
Klezmer Institute Digital 
Humanities  Projects
The Klezmer Archive Project and Kiselgof-Makonovetsky Digital Manuscript Project 
(KMDMP).
Presented by Christina Crowder, October 5, 2021

POLIN Online Conference: What’s New? What’s Next! 
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Two Interconnected Projects
´ The Klezmer Archive Project aims to create a universally accessible, useful 

resource for interaction, discovery, and research on all available information 
about klezmer music.

´ The Kiselgof-Makonovetsky Digital Manuscript Project (KMDMP) is an innovative 
digital humanities collaboration connecting musicians and scholars 
with klezmer musicians from more than 100 years ago.

´ Both klezmer music and the Yiddish language are the loci of thriving 
contemporary interest communities; creating digital structures tailored to the 
interests and needs of these communities is a clear imperative



The Dream of the Klezmer Archive
´ Musicians and scholars of the Klezmer revival dreamed of this resource from 

the very beginning

´ We now know that Instrumental klezmer music is a vast repertoire, 
how do we deal with that?

´ How can we use digital tools to extend the reach of individual memory —
particularly of musicians?

´ How can we capture the knowledge of 
culture bearers in a Digital space?

´ Traditional archives document the artifact, 
not the music.

´ KMDMP is test corpus for Klezmer Archive Project



Philosophy & Design

´ Universally accessible, useful resource for interaction, 
discovery, and research on all available information 
about klezmer music.

´ Bridge the gap between oral history and archives
´ Open the “Black Box” of the musical “Artifact”
´ Facilitate engagement by musicians as musicians
´ Incorporate computational musicology and music 

encoding/retrieval tools
´ Can be built using existing technology, but goes beyond 

existing Digital Humanities platforms. 



A Digital Klezmer Archive: 

´Open 
´Accessible 
´Outreach
´Analysis
´Reference 

(Authoritative) 

´Organization 
´Standardization
´Metadata Attribution 
´Curated

Building User Experience (UX) Research
into the Design Process From the Beginning



A Talmudic 
Approach?
´ Beautiful, functional layout

´ A way to think about layers of 
metadata

´ Traditional Catalogue information

´ Corpus-specific metadata and 
Tune-specific musical formulas

´ Relationship or “Semantic” 
metadata

´ Commentary and Discussion
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Agile Project 
Design Informed by
Industry Practice KMDMP

Community

Klezmer 
Archive

Individuals & Interactions over 
Process & Tools

Stuff that Works

Collaboration

Responding to Change

Iterate, Iterate, Iterate

Community Organizing ≅
Agile Development (Ari Davidow)







Kiselgof-Makonovetsky Digital 
Manuscript Project

´ An innovative digital humanities collaboration connecting 
musicians and scholars with klezmer musicians from more than 
100 years ago.

´ Designed as a low-cost, volunteer-driven project using easy-
to-access platforms such as Google Drive, Facebook, Google 
Groups and a simple web page. 

´ In its first year has attracted more than 200 registered 
participants, who have digitally notated more than half of the 
1,400 tunes in the corpus. 



What is the Corpus?
´ 26 Notebooks with handwritten music collected by Kiselgof during the An-Ski 

ethnographic expeditions 1912-1914. ~650 pages

´ Moshe Beregovski’s handwritten catalogue of the Kiselgof material.

´ Klezmer Manuscript (Wedding MS, ~1938) of Avrom-Yeshie Makonovetsky ~200 
pages

´ 850 pages total

´ ~1,400 tunes (!)



Attribution
Original documents are archived at the Institute of Manuscripts, 
Vernadsky National Library of Ukraine. All project materials are shared 
under Creative Commons 4.0 Attribution license.



Project Phases, Events, & Partnerships

Phase 1: Dissemination
Phase 2: Digitize & Translate
Phase 3: Analyze, Perform, & Transform

Regular Events: translation sessions, “playalong” sessions, 
”Digitizathons”

Partnerships: Invited guest at Yiddish Summer Weimar 2021.



KMDMP Infrastructure
´ KMDMP Commons web page for registered participants
´ “Heft” PDFs for each notebook, the catalogue, and the 

Makonovetsky MS. 
´ Simple numbering system for each tune = Pdf # + Heft # + Item #
´ Platform agnostic for digitized music files: uploads as .native, .xml, 

.pdf
´ Google “Tracking Sheets” coordinate volunteer work on the tunes 

and text.
´ Discussion fora on Facebook and Google Groups. 
´ Zoom meetings for translation, playalongs, and digitizathon events. 
´ Player Folios will be published starting in the second year
´ Play Music!!!! — the notation is what’s on the page, the klezmer is 

what’s between your ears.



Risks & Rewards
´ Following the imperatives of your founders is rewarding.
´ Increases easily-available European klezmer music by 

factor of five, restores ”voice” of informants. 
´ Open, non-hierarchical structures naturally uplift 

women’s and gender-non-binary voices. 
´ Can be a community-building space that flattens the 

distance between practioner experts/academics and 
less experienced practitioners. 

´ Allocate limited time & energy to what’s right in front of 
you — Iterate like crazy.

´ Build a scaffold — trust the community to make the 
house, but pay attention to their needs.

´ Being platform agnostic (music software) means extra 
work on the back end (Integromat)



KA & KMDMP Project Teams & Advisors



Anna Rogers, Project Instigator

The klezmorim interviewed by Kiselgof were professionals, with an eclectic collection of different 

tunes in their repertoire that let them earn a living, generation after generation, adapting to the 

new tastes and audiences. Their voices faded through numerous social cataclysms - but luckily, the 

archive survived. While these materials are very important for research, their biggest impact is 

going to be when they return to fingers of the musicians and the feet of the dancers, when they 

continue their journey through human hearts. Luckily, we discovered this time capsule at a post-

revival time, when there is a generation of new klezmorim more than capable of processing and 

reviving this repertoire. The communities of Yiddish Summer Weimar, Yiddish New York, Klez

Kanada, etc. are the real heirs of those who contributed to the archive in the first place. Why not 

pass them their inheritance, and let them develop it further - while helping to create a curated 

academic edition?


