodies in such sources, given the emotional and cultural 
associations with earlier versions of the same tune.12 Such recent 
studies by historians thus strengthen the demand for historians 
to open their ears to sound and music in history. Barbara Eichner 
has criticized the reluctance to address musical culture specifi­
cally in the German context. In her monograph History in Mighty 
Sounds, she notes the centrality of music in Germany in the 
nineteenth century across all sectors of German society, includ­
ing choirs, concerts, musical education, and domestic music, and 
the meaning the educated middle class attached to these activi­
ties.13 In addressing the concerns of historians discussed above, 
she points out that the ability to read musical notation would 
not be required to engage with this social aspect of musical life, 

10 https:​/​/www​
.songstudies​.org​/

11 Brauer, Lied und 
Musik im Geschichtsun-
terricht, 27; Juliane 
Brauer, Zeitgefühle: 
Wie die DDR ihre 
Zukunft besang. Eine 
Emotionsgeschichte 
(Bielefeld, 2020).

12 Una McIlvenna, 
“The Power of Music: 
The Significance of 
Contrafactum in Exe-
cution Ballads,” Past 
& Present, 229 (2015): 
47-89; idem, Singing 
the News of Death: 
Execution Ballads in 
Europe 1500-1900 
(Oxford, 2022).

9 Matt Karush, “Music  
in History: overcoming  
historians’ reluctance  
to tackle music as  
a source,” OUP  
blog, January 15,  
2019, https:​/​/blog​ 
.oup​.com​/2019​/01​ 
/musicology​-analyzing 
​-music​-in​-history​/ 
#:~:text=Despite% 
20their%20enthusiasm 
%20for%20borrowing, 
film%20studies 
%20or%20art% 
20history

13 Eichner, History in 
Mighty Sounds, 2-3. See 
also Sven Oliver Müller, 
Das Publikum macht 
die Musik: Musikleben 
in Berlin, London und 
Wien im 19. Jahrhun-
dert (Göttingen, 2014); 
Dietmar Klenke, Der 
singende “deutsche 
Mann”: Gesangv-
ereine und deutsches 
Nationalbewußtsein 
von Napoleon bis Hitler 
(Münster, 1998).
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which she and others see as crucial to the formation of German 
national identity.14

The reluctance to incorporate music into historical studies is evi­
dent in Jewish studies as well. Musicologist Edwin Serroussi fa­
mously and provocatively declared music to be “the Jew of Jewish 
studies.”15 Despite this criticism, there seems to be a recent shift 
in the level of attention dedicated to the topic of music and sound 
within Jewish studies: The Herbert D. Katz Center of Advanced 
Judaic Studies at the University of Pennsylvania, ever at the fore­
front of cutting edge topics, dedicated its 2023/2024 fellowship to 
the theme, new podcasts on music and Jewish history are being 
produced, conferences and symposia bring historians and musicol­
ogist into conversation, and working groups are being established.16 
One of the notable foci in Jewish studies with regard to music 
is the Shoah, the genocide of European Jewry. Songs, especially, 
have been of interest here. Scholars of music facing the Holocaust 
have shown that they are sometimes the only remnants of the 
destruction of communities. This idea has been powerfully dem­
onstrated in Anna Shternshis’ project “Yiddish Glory.” Her research 
was based on the archives of ethnomusicologist Moisei Beregovsky, 
which contains hundreds of amateur songs in Yiddish written 
during the Holocaust. His collection was presumed destroyed by 
researchers. The collaboration between Shternshis and musician 
Psoy Korolenko resulted in the recording of these songs, which had 
been deemed lost for decades, and the production of the album 
“Yiddish Glory,” which culminated in a Grammy nomination for 
the project and put Jewish songs and singing quite literally into 
the limelight.17 Historian Shirli Gilbert, who has also focused on 
songs and singing, argues in Music and the Holocaust that songs 
constitute a significant body of contemporary texts for Holocaust 
research. When interrogated by historians, these documents can 
reflect differently on the time and express attempts to make sense 
of what was happening to the inmates of concentration camps. 
Her work also pinpoints how musical sources can challenge sim­
plistic conceptions in historiography—in this case, of the scope of 
solidarity and the possibility of resistance — as well as revealing 
hierarchies within these communities.18 Most recently, sound stud­

