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Remarks for the CD Release Event for Chekhov’s Band 
Jewish Music Institute, 10 August 2015

Michael Aylward

These informal remarks were prepared by Michael Aylward for the launch of the CD Chekhov’s Band: Eastern 
European Klezmer Music from the EMI Archives 1908‑1913, Renair Records REN0129, 2015. At the urging of the 
Klezmer Institute, Michael has allowed them to be released more or less in original form, with the addition of the 
visual examples prepared for the talk presented inline and a few minor updates.  
Find more articles on Ashkenazic expressive culture topics at https://klezmerinstitute.org/articles 

The 24 recordings on the CD we are presenting 
this evening form a tiny percentage of the collec-
tion of Jewish recordings held at the EMI Archive 
in Hayes—without doubt the most important such 
collection in the world.
 During the next 10 minutes or so I shall try to 
explain at great speed how I came to find these 
records, what needed to be done to document them 
thoroughly and, finally, I will provide a brief over-
view of the actual contents of this remarkable col-
lection. I shall then, provided enough of you are still 
awake, go on to give an even briefer summary of 
what I have discovered in other archives worldwide 
and suggest that we are sitting on top (in the case 
of EMI almost literally on top) of a vast and as yet 
untapped resource that has the potential to trans-
form our appreciation of Jewish culture in Europe 
during the first half of the 20th century.
 The story of how I found these recordings at 
EMI starts back in 1994 when I decided to inves-
tigate whether any Jewish recording were made in 
Europe before the war. What followed was 2 decades 
of incessant searches, false trails, and visits to far-
flung archives that proved to be in vain.  I initiated a 
worldwide correspondence with every expert in the 
field until, after many trials and tribulations, I found 
what I was looking for. All of which, I am afraid, is 
a complete and utter lie (well, almost). The truth is 
somewhat simpler and far more mundane and can 
be succinctly summed up in three simple phrases:

I got lucky...I sat down...and I typed non-stop for the 
next 20 years.

 There was, of course, a little more to it than that, 
so to start at the very beginning....
 In the early 1980s I developed an interest in Jew-
ish music, an interest I simply would not have been 
able to pursue had it not been for the work of Geral-
dine Auerbach and the Jewish Music Institute. For 
a decade Geraldine kept me supplied with all the 
recordings I needed.  In those pre-Internet years it 
would have been virtually impossible for me to have 
acquired any of these LPs, CDs and cassette tapes—
recordings which eventually inspired me to set out 
in search of something that I wasn’t even sure ever 
existed. I therefore need to thank Geraldine because 
it is self-evident that ultimately anything I have 
achieved rests on the foundations she laid and con-
sequently without the work she has done, we would 
not be here this evening.
 The recordings that really seized my imagination 
were the releases of historical recordings of klezmer 
music that were coming out of the USA at that time.  
Although my initial enthusiasm never waned, after 
some years I became increasingly puzzled (not to 
say irritated) by the more or less total absence of 
any recordings made in Europe (there were some 
but only a tiny handful). Eventually I began to 
enquire here and there whether anyone was aware 
if any Jewish recordings were made on a meaningful 
scale in Europe. The answers were either, “I don’t 
know”or “No”...“There may have been a few, but not 
in any significant numbers.”
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Figures 1-7: Pages 
from the Gramophone 
Company catalogue 
for Vienna, 1906.
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What’s more, at some point in the past someone had 
undertaken the monumental task of indexing these 
catalogues and thanks to this I was able to identify 
catalogues that contained Jewish lists.
 I called up one of the earliest microfilms and 
started to work my way through it. Unfortunately 
the card index did not indicate where on the micro-
film the Jewish list was to be found, so there was 
no option but to start at the beginning and work 
my way through. Four hours later and I had found 
nothing and the Archive was due to close in about 
half an hour. Then, 15 minutes later, at the very end 
of a 1906 Viennese catalogue I found the first list—
mainly recordings made by Cantor Gershon Sirota 
in Warsaw and various Yiddish theatre recordings 
made in Lemberg. 
 I returned home that evening well pleased 
with my little haul of recordings but completely 
unaware that on the very first day of my search I 
had blundered unwittingly into the Eldorado about 
which I had fantasised on the train journey up to 
London. In fact, it was only some years later that I 
realised the extent and significance of the treasure 
trove that, as if guided by some unseen hand, I had 
so casually uncovered.
 For the next 4 years or so I visited the Archive 

