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ABSTRACT

Surreptitiously collected field recordings of cantors at the pulpit, made in disregard for
the rules of synagogue comportment, circulated for decades among a small group of
collectors in an underground economy of homemade dubbed cassettes. These secret record-
ings, referred to as “live davenings,” usurp the characteristic ephemerality of prayer
to document a twentieth century aesthetic concept of cantorial music as an art form
beyond ils ritual function. In the past decade, many of these recordings have surfaced
on YouTube and file sharing sites, reaching an expanded audience and exposing a new
generation to a largely abandoned style of liturgical performance. Through ethnography
with field recording makers, internet-savvy collectors, and the artists who use the secrets
in the live davening archive to build projects of cantorial revival, this article offers an
examination of a body of archival material that has not previously been the topic of any
scholarly investigation.

Key words: archives, cantorial music, electronic media, musical revival, secrets

n a Shabbat morning in 1977, Hungarian-born Cantor Moshe
Stern (1935-2023) ascended the pulpit at Congregation Beth
El in the Borough Park section of Brooklyn to lead the morn-
ing service. The reverberant Moorish-style synagogue, designed as an
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ideal sonic space for vocal music performance, had served as a focal
point for cantorial culture since the high point of the popularity of
cantors in the 1920s. Stern began the service with the prayer Shokhen
ad (He who abides forever), unleashing a powerful sustained F natu-
ral, followed by a muscular and resonant A flat, approaching the high-
est register of the tenor voice prized by connoisseurs of opera. The
choir accompanying Stern consisted of men and boy sopranos. They
responded to his opening phrase, singing prescribed lines from the
liturgy with a dotted rhythm typical of cantorial choral music. Stern
continued with a fluid, improvisatory-sounding solo phrase setting the
text Be-fi yesharim (By the mouth of the upright). His solo was distin-
guished by a virtuosic execution of a style of highly ornamented melis-
matic singing commonly associated with Eastern European immigrant
cantors of the early twentieth century. Stern’s singing invoked a half
century of prestigious cantors at Beth El, including gramophone-era
stars such as Mordechai Hershman (1888-1940) and Berele Chagy
(1892-1954), and perhaps the best-known cantor of the post-
Holocaust period, Moshe Koussevitsky (1899-1965).

I encountered Stern’s service, which took place before my birth,
in a 2022 Zoom meeting, staring at four faces framed by boxes on a
screen. I was attending a class on khazones (a Yiddish term for cantorial
art music) and synagogue prayer leading, led by musician and cantor
Judith Berkson (born 1977).2 In this session of Berkson’s private can-
torial studio, the curricular material we were studying was a record-
ing of Stern’s prayer leading on an anonymously posted YouTube
channel that focuses on cantorial music and was first uploaded in
2012.° Building on exercises we had worked on in the week since our
previous session, the singers in the class took turns trying to imitate
Stern’s ornate performance of the opening paragraph of the Shabbat
morning prayer service. The location of this performance, not in a
recording studio but in the synagogue itself, fostered an intimacy with
the object of study, blurring the sense of technology as a mediating
force. The grit of the archival field recording foreshortened the dis-
tance between the cantorial body at prayer and the responsive listen-
ing and repetition of the students, the noise of the non-professionally
recorded prayer echoing the noise of our living bodies that were rean-
imating this archival artefact.

In a conversation with David Lefkowitz (born 1941), cantor emer-
itus of the Park Avenue synagogue in Manhattan, the elder cantor
referred to his early congregational jobs in Brooklyn of the 1960s as
having been populated by congregants who demanded “blood and
guts” from their cantor.* This visceral image was meant to conjure the
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virtuosic displays of vocal technique and emotional prowess that were
supposed to typify the style of prayer music valued and expected by
Yiddish-speaking immigrant Jews in New York and, to a lesser extent,
their second-generation progeny. The perception of aesthetic value
beyond ritual function in this style of cantorial performance was a per-
sistent theme in Jewish popular culture of the early twentieth century.
“Star” cantors made records on commercial labels and their perfor-
mances, both in synagogues and on concert stages, were supported
by extensive advertising in the Yiddish press.” Unlike the versions of
prayer music heard on commercial records, cantorial prayer leading
in the synagogue is characterized by its ephemerality and by the tem-
porally bounded experience of listening as an aid in the experience
of prayer. Assessing khazones not only by its ritual function but also
as an art form and a style of mediated culture drove a subset of fans
to usurp the ephemerality of prayer and to make field recordings of
liturgical musicians leading services in the synagogue. The recording
of Stern I studied with Berkson is one entry in the resultant under-
ground archive of cantorial recordings often referred to as “live dav-
enings,” or live prayers.®