14 Eichner, History in 
Mighty Sounds, 40; 
Brauer, Lied und Musik 
im Geschichtsunter-
richt, 22-23.

15 Edwin Seroussi, 
“Music: the “Jew” of 
Jewish studies,”  
 מוזיקה:”היהודי“ שבמדעי היהדות
Jewish Studies  
 :‎ 46 (2009)מדעי היהדות כרך
3-84.

16 https:​/​/katz​.sas​
.upenn​.edu​/scholarly​
-programs​/interna-
tional​-fellowship​/past​
-years​/sound​-and​
-music; https:​/​/www​
.samantha​-m​-cooper​
.com​/sounding​-jewish​
-podcast; https:​/​/
www​.cjh​.org​/research​
/scholars​-working​
-groups​-2025​-2027; 
Viola Alianov-Ra-
utenberg, “Music, 
Knowledge, and Global 
Migration. Conference 
Report,” Bulletin of the 
German Historical Insti-
tute Washington DC 74, 
Fall 2024: 187-193.

17 https://www.yid-
dishglory.com; Anna 
Shternshis, Soviet and 
Kosher: Jewish Popular 
Culture in the Soviet 
Union, 1923-1939 
(Bloomington, 2006).

18 Shirli Gilbert, Music in 
the Holocaust: Confront-
ing Life in the Nazi Ghet-
tos and Camps (Oxford, 
2005), 3. See also 
Juliane Brauer, Musik 
im Konzentrationslager 
Sachsenhausen (Berlin, 
2009); Eliyana R. 
Adler, “No Raisins, No 
Almonds: Singing as 
Spiritual Resistance to 
the Holocaust,” Shofar 
24 (2006): 50-66.
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ies have been more strongly incorporated into this line of research, 
as in Jules Riegel’s work on the songs and sounds of beggars in 
the Warsaw ghetto and the reactions of other ghetto residents to 
them.19 The role of music in the aftermath of the Shoah has also 
generated various studies, with an emphasis on musical activities 
in Displaced Persons Camps.20

In Israeli history, popular music has been explored by historians 
and others to research societal shifts.21 Of special interest here is 
the creation of a unique Israeli music in the context of nation-
building. Edwin Seroussi and Motti Regev have paid close attention 
to the phenomenon of the “Songs of the Land of Israel” [Shirey Eretz 
Israel], a folk genre that derives from various sources, including 
traditional Jewish songs translated into Hebrew, folk songs, songs 
for cabarets and theater, and songs from youth movements.22 Rus­
sian and Eastern European tunes were often used to compose these 
new songs. Contrafacta written by German-Jewish immigrants to 
Mandatory Palestine of the 1930s and 1940s, though, have not been 
explored in this context. Other focal points of interest in music 
have included Jewish life in Russia and Eastern Europe, as well as 
Yiddish-speaking communities in the United States.23 Recently, 
more historical studies have explored the role music played for 
Jews in the Middle East and North Africa.24 Researchers have also 
examined the role of music in the Great Jewish Migration from 
Eastern Europe in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.25

In modern German-Jewish history, music figures most prominently 
in relation to secular high culture. In the context of the nine­
teenth and early twentieth centuries, the emphasis is on famous  

19 Jules Riegel, ““Don’t 
Give Up Your Ration 
Card”: Beggars, Noise, 
and the Purpose of 
Music in the Warsaw 
Ghetto”, Jewish Social 
Studies 29 (2024): 128-
158.