First Steps: National Sound Archives, 
London

 However, on the basis of zero evidence and 
impelled purely by instinct I decided to press on 
regardless. It occurred to me that the National 
Sound Archive in London might hold a few clues, so 
one day in the early spring of 1994 I took the train 
up to London to visit the Archive at its old premises 
in Exhibition Road.
 At this point I was looking for actual records 
(discs) and nothing else and after four hours going 
through the card index for the Archive’s collection 
of Jewish 78s it was beginning to look as though I 
was wrong and that the people I had consulted were 
right, for there was almost nothing there—just two 
European discs among many hundreds, all of which 
were American and many of which I was already 
familiar with.
 I was on the point of calling it a day and going 
home but decided to have a quick skim through 
the Archive’s main card index system. It was just 
as well I did, as I discovered the Archive had an 
enormous collection of record company catalogues, 
especially ones issued by the British-based Gramo-
phone Company (above all on its Zonophone label). 

Figure 8: Russian Zonophone Catalogue June 1911, pp. 10-11.
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certain Alan Kelly in Sheffield who, he said, was a 
great authority on the Archive and its contents. This 
proved to be the understatement to end all under-
statements, as I shall shortly explain. I wrote to both 
Ruth Edge, Chief Archivist at the EMI Archive, and 
Alan Kelly and within days I had an appointment 
booked at the Archive and a large buff envelope 
from Alan Kelly containing the full details of over 
500 recordings.

About the EMI Archive

I visited the Archive regularly for the next 4 to 5 
years and by 2003 I had documented about 4,500 
recordings. Before I go any further I should really 
explain why the EMI Archive is so important.
 The fact is that it is the only record company 
archive to have survived almost intact. That it is also 
the archive of one of the oldest record companies 
is also of major importance. We refer to it as the 
EMI Archive, but until 1931, when the Gramophone 
Company merged with Columbia to form Electri-
cal and Musical Industries Ltd, it was the archive 
of the Gramophone Company and this was founded 
in 1898. The EMI Archive therefore preserves intact 
and in the best possible condition the whole out-
put of the Gramophone Company in its various 
incarnations since 1898—a period of 117 years. This 
immense collection includes not only copies of a 
significant proportion of all the recordings it has 
made all over the world during those 117 years but, 
just as importantly, much of the related paperwork: 
the weekly reports sent back to head office by the 
sound engineers working in the field, the business 
correspondence, correspondence to and from the 
recording artists, sales figures, catalogues, ledgers 
of every imaginable kind and much else. 
 For most of its existence much of the Archive 
was uncatalogued and we had no idea as to its con-
tents especially as regards the first three decades 
or so of its history. Thanks to the activities of Alan 
Kelly who has worked ceaselessly since the early 
1970s on documenting the output of the company 
during this period, we are at last in a position to 
explore the Archive systematically and with ease. 
Alan was former Head of Professional Studies at 
Sheffield City College of Education. In the early 

about once a month. After a year it became appar-
ent that useful though the indexes were, they regis-
tered only catalogues which had sections explicitly 
headed “Jewish” or “Hebrew” and that individual 
recordings or groups of recordings could be found 
absolutely anywhere. This meant that instead of 
hurrying through catalogues in search of sections 
clearly identified as Jewish, it would be necessary to 
read each catalogue thoroughly from cover to cover, 
as what I was after could be hidden away anywhere.  
 Also, there were a large number of Austrian 
recordings that I simply could not classify but 
which somehow begged to be included for further 
investigation. I therefore decided to go back to the 
beginning and include everything that promised to 
be even remotely relevant rather than stick to what 
was obviously relevant. It added a further year to 
my work but in the long run it was well worth it 
as, for example, those mysterious Austrian record-
ings turned out to be by members of Vienna’s famed 
Budapester Orpheumgesellschaft, a variety theatre 
where the routines were performed in an idiom that 
was half Viennese dialect and half Yiddish. This the-
atre was the frequent haunt of the Viennese intelli-
gentsia—Karl Kraus, Oskar Kokoschka and Adolf 
Loos were particular fans. In fact Karl Kraus once 
wrote a pamphlet suggesting, only slightly tongue-
in-cheek that the whole of the grand Burgtheater in 
Vienna should be handed over to the Budapesters.
 For the first 4 years or so I was working exclu-
sively from record company catalogues. These 
have great advantages in some ways but they fail to 
provide two vital pieces of information: a precise 
recording date and a recording location. Around 
about this time Paul Vernon was publishing in the 
magazine Folk Roots a series of articles on very early 
recordings of ethnic music. He seemed to have 
access to precisely the kind of detailed information 
I was after, so I contacted him and came up to Lon-
don to meet him.
 Really this meeting changed everything. It turned 
out that Paul had been doing research at the EMI 
Archive which I had been told had been closed to 
researchers for years. Apparently, my informants 
had been wrong and the Archive was open after all 
and Paul urged me to apply for permission to carry 
out research there. He also suggested I write to a 