As the name suggests, live davenings are bootleg recordings of can-
torial prayer leading, captured surreptitiously by die-hard fans of kha-
zones who took advantage of new technologies of tape recording that
emerged on the consumer market in the mid 1960s. These cantorial
fans were willing to break Jewish ritual law and risk being exposed
for trespassing the social contract of synagogue behavior in order to
preserve and collect the work of cantors. Not coincidentally, Berkson’s
father, Cantor Thomas Berkson, was at the center of one important
circle of amateur ethnographers in the 1960s in New York City who
made bootleg recordings of some of the best-known cantors, includ-
ing elder recording stars of the gramophone era who were still active
at the time. Broad access to live davenings is a recent development of
the internet era; this body of archival material has not previously been
the topic of any scholarly investigation and appears only sporadically
in the literature on Jewish music.”

Writings on cantors have focused on text and aurality as the key
dualism in discussions of transmission of ritual knowledge, with text
forwarded as a pragmatic modern approach to preservation and
transmission, and aurality posited (perhaps at times in an unrealis-
tic, romanticized fashion) as a site of the production of authenticity
through face-to-face interactions between acolytes and mentors.’ In
this article I take a different approach, looking at the role of electron-
ically mediated sound as a parallel archive to the published cantorial



anthologies that have served as the primary pedagogical material in
institutionally supported seminaries in the United States. Recordings
offer an entextualized source to be studied, yet one that engages con-
ceptions of traditionalism and its boundedness to sounding bodies. At
the same time, recorded sound destabilizes the locus of authority asso-
ciated with musical texts, which demand specific forms of academic
musical knowledge to decode, by broadening access to sounds of tra-
ditionalism outside of institutions of learning.

Commercial recordings of cantorial stars of the gramophone era,
a period that coincides with the last decades of Jewish life in Europe
before the Holocaust, have often been discussed as a source of
authentic knowledge about the sound of cantors. The “hit” records of
cantorial stars of the 1920s are used as a pedagogical tool by the can-
torial revivalists I discuss in this article, just as much so as live davening
bootlegs. In this article, I focus on live davenings rather than com-
mercial gramophone records for two reasons: 1. Bootleg recordings
offer unique practical information about practices of prayer leading
in actual ritual practice. In contrast, commercial records of cantors
are typically short in length, presenting excerpts of liturgy tailored to
the conventions of the recording industry, and often include the use
of instrumental accompaniment that would have been forbidden in
most synagogues for reasons of ritual convention. The formal qualities
of live davenings as a document of synagogue practices make them
uniquely valuable as a learning resource for singers who are interested
in khazones. 2. For reasons that will be pursued in this article, live dav-
ening bootlegs have only become broadly disseminated in the internet
era. The reception of live davening recordings is a new phenomenon
in the area of Jewish liturgical culture thatis in need of its own special
historical and theoretical attention.

The newly emerging corpus of bootleg recordings of cantors
appearing online places contemporary singers in relations of intimacy
with the sound of a generation of deceased cantors. For young singers,
the voices of these elders represent a conception of Jewish heritage
and aesthetic achievement. The relationship of the illicit archive of
Thomas Berkson’s generation to the work of heritage reclamation of
his daughter Judith Berkson and her peers is illustrative of the jagged
synchronicities that emerge between archives and their researchers.
The fact that the musical relationship between the two generations of
Berkson cantors is mediated through recordings draws into question
the transparency of direct intergenerational lineages. Live davenings
and their use by present-day Jewish artists and ritual leaders high-
lights the role of sound-recording technology as a source of material
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evidence that can provide the basis for conceptions of religious tradi-
tion and cultural intimacy.