20 Abby Anderton, 
“Displaced Music: 
The Ex-Concentration 
Camp Orchestra in 
Postwar Germany,” 
The Journal of Musi-
cological Research 
34 (2015): 141-159; 
Sophie Fetthauer, 
Musik und Theater 
im DP-Camp Ber-
gen-Belsen: Zum Kul-
turleben der jüdischen 
Displaced Persons, 
1945-1950 (Neumün-
ster, 2012); Tina 
Frühauf, Transcend-
ing Dystopia: Music, 
Mobility, and the 
Jewish Community in 
Germany, 1945-1989 
(New York, 2021).

21 Motti Regev and 
Edwin Seroussi, 
Popular Music and 
National Culture in 
Israel (Berkeley, 2004); 
Oded Heilbronner and 
Ari Katorza, Youth, 
Identity, and Re-Fash-
ioning Popular Music 
in Israel, 1950s-1980s 
(Berlin, 2024).

22 Regev and Seroussi, 
Popular Music and 
National Culture in 
Israel (Berkeley, 2004), 
60-62.

23 James Loeffler, The 
Most Musical Nation: 
Jews and Culture in the 
Late Russian Empire 
(New Haven, 2010); 
Ari Kelman, Station 

24 Hadar Feldman 
Samet, “Cultural 
Renewal in Early Mod-
ern Ottoman Jewish 
Life: Music, Devo-
tional Singing, and 

25 Victor Greene, A 
Singing Ambivalence: 
American Immigrants 
Between Old World 
and New, 1830-1930 
(Kent, 2004); Vivi 
Lachs, Whitechapel 
Noise: Jewish Immi-
grant Life in Yiddish 
Song and Verse, 
London 1884-1914 
(Detroit, 2018).

Identification: A Cul-
tural History of Yiddish 
Radio in the United 
States (Berkeley, 
2009).

the Pizmonim Genre,” 
European Journal 
of Jewish Studies 19 
(2025): 1-32; idem, 
“Practicing Ask: Sound 
and Affect in Late 
Sabbateanism and 
Its Ottoman Sphere,” 
Jewish Social Studies 
28 (2023): 116-149; 
Silver, Recording 
History.
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musicians and composers, Jewish or of Jewish heritage, such as 
Felix Mendelssohn, Gustav Mahler, and Arnold Schoenberg, as well 
as the antisemitism directed at Jews in music, most prominently in 
Wagner’s “Judaism in Music.”26 Sacred music (liturgical and paral­
iturgical) in the history of Ashkenaz is rarely covered in these 
attempts and remains the domain of musicologists, most notably 
in Tina Frühauf’s work.27 As in Jewish studies in general, the main 
focus of the research literature in German-Jewish history is on 
music facing Nazism and the Holocaust as well as its aftermath. 
Jewish musical activities in Nazi Germany, most prominently those 
of the “Kulturbund,” have warranted several studies.28 The sec­
ond focus has been on the emigration and flight of German Jews. 
Ample research on Jewish emigration after 1933 has examined 
the high culture produced by individual migrants in their new 
countries, including the arts, music, and literature. Studies have 
focused on emigré musicians, the career trajectories of Jews and 
musicians of Jewish heritage, and the establishment of orchestras 
and other cultural venues in their new homelands, most notably 
the Palestine Symphony Orchestra, founded by Central European 
Jews.29 This line of research is characterized by a focus on high cul­
tural production, art music, and professional musicians, as in the 
works of Florian Scheding, Anna Langenbruch, and others.30 The 
conceptual framework for many of these studies has been that of 
“exile studies,” which has in the past tended to focus on prominent 
migrants rather than refugees with ordinary backgrounds.31 When 
we look, for example, at the description of the collections at the 
Leo Baeck Institute Archive that relate to music, as featured in the 
digital project “A Voice Still Heard,” music is here referred to almost 
explicitly as art music: the people who engage in music-making 

27 Tina Frühauf, The 
Organ and its Music 
in German-Jewish 
Culture (Oxford, 2009).

28 Rebecca Rovit, The 
Jewish Kulturbund 
Theatre Company in 
Nazi Berlin (Iowa City, 
2012); Dana Smith,
Jewish Art in Nazi Ger-
many: The Jewish Cul-
tural League in Bavaria 
(New York, 2022).