5Michael Aylward — Chekhov’s Band CD Launch Remarks, 2015

Figures 9-11: Engineer’s Weekly Return,  
Warsaw 1914 — Belf Orchestra.
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author of The Invisible Jewish Budapest: Metropolitan 
Culture at the Fin de Siècle:

 “the entertainment industry in Budapest was closely 
identified with Jews, who by 1900 accounted for 
roughly 23 percent of the population. The city’s 
famous or infamous music halls, Orpheums, all-
night coffee houses and cabarets were concentrated 
in the 6th and 7th districts where the vast majority of 
Budapest Jews lived and worked.”

 All the Yiddish recordings are by artists from 
Lemberg recorded in Budapest while on tour there 
(a favourite destination). There are no cantorial 
recordings. This is very surprising as Hungarian 
cantors figure prominently on other record labels 
such as Favorite.
 The recordings made in Vienna are dominated 
by artists from the Budapester Orpheumgesellschaft 
with well over 300 recordings to their credit.  There 
is also a large number of cantorial recordings, espe-
cially of Oberkantor Sawel Kwartin.
 Recordings made in Germany are mostly 
cantorial.
 The UK yields no more than a couple of hun-
dred recordings—surprising given the importance 
of London’s Yiddish theatre in the overall European 
context. England can, however, boast the earliest 
Jewish recordings documented so far—7 recordings 
of what are termed “Hebrew melodies” by a certain 
Mr. Fridkin and recorded 5 April 1899, a year after 
the founding of the Gramophone Company. The 
EMI Archive has a copy of all single-sided 7 discs.
 As regards the survival rate of these recordings, 
of the 4,500 the Company made almost 2,000 survive 
as shellac discs kept in immaculate condition on 
the Archive’s shelves. In part this figure is based on 
estimates as I was never able to complete the task of 
checking my list against the Archive’s stock books. 
For example, the Austrian and Hungarian figures 
are based on an estimate of 40 percent. Also, I have 
not yet documented the recordings made in Central 
Asia (Bukhara, Samarkand and so on).
 Despite the wealth of information to be found 
at the EMI Archive, there is still much that we do 
not know and probably never will know. There are 
only very limited sales figures, though we do know 
(for example) from the artist file on Gershon Sirota 
that when he threatened not to renew his contract 

1970s he took early retirement in order to start work 
on cataloguing the output of the Archive from 1898 
to 1931. Although now in his late 80s and not in the 
best of health he is still at work on this monumental 
project. Although by his own admission much still 
remains to be done, the main body of work that had 
to be done has now been successfully accomplished.
 My task at the Archive was to read my way 
through every catalogue produced in every European 
country, Turkey, and North Africa. The catalogues 
would provide good basic information such as cata-
logue number, title, artist and coupling (in the case 
of double-sided discs) and then I would have to con-
sult various ledgers, the engineers’ weekly returns 
or Alan Kelly to find out the precise recording date 
and location. I owe Alan Kelly a huge debt of grat-
itude for his unstinting help over all these years. 
In addition I need to single out Ruth Edge and her 
assistant Greg Burge for extending to me every pos-
sible assistance and for making accessible so much 
material. Without their expert guidance and advice 
I would have been at a loss as to how to proceed. 
 By 2003 I had come to the point where it seemed I 
had more or less completed the task of documenting 
the Jewish recordings and I was half way through 
checking which recordings had survived and were 
on the Archive’s shelves, when the Archive under-
went a cataclysmic upheaval and my visits came to 
an end.

Findings

I now need to briefly summarise what I found at the 
Archive. In total I documented around 4,500 record-
ings. As might be expected, the bulk of these were 
made in Eastern Europe, Poland and Russia in par-
ticular. There are no recordings from Spain, Portu-
gal, the Scandinavian countries, nor from France or 
Switzerland. Only 10 recordings from Italy and only, 
alas, a very small number from Romania (a true loss). 
Strangely, not one single Jewish recording was made 
in Czechoslovakia and I have yet to find an explana-
tion for this; one would not expect any klezmer or 
Yiddish theatre, but it is surprising that no cantorial 
recordings were made there.
 There are a large number of Hungarian record-
ings, most of which are comic routines performed 
in Hungarian.  According to Professor Mary Gluck, 
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Figures 12-14: Russian  
Zonophone Complete Jewish  
Catalogue 1913, pp. 12-14.
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he was offered 3 thousand crowns a year provided 
he would record 20 titles annually. He comments: 
“That was as much as my congregation paid me for 
a whole year’s work as their cantor, and for this all 
I had to do was sing for a total of six hours in the 
course of the year.  I felt this was a mightily attrac-
tive offer.” He then rather endearingly goes on to 
confess that this didn’t stop him trying to obtain an 
even better offer from the Gramophone Company’s 
rivals (he didn’t succeed).