The underground archive of cantorial prayerleading recordings
has found reception and extension into the present as a pedagogical
resource only in non-institutional sites of American Jewish liturgical
learning. Live davening bootleg recordings occupy a space that is both
supplementary and oppositional to the institutional archive of textual
cantorial anthologies produced by seminary-based cantorial training
programs. In this article, I read cantorial archives (both public and
secret) in light of Jacques Derrida’s discussion of archives as sources
of authority that are interlaced with vulnerability.’ The secrets the
archive harbors reveal traces of controversies over the correct place
of aesthetics in prayer that troubled generations of cantors. Cantorial
prayer leading was remade by post-Holocaust American institutions
that were focused on sustainability and the nurturing of a “meltable”
Judaism that would be at home in American life." The “blood and
guts” and noise of long-form cantorial improvisation at the pulpit that
was prized by the Yiddish-speaking immigrant generation has largely
disappeared from American synagogue life and is unfamiliar to most
American Jews. This style of cantorial prayer leading has become an
object of renewed attention in the present moment, made available by
the mediation of bootleg recordings and the special character of the
internet as a repository for cultural ephemera and a site for the dis-
covery of secrets. Its enthusiastic reception by a small cohort of artists
reflects the needs of a new generation who are energized by multiple
impulses, including heritage reclamation, aesthetic exploration, and
participation in a contemporary American Judaism characterized by
religious innovation and transformation.

The internet has heightened already-existing tensions in the emo-
tively charged dyad of researcher and the archive, exponentially
expanding the scope of what can be reasonably hoped to be discov-
ered in the research process to include a vast network of secrets and
moments of intimacy. The rearticulation of live davenings in the digital
era is one of numerous examples of the affordances of file sharing to
create previously impossible experiences of listening to ghosts."! The
reclamation of voices of the dead is particularly germane to Jewish
prayer leaders and artists working in heritage music genres whose
work is by necessity tied to histories of loss and displacement associ-
ated with political violence, migration, and assimilation. My analysis
of the live davening archive contributes to a fuller historical picture of
the multiple conceptions of the Jewish sacred in America by attending
to the definitive role media plays in determining what constitutes a



reliable source of knowledge about sacred sound.'? In contrast to the
prevailing trends in American liberal synagogue music, which have
embraced a sound and texture that is in close dialogue with American
popular music and white Protestant church song styles, cantorial reviv-
alists such as Judith Berkson look to a conception of tradition that
is emphatically driven by mediated representations of Jewish sound
drawn from archival sources.

The perception of cantorial knowledge as being at risk of loss or
change under the pressure of shifting political vicissitudes has been
a theme informing projects of mediatization of Jewish sacred music
since the first print anthologies of cantorial melodies were published
in the nineteenth century, employing the technology of musical nota-
tion.” The pedagogical role of cantorial music publishing seems to
have influenced the ways in which commercial gramophone records
were used by cantors. Cantors treated commercial records as a source
of professional knowledge; they studied records by star cantors, imitat-
ing the sounds heard on popular discs, as demonstrated by numerous
examples of “covers” of popular cantorial records on later commercial
recordings. At times, critics chastised cantors for the “phonographic”
quality of their prayer leading." The phenomenon of covers of can-
torial records being interpolated back into actual prayer services is
a notable element in the life of the music that can be heard perva-
sively in the live davening archive. For example, in the recording of
Stern’s service mentioned above, Stern performs a cover of “Ad heino
azorunu” (Until now you have helped us), a 1926 Yossele Rosenblatt
recording that had already gone through multiple interpretations by
cantors including Stern’s predecessor at Beth El, Koussevitsky.

Mediatization of cantorial sound in print anthologies, commercial
recordings, or live davening bootlegs serves as a kind of prosthesis,
providing a technologically mediated memory aid. Mediated sound
repairs lost cultural intimacy, protecting against the deterioration of
tradition, the crisis that haunts the cantorial profession. Prosthesis is a
double-edged metaphor in the discussion of media and Jewish sacred
music. On the one hand, it suggests the possibility of radical new abili-
ties, a doubling of the voices of the living by a choir of ghosts, offering
access to sounds and meanings recovered from a revered past. At the
same time, the prosthesis metaphor speaks to the fear of damaged
bodies and loss, suggesting the ways in which Jewish bodies in the pres-
ent are imagined as inadequate to the task of articulating authentic-
ity."® The lachrymose narrative in cantorial culture, a subset of a larger
communal discourse, has depicted a history of spiritual and aesthetic
decay. In the contemporary cantorial revivalist subculture described
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in this article, the conception of broken Jewish aesthetic and spiritual
lineages suggests a distinctively anatomical imaginary. The pathology
of inauthenticity in the present must be remedied through media—
the Jewish voice at prayer cannot be articulated in the present with-
out recourse to the extension of the voices of the living through the
voices of ghosts contained in the digital archive. Even direct cantorial
family lineages, a pedigree conferring artistic and spiritual legitimacy
in many cantorial circles, can be transformed by new access to digital
archives of previously secret Jewish liturgical recordings.'®