29 Barbara von der 
Lühe, Die Musik war 
unsere Rettung! Die 
deutschsprachigen 
Gründungsmitglieder 
des Palestine Orches-
tra (Tübingen,1998).

30 See for example 
Sophie Fetthauer, 
Musiker und Musikerin-
nen im Shanghaier Exil, 
1938–1949 (Neumün-
ster, 2021); Anna 
Langenbruch, Topog-
raphien musikalischen 
Handelns im Pariser Exil. 
Eine Histoire croisée des 
Exils deutschsprachiger 
Musikerinnen und 
Musiker in Paris 1933-
1939 (Hildesheim, 

31 See also the pro
jects https:​/​/www​.rcm​
.ac​.uk​/research​/proj-
ects​/singingasongi-
naforeignland​/ and 
the now discontinued 
https:​/​/www​.exilmusik​
.de.

26 Michael Haas, 
Forbidden Music: The 
Jewish Composers 
Banned by the Nazis 
(New Haven, 2013); 
Emanuel Rubin and 
John H. Baron, Music 
in Jewish History and 
Culture (Sterling 
Heights, 2006); James 
Loeffler, “Richard 
Wagner’s ‘Jewish 
Music’: Antisemitism 
and Aesthetics in Mod-
ern Jewish Culture,” 
Jewish Social Studies 
15 (2009): 2-36.

2014). Albrecht Düm-
ling, The Vanished Musi-
cians: Jewish Refugees 
in Australia (Oxford, 
2016); Florian Sched-
ing, Musical Journeys: 
Performing Migration 
in Twentieth-Century 

Music (Woodbridge, 
2019); Silvia Glocer, 
“Jewish Émigré Musi-
cians in Buenos Aires: 
Integration and Cultural 
Impact, 1933-1945,” The 
Oxford Handbook of 
Jewish Studies, 144-164.
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are artists, the musical products are contributions to high culture 
and art music.32

Forms of “low-cultural” expression, though, have hardly been con­
sidered in this context, neither by historians, literary scholars, nor 
musicologists. This includes the body of research by German-Jew­
ish migrants-turned-scholars who themselves penned many of 
the early studies on this migration. Given their desire to become 
part of the respective historiographic master narratives of their 
new homelands, they, too, concentrated on contributions to high 
culture and other “worthy” fields and were not interested in being 
identified with cultural practices regarded as inferior at the time. 
Unlike studies of different Jewish groups, such as Eastern Euro­
pean Jews, that do dedicate attention to both amateur music and 
decidedly low-cultural performances (so-called “shund” in Yiddish), 
scholars of German Jews have largely shied away from studying 
their subject along these lines.33 On the other hand, while scholars 
of migration have been more inclined to include amateur musi­
cians, they rarely did so in the case of Central European Jews.34 
One of the few scholars who specifically researched singing among 
modern German Jewry is the eminent musicologist Philip Bohl­
man. In his book The Land Where Two Streams Flow, he includes, 
among others, songbook collections and choirs in Germany before 
Nazism, as well as the notorious affi nity of German-Jews in Israel 
for classical, and especially chamber music. He thus explored not 
only music but also “musicking”—through his research of the 
participation in musical activities, including the social practice of 
gathering in private apartments to collectively listen to records. 
He did not engage with self-written songs or their performances 
in this context, however.35 More studies are devoted to songs and 
singing in early modern German-Jewish history. Here, scholars 
have fruitfully demonstrated the importance in daily life, such 
as in the context of weddings or domestic paraliturgical singing.36

In the research on music and German-Jewish emigration, little 
emphasis has been placed on other cultural practices connected 
to music such as bringing instruments and record collections to 
countries of absorption, as cultural historian Joachim Schlör has 

32 http:​/​/lbistories​
.cjh​.org

33 See for example 
the contributions in 
François Guesnet, 
Benjamin Matis, and 
Antony Polonsky, eds., 
Jews and Music-mak
ing in the Polish Lands 
(Oxford, 2021); Ruthie 
Abeliovich, “The Yid
dish Theater Repub-
lic of Sounds and 
the Performance of 
Listening,” The Oxford 
Handbook of Jewish 
Studies, 357-382.