Other Important European Jewish  
Music Sound Archives 

Before I conclude I would like just to mention other 
archives around the world that contain important 
collections of Jewish music. I should stress that 
when I say “important” I mean important to me and 
my area of research—recordings made in Europe. 
So, if I say that the YIVO collection is not terribly 
interesting, then all I mean is that it contains rela-
tively few European recordings.
 The EMI Archive houses not only the most valu-
able collection of Jewish recordings anywhere in 
the world, it houses the most valuable collection of 
almost any kind of music you can think of. There 
are, however, other archives that contain very sig-
nificant Jewish collections. First and foremost there 
is the Jacob Michael Collection at the Israel Sound 
Archives in Jerusalem. There may be as many as 
1,000 European recordings there. The good news is 
that the major part of the collection has been digi-
tized, not only the recordings but the record labels. 
Both sound transfers and label scans are of the high-
est quality and it is obvious the records themselves 
are in more or less pristine condition. 
 The United States houses several very large 
archives of sound recordings, notably The Judaica 
Sound Archives at FAU, but they contain very few 
European recordings. However, the Stambler Col-
lection of Recorded Jewish Music held at the New 
York Public Library is at long last being catalogued 
It holds either 2,000 recordings or 2,000 78 rpm discs 
depending (no idea yet as to which) and from what 
little I have seen it promises to be very interesting 
indeed.
 Probably the most important Jewish sound 

with the Gramophone Company it was enough to 
cause the management serious concern—a sure 
indication that sales of his recordings must have 
been considerable. We need to bear in mind though 
that at this stage in the development of the indus-
try record sales were not a big issue. Their primary 
purpose was to entice people to buy gramophone 
players and as long as they were successful at this, 
it was of no great consequence whether they made a 
profit or not. Production runs of merely 500 copies 
of a recording were not uncommon.
 We really have little idea as to who bought these 
records and how they listened to them. We read 
here and there of itinerant “gramophone minstrels,”  
men who would wheel a wind-up gramophone from 
courtyard to courtyard and give concerts for a few 
pennies thrown down from the upper windows. We 
read here and there in Yizker books accounts of how 
some wealthy person in a shtetl might set up his 
gramophone in the window of his house and from 
time to time give free concerts to those gathered 
outside who could not afford such a luxury.
 Above all we have no idea as to what anyone 
thought of these recordings. The record magazines 
of the time (of which there were a large number, 
especially in Russia) devote most of their space 
to talking about recordings of classical music—
opera in particular—and about the latest technical 
advances. Almost the only published response to 
these early recordings came from the Rabbinate. On 
the whole they had grave reservations about record-
ings of sacred music and its distribution on a mass 
scale and from time to time someone would sound 
off in the Jewish press on the subject. One of their 
main fears was that the recordings would be played 
in inappropriate circumstances and perhaps they 
had a point. In his memoirs Zawel Kwartin relates 
how the celebrated Odessa cantor Pinye Minkow-
sky delivered a tirade against those cantors who 
sold their art to the gramophone companies, citing 
reports that one could hear the sound of cantorial 
recordings drifting out of the windows of prosti-
tutes’ quarters in Odessa’s red light district.
 Incidentally, top cantors such as Kwartin and 
Sirota earned serious amounts of money from their 
recordings. Kwartin tells how under the terms of 
his first contract with the Gramophone Company 
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songs from the Yiddish theatre, Yiddish choirs, folk 
singers, klezmer bands, theatre orchestras, Yid-
dish tangos and crooners from 1930s Warsaw, and 
much, much more recorded in and by artists from 
Warsaw, Łódź, Białystok, Vilna, Lemberg, Vienna, 
Budapest, Bucharest, Iaşi, Berdichev, Tarnopol, 
Odessa, Poltava, Kyiv, Czernowitz, Sarajevo, Salon-
ica, and almost any other city, town, or shtetl you 
care to name. The overwhelming majority of these 
recordings were made before the First World War; 
after 1918 there is a dramatic decline. The poten-
tial of this treasure trove of recordings for research 
in musicology, linguistics, sociology, the history of 
the Yiddish theatre, and much else is immense, but 
until such time as these archives can be unlocked 
nothing can be undertaken.
 Talk of unlocking archives brings me to my final 
tribute of the evening (well, almost). It is very much 
thanks to the enormous energy and enthusiasm 
of Joanna Hughes, Heritage Curator at the EMI 
Archive, that Julian Futter and Joel Rubin and I have 
been able to bring before the public these long-lost 
recordings that you will be hearing this evening, 
so our heartfelt thanks to Joanna for unlocking the 
Archive for us.
 To conclude on a personal note. I am often asked 
how I came to get involved in all this in the first 
place. The honest answer is I no longer remember, 
it’s all so very far away and long ago. I can’t even 
remember what I did yesterday let alone 30 years 
ago, but if I try very hard, vague memories do begin 
to stir. I suspect that it all began back in the late 
60’s and early 70’s when I had the great good fortune 
to study German at the University of Sussex. Unlike 
the “Gradgrind” institutions of modern times Sus-
sex allowed its students a fair degree of latitude, 
trusting that it would be used by us to extend our-
selves in interesting and fruitful ways.
 Among a number of less high-minded pursuits, 
I used this freedom to explore Austrian literature, 
especially the work of Karl Kraus in whose works 
I first encountered (if only rather indirectly) the 
Yiddish language. This is a far too long and compli-
cated story to relate here and probably of no interest 
to anyone, so all I shall say is that ultimately it is 
thanks to the far-sighted educational policies of the 
University of Sussex and its staff that we are all gath-