The voices on these recordings are ghosts haunting and possessing
the imagination of a cohort of Jewish artists working today at the junc-
ture of radical art practice, heritage reclamation, and new approaches
to prayer leading. Notably, the artists who constitute the diffuse com-
munity of cantorial revival are drawn from a variety of identities at the
fringes of American Jewish life, including Hasidic intellectuals, avant-
garde composers, leftist political activists, and secular Yiddishists.
Engagement with the live davening archive is a common denominator
uniting this diverse field of artists. For each cantorial revivalist, the
live davening archive may represent a different kind of ghost: a rep-
resentation of the sacred pre-Holocaust past; a meditative practice of
self-cultivation; a signifier of ethnic authenticity in an era of anxiety
over cultural appropriation; or, perhaps in Judith Berkson’s case, a
direct inheritance, even if it is an inheritance that is deferred and out
of joint.

What Are Live Davenings?

Cantorial prayerleading services, as documented on bootleg record-
ings of the New York synagogue world of the mid-twentieth century,
were durational performances of solo vocal music, sometimes accom-
panied by choirs. According to accounts in the Yiddish press, these
highly performative musical rituals were a holdover from a popular
style of prayer music that was heard in urban synagogues in Eastern
Europe and found in Jewish immigrant communities in the US extend-
ing back to the late nineteenth century.!” In the space of these ritual
performances, cantors drew from a range of repertoires, including
their own compositions and improvisations. Some cantors were prized
as “creative daveners” whose improvised fantasies and sophisticated
variations on traditional motifs and modalities were carefully ana-
lyzed by fans of the music, while others focused on works composed
by other cantors and were assessed primarily by their vocal prowess.'®



The aesthetic power of cantors, although celebrated by fans and lev-
eraged to raise funds for Jewish institutions, was liable to frequent
condemnation by critics in terms of the corrupting influence of pop-
ularism or sensationalism on sacred sound."

Cantorial recordings on commercial record labels date back to
the beginning of the twentieth century. Recording-star cantors such
as Zawel Kwartin and Gershon Sirota sold hundreds of thousands of
records annually on both sides of the Jewish Atlantic world.* The
popularity of cantors as recording stars went into retreat around the
time of the Great Depression as major labels cut their “ethnic” record
departments, but cantors continued to be represented on record on
smaller, community-focused record labels such as the Tikva and Banner
recording companies.?’ The salience of cantorial performance as a
cultural form that could convene mass audiences in synagogues and
other music venues continued into the second half of the twentieth
century.?? The experience of listening in the synagogue seems to have
been a central aspect in the religious lives of many Jews, a form of com-
portment in prayer that is no longer central to synagogue life. Indeed,
a participatory unison singing of metered hymns has taken hold as
the controlling, normative, and desired musical frame of reference in
American synagogues, a musical shift that parallels the embourgeoise-
ment of the community.” The decades long shift in the role of the can-
tor away from the “star” performance model toward a role as educator
and community song leader was encouraged (perhaps accelerated) by
leaders of the Cantors Assembly, the union of cantors associated with
the Conservative Jewish movement, and simultaneously bemoaned by
pulpit cantors who embraced a decline narrative that has become an
omnipresent feature in professional discourse.**

The differences between live prayer leading in the khazones style
and the theatrically tailored representation of cantorial sound on
gramophone records are significant to fans of the genre. Commercial
cantorial records present an aesthetic object that takes as its theme the
experience of Jewish sounds and rituals. In contrast, synagogue prayer
leading has its own grammar and customs that guide the presentation
of cantorial singing and inscribe the cantor’s voice into a formalized
ritual dialogue with the community. The outcome of this dialogue is
dictated both by the history of cantorial aesthetics and localized ritual
customs and is therefore contingent, volatile, and highly charged as
both an aesthetic and religious experience.