34 Wolfgang Gratzer, 
Nils Grosch, Ulrike 
Präger, and Susanne 
Scheiblhofer, eds., The 
Routledge Handbook 
of Music and Migra-
tion: Theories and 
Methodologies (Milton 
Park, 2024).

35 Philip V. Bohlman, 
The Land Where Two 
Streams Flow. Music 
in the German-Jewish 
Community of Israel 
(Urbana, 1989).

36 Naomi Cohn 
Zentner, “Singing at 
the Sabbath Table: 
Zemiroth as a Family 
History,” The Oxford 
Handbook of Jew
ish Studies, 493–511; 
Diana Matut, “Early 
Modern Yiddish 
Wedding Songs: Syn-
chronic and Diachronic 
Functions,” The Oxford 
Handbook of Jewish 
Studies, 512–530.
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described in the context of material culture. For Schlör, part of the 
relevance of these practices is the knowledge that can be stored in 
such objects.37 Schlör has also shed light on professional musicians 
engaged in popular music before and after emigration.38 Other 
scholars who have touched on music and German Jews outside 
the scope of classical music include historians Miriam Rürup and 
Ulrike Pilaczyk, who have explored the role of music in Zionist 
fraternities and the Youth movement, respectively. None of them, 
though, touched on self-written amateur songs or their meaning 
in the everyday lives of German Jews.39 To sum up this overview, 
historians in general remain reticent to include musical sources, 
and the same is true of Jewish history. Historical studies that 
incorporate music tend to focus on high-cultural production and 
professional musicians. Focusing on songs and singing in German 
history, though, would be highly beneficial given the centrality of 
music in German-speaking lands.

II. Music Remembers What Historiography Forgets

Historians know that the question why some specific issue has not 
been studied does not automatically warrant its research. There are 
unlimited questions to ask of the past, but only so many historians 
to ponder them. The discussion, however, of how research para­
digms shape the way we think about the past is a fruitful avenue 
for thinking more broadly about how we, as historians, tell the 
story. In his book, Recording History: Jews, Muslims, and Music across 
Twentieth-Century North Africa, Christopher Silver claims that “mu­
sic remembers what history forgets” to argue how historians can 
use musical sources to shed light on historical phenomena that 
have so far been overlooked.40 He uses recording history to retell 
the history of Jews and Muslims in North Africa – a story usually 
told as a history of separation – as one narrative through popular 
music and its recordings and the connections they enabled.

To paraphrase Silver, what is it that German-Jewish amateur songs 
remember that historiography forgot? Why did these songs fall 
between the cracks? To understand this lack of interest in amateur 
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singing, it is crucial to recall the research paradigms that have 
long dominated German-Jewish history, most importantly, that 
of Bildung. The powerful narrative of the German-Jewish embrace 
of Bildung, an untranslatable German term referring to the pro­
cess of self-cultivation or cultural education, has been crucial to 
scholarship for decades, since Georg Mosse’s seminal “German Jews 
beyond Judaism” and later David Sorkin’s advancement of this con­
cept. Mosse’s thesis is in itself a challenge to older historiographies 
of telling German-Jewish history as an apologetic history of con­
tributions to German history or of integration and assimilation. 
As Mosse argues, German Jews had embraced the idea of Bildung, 
idealized it, and identified with it to a degree that it became an 
ersatz religion, a new form of Jewishness. Mosse further argues 
that the concept of Bildung was so meaningful for German Jews 
since it was “an ideal readymade for Jewish assimilation because 
it transcended all differences of nationality and religion through 
the unfolding of the individual personality.”41