archive in the USA is now the Mayrent Collection 
of Yiddish Recordings housed at the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison. Sherry Mayrent is a private 
collector who for many years has diligently tracked 
down historical Jewish recordings and having 
assembled one of the finest collections in the world 
has selflessly decided to make all of it accessible to 
the general public.1 The collection consists of more 
than 9,000 recordings of music from Jewish musi-
cal traditions all over the world. A large proportion 
of these recordings has now been expertly digitised 
and the sound files together with high-definition 
label scans put on the Collection’s website.
 Some years ago the Russian State Sound Archive 
put online what appeared to be a catalogue of its 
collection of 78s of the music of Russia’s national 
minorities. This included almost 400 Jewish 78s. At 
the time I was puzzled as to why they did not include 
the couplings of these double-sided discs. A year or 
so ago the reason suddenly became apparent to me.  
These weren’t double-sided shellac discs that were 
listed here, these must be metal masters. I enquired 
further and found out these are in fact the metal 
masters from which the shellac discs were pressed.  
Metal masters are incredibly rare and if the Archive 
has this number of them, it probably has an even 
greater number of shellac discs. I strongly suspect 
there is much more yet to be found not just in the 
State Sound Archive in Moscow but elsewhere in 
Russia.
 Simply on the basis of this limited number of 
archives I estimate that worldwide copies of about 
5,000 of the 15,000 Jewish recordings made up until 
the mid-1950s have survived and that many more 
are yet to come to light. Given the fragility of these 
discs and the weird and wonderful journeys some 
of them have made in order to end up where at the 
moment they rest (I once found a couple of Roma-
nian Yiddish theatre recordings in the Australian 
outback), it is a miracle that such a large number 
have survived. The bad news is that at the moment 
most of them are inaccessible—locked away in 
archives that have no interest and less desire in 
making them available to the public. This is a tragic 
state of affairs. All in all these 5,000 discs amount 
to about 250 hours of cantorial music, scenes, and 

1 https://search.library.wisc.edu/digital/AMayrentRec
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ered here this evening waiting to hear the sounds of 
a long-lost civilization that have not been heard in 
over 100 years. It is my immense great pleasure that 
we have here this evening my old tutor in German, 
Professor Ladislaus Loeb, who I can now thank in 
person, both in his own right and as the represen-
tative of all his colleagues from that blessed era. So, 
thank you, Laci, thank you so much.
 And that, ladies and gentlemen, you will be 
relieved to hear, is all I have to say for the time being.

The Klezmer Institute was founded in the fall 
of 2018 to advance the study, preservation, and 
performance of Ashkenazic Jewish expres-
sive culture through research, teaching, pub-
lishing and programming. Discover more at: 
 https://klezmerinstitute.org

We would like to extend special thanks to Michael 
Aylward for permission to prepare this reprint.