As Mosse points out, emancipation occurred at a time when high 
culture became crucial to German enlightenment. In accordance 
with the Greek ideal, he continues, aesthetics was central to this 
conception of Bildung.42 This is why artists and writers were so 
central to this understanding — a way of life that penetrated every 
realm of life, as the story had it, where quotations from Goethe 
were part of every meal. Even in later years, they still held on 
to this ideal, unlike a few others, and even saw it as a bulwark 
against fanaticism and nationalism. As Mosse writes, “it was the 
German-Jewish Bildungsbürgertum which, more than any other sin­
gle group, preserved Germany’s better self across dictatorship, war, 
holocaust, and defeat.”43 Ironically, the Bildung narrative continues 
in Israeli historiography as well, where German-Jewish (musical) 
life is still seen as closely linked to high culture.44 Thus, for exam­
ple, the phenomenon of public singing in the Yishuv and Israel 
— shirah be tzibbur in Hebrew — has received much recognition, 
whereas the collective singing of German-Jewish migrants has 
not been explored. Similar in form to shirah be tzibbur and occur­
ring at the same time in the Yishuv, it differs strongly in its form 
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and content.45 In general, while the focus of the historiography of 
German-Jewish emigration has shifted from the study of famous 
emigrants to the “exile of the little men” (Wolfgang Benz), amateur 
songs have so far not been considered to be a worthwhile primary 
source to reveal more nuances of their experience.46

Since the publication of German Jews beyond Judaism, several schol­
ars such as Steven Aschheim and Shulamith Volkov, for example, 
have questioned some of the book’s assumptions from various 
vantage points while acknowledging its value and have suggested 
different perspectives on the issue.47 Israeli scholar of continen­
tal thought Yotam Hotam highlighted the spiritual aspects of the 
seemingly secular concept of Bildung.48

In our case, the relevant criticism concerns the identification and 
self-identification of German Jews with Bildung in relation to cul­
tural production and, conversely, the exclusion of artistic activi­
ties that do not meet the Bildung standard. How has the focus on 
Bildung shaped the historiographical narrative when it comes to 
cultural production? Criticism from the perspective of popular 
culture was leveled in the early and mid-2000s by several scholars 
who drew our attention to Jewish popular culture in this period, 
focusing on how German Jews were part of it as both creators and 
consumers. In doing so, they argued for a much broader concep­
tion of Jewish culture in Germany. This seemed warranted since, 
as David A. Brenner writes in German-Jewish Popular Culture Before 
the Holocaust: Kafka’s Kitsch, “taking a cursory glance at the last 
fifty years of scholarship, one might conclude that most German-
speaking Jews in pre-Holocaust Europe preferred philosophy to 
popular culture, lyric poetry to ladies’ journals, the Jewish youth 
movement to joke-books, and Schnitzler and Mahler to comic the­
atre and cabaret.”49

In his study on middlebrow literature in German-Jewish culture, 
Jonathan M. Hess points out that in the conception of the time, 
literature, like all good art, was supposed to improve the character 
of its readers, a noble task of art, “in opposition to the superfici­
ality and escapism of art that catered to the vulgar taste of the 
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public.”50 The latter did not serve the purpose of Bildung and was 
thus treated with condescension and trivialization. Like popular 
culture, occasional poetry is not considered part of the canon of 
German-Jewish Bildung, like Goethe, Lessing, Herder, and Schiller. 
Measured against these artistic ideals, writing amateur songs as 
contrafacta was considered inferior to “real” cultural creativity 
— a notion influenced by nineteenth-century ideas of creativity 
as invention. Given that German Jews also rarely mentioned this 
practice in their many autobiographies and memoirs, this might 
suggest that, while they used these techniques, they did not nec­
essarily confer legitimacy on them. The devaluation of amateur 
songs and their perception as trivial might therefore also be related 
to the standards of high culture against which they are measured. 
However, while holding up the ideal of Bildung, as described by 
Mosse, German Jews also engaged in grassroots culture, creating 
amateur songs and occasional poetry. They did not necessarily see 
it as a contradiction at the time — but historians apparently did.

Austrian historian Klaus Hödl, too, puts his finger on this prob­
lem when he argues that the lack of interest in Jewish participa­
tion in popular culture stems from a research paradigm that has 
focused solely on how Jews have adapted to bourgeois culture, 
while popular culture was not of interest to them. In an edited 
volume with the programmatic title Nicht nur Bildung, nicht nur 
Bürger. Juden in der Populärkultur, based on lectures delivered at a 
conference under the same title in 2011, Hödl and others highlight 
this dichotomic understanding (high/standard versus popular/low) 
and argue for seeing culture instead as a dynamic process. As 
Hödl claims, though, this understanding continues to be accurate 
for Jewish studies in Germany and Austria, where such a binary 
concept still looms large. He sees the reason for this conception in 
the uncritical perpetuation of the prevailing discourse of the time, 
which saw popular culture as inferior to high culture. An additional 
aspect, this volume suggests, might be the desire to bring to the fore 
the contributions of Jews in high culture. This, such is the argu­
ment, has to be understood as a countering of nineteenth-century 
antisemitic tropes that claimed Jews were not capable of producing 
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cultural products of high merit, but only uninspiring lowbrow 
culture. A plethora of studies of Jewish engagement with popular 
culture have made clear though that ignoring cultural practices 
because of the values attached to them means ignoring essential 
aspects of the lives, attitudes, and practices of Central European 
Jews in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Collectively, these 
studies understand the approach of popular culture also to correct 
the prevalent but highly problematic way of telling the story of 
Central European Jews.51

This criticism of the over-emphasis on Bildung explains the disin­
terest in cultural practices outside those deemed respectable and 
acceptable. A plethora of studies has fruitfully demonstrated the 
scientific merit of exploring various forms of engagement of Ger­
man Jews with popular culture. While this interest touches upon 
some of the same realms as the amateur songs, these are still very 
different in nature, as popular culture is defined by the commercial 
aspects of selling records or tickets, of visibility and accessibility. 
Amateur songs and singing, though, while also outside the realm 
of acceptable cultural production, work in a different mode: they 
are a form of insider communication presented in the context of 
family and community gatherings. They have, in most cases, not 
been recorded; they were never sold; and they were not known to 
people outside the community and family. This form of amateur 
music, which could be considered folk music, has thus not been 
in the focus of those interested in the popular culture of Central 
European Jews.

As a genre, amateur music frequently discusses issues such as 
family, gender, everyday life, emotions, social norms, and change. 
These topics are part and parcel of the social and cultural explora­
tion of German-Jewish history of the last decades. In this realm, 
scholars such as Marion Kaplan, Trude Maurer, and many others 
have, over the past decades, explored the everyday life of German 
Jews in its countless facets, including family, food, home, and 
domesticity.52 This body of research has shown interest in a wide 
range of primary sources, including more unconventional ones, 
such as cookbooks and recipes, newspaper and personal ads, and, 
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most recently, vernacular photography. Methodologically, over­
looked sources can significantly challenge the way German-Jewish 
history is written, as the publication Still Lives: Jewish Photography 
in Nazi Germany by Ofer Ashkenazi, Sarah Wobick-Segev, Rebekka 
Grossmann, and Shira Miron, and their study of Jewish vernacular 
photography in Nazi Germany, has demonstrated. The ways Ger­
man Jews documented their experiences in Nazi Germany through 
(mostly amateur) photography, as shown in their book, can convey 
emotions and perceptions that have not been expressed in other 
sources and thus complicate the contents of other well-known 
sources.53 Amateur songs and singing, though, have hardly ever 
been addressed in this body of literature interested in German-
Jewish everyday life. Paradoxically, it seems, they were regarded 
as too musical to serve as a source for historians of Jewish every­
day life, on the one hand, and too “low-cultural” to be considered 
part of the musical life of German Jews, on the other. In light of 
the paradigm of researching German Jews and their relationship 
to Bildung, what could it mean that this musical practice has not 
received attention?

The songs we find in the archives recall a musical practice that 
seems at odds with this dominant research paradigm and is not 
aligned with high culture. There appears to be a tacit understand­
ing that German-speaking Jews did not have a folklore of their 
own, like Eastern European Jews, Sephardic Jews, or Jews from the 
Middle East and North Africa. For all these communities, there is 
a wealth of studies on folk and everyday musical culture.54 In a 
rather Eurocentric perspective, simply put, Central European Jews 
have high culture, while others have folklore. The field of ethno­
musicology, too, has initially focused on the cultural expressions of 
those imagined as the “other”: non-Western, illiterate, and mostly 
non-white groups. In recent decades, though, research here has 
moved beyond this dichotomy, focusing instead on modern urban 
culture and new forms of musical creativity. This still remains to 
be done in the case of the German Jews — a group still far more 
identified with high culture than with the low cultural expressions 
at the center of this research. Using existing melodies to write songs 
for one’s community, though, could very well meet the definition 
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of folk music, which eminent ethnomusicologist Mark Slobin defi­
nes as a “working practice” in which people “take available musical 
resources and develop strategies to make good use of them.”55

III. Conclusion

What, then, do songs remember that historiography forgets? In 
the case of the German Jews, it is a musical practice outside of 
the prism of high culture. As demonstrated, the musical ama­
teur culture of German Jews has yet to be researched. As a genre, 
amateur songs fall between the cracks: they look and sound like 
music, but they do not fit the standard definition of “real” musical 
practice among German Jews. Over the last decades, interest in his­
toriography has shifted to questions of everyday life, the private 
and domestic, gender, and ego documents. These studies have not 
paid much attention to music, though. Reconstructing this popular 
grassroots culture alongside high culture adds an essential element 
that the study of Jews in popular culture has not yet addressed. 
The fact that they exist simultaneously and often interconnectedly 
with forms of high culture instead paints a more accurate picture 
of the Jewish minority in Germany.

Inserting amateur songs and singing into the current scholarly 
debate makes historiographical, methodological, and epistemolog­
ical contributions to the research literature. Building on scholarly 
contributions from other disciplines (musicology, ethnomusicology, 
ritual), from different fields (non-Western Jews), and from other 
periods (early modern) enables us to look at this phenomenon with 
fresh eyes and ask: what is the function of this music in German-
Jewish everyday lives? When not regarded through the prism of 
Bildung, the songs can be seen in a new light. For example, paying 
attention to the occasions of events (such as weddings, birthdays, 
Bar Mitzvah celebrations) opens up a way to engage with the field 
of ritual studies and points out the place of songs in singing festiv­
ities and celebrations, rites of temporality, and rites of transition.56 
Considering the layers of the melody and the performances, these 
sources intersect with the history of emotions, since musical prac­
tice constitutes a prime locus for exploring emotions. In this case, 
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emotions are discussed in the lyrics, evoked through the melodies, 
and experienced in collective musical practice. The artistic merit 
of these songs, therefore, is not relevant to their contribution to 
writing this history.

Lastly, the issue of why songs fell between the cracks leads us to 
an epistemological question. How do we know what we know, and 
what is the value of the sources that we utilize to produce this 
knowledge? What constitutes evidence in our field? What value 
do sources have, in what hierarchies do we place them, and why? 
This assessment of historical sources is interesting in itself, as it 
allows us to reflect on the values we associate with different source 
groups and how this differs when these sources are connected to 
Central European Jews or those marked as “Other.”

Studying musical sources is fertile ground for our discipline. 
Including them can enrich the historical study of modern Ger­
man-Jewish history. As Matt Karush writes, ultimately, great music 
histories can “reveal both how rich musical sources and musical 
stories can be for historians and how much historians have to offer 
to the study of music.” 57 In German-Jewish studies and beyond, it 
is time for more historians to turn our gaze and open our ears to 
the music and sounds of history — to engage with German-Jewish 
history in a new key.
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