Although there is a lengthy history of discussing the aesthetics of
Jewish prayer, documentation of actual prayer services on recordings
does not seem to have materialized until the mid-twentieth century.
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In this period, a sense of cultural loss was a pervasive topic in the
Ashkenazi Jewish world. At the same time, new technologies of tape
recording were entering into the consumer market. Beginning in the
1950s, an underground library began to be built of recorded prayer
services made in synagogues and other venues of communal prayer
during Shabbat and holiday liturgical performances. Making these
recordings required the transgression of ritual prohibitions as well as
trespassing unwritten norms of performance and ownership—the can-
tor’s voice given in prayer for the community during an actual ritual,
not a theatrical studio recreation, was transformed into a permanent
document, depriving the prayer of its characteristic sacred ephemer-
ality. These recordings commodified prayer into a form that could
be owned, generating a theoretical commercial value from which the
cantor would be excluded.

Anonymous fans began their project of collection in spite of these
prohibitions, or perhaps in part because of the attraction of these
transgressions. The first live davening bootlegs that I am aware of doc-
ument prayer-leading services in Catskills resorts in the late 1950s by
artists including Moishe Oysher and Pierre Pinchik.” The ambiguity
of the sacred-secular divide in these religiously Jewish but rabbinically
unregulated spaces encouraged laxity in the enforcement of ritual law.
These recordings probably took advantage of public announcement
systems in hotel ballrooms that may have already been wired with reel-
to-reel tape recorders. The introduction of small tape recorders into
the consumer market vastly accelerated the production of the live
davening archive. The next phase of the documentation of cantorial
prayer leading relied on individual collectors who were willing to take
the personal risk of sneaking tape recorders into the sacred space of
the synagogue. I will turn to a discussion of one cohort of collectors
in the next section.

1960s Cantorial Counterculture

In the immediate aftermath of the Holocaust, establishing cantorial
training institutions that would preserve and disseminate the endan-
gered musical knowledge of European Jews was considered a matter of
existential crisis by cantors in the US.? Vital to this mission was the cre-
ation of curricular materials. A new archive was demanded that would
preserve cantorial knowledge, offering reliable testimony to students
who had less access to learning traditional forms of cantorial prayer
than their European-born predecessors, who typically began their



careers as cantorial choir singers.?” Building on published efforts by
cantors in Europe beginning in the 1840s, new texts were created in
the form of cantorial compendia that aimed to anthologize the entire
cycle of the Jewish liturgical calendar in western musical notation.
Adolph Katchko and Israel Alter, widely respected cantors who were
associated with the School of Sacred Music at Hebrew Union College
Jewish Institute of Religion (HUC-JIR), produced complete antholo-
gized liturgical music textbooks, representing their personal sense of
what constituted tradition.” Building a cantorial curriculum from a
different concept, Max Wohlberg, working at the Jewish Theological
Seminary (JTS) cantorial training program, wrote textbooks that pur-
ported to teach cantorial improvisatory skill through a system of study
based on modes and motifs that students were to apply to prayer texts.*

In time, these authoritative pedagogical texts came to be under-
stood as constituting definitive cantorial knowledge, often referred
to as nusakh ha-tefilah (the manner of prayer). As has been noted by
scholars of Jewish American music Mark Slobin and Judah Cohen,
the term nusakh is used to refer to the professional domain of knowl-
edge of cantors. Knowledge about nusakh and a belief in the existence
of a “correct” nusakh is a central tenet undergirding the cantorial
role as sacred authorities of synagogue sound.” Education using the
mid-twentieth century cantorial anthologies that contain a stylized
version of Ashkenazi prayer melodies became the benchmark for can-
torial professionalization for cantors born in the US starting with the
baby boomer generation.

The pedagogy initiated by the cantorial pedagogues working at JTS
and HUCIR shared in common an orientation toward knowledge
being based in text and in note-reading as a primary form of learning.
In a conversation with Cantor Thomas Berkson about his training at
JTS under Wohlberg, Berkson characterized the cantorial pedagogy
he encountered as poor, consisting mostly of rote memorization of the
Wohlberg system of modes and motifs. Berkson felt that Wohlberg’s
pedagogy did, however, foster a sense of intimacy with the prayer texts
he had to memorize and pushed him to be able to improvise within a
system of motivic fragments. I noted that the education he was describ-
ing was missing the experience of listening to cantorial performance.
As anyone who has heard old records of khazones can attest, there is a
repertoire of timbres, vocal effects, and emotive noises that are idiom-
atic to the cantorial voice and that mark cantors as a distinctive kind of
vocal artist. These elements of culturally specific vocal sound that draw
from the Yiddish-speaking immigrant milieu are ill suited to being doc-
umented using the tools of western musical notation.
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Iasked Berkson how he learned to sound like a cantor in the Eastern
European tradition, if almost all of the work he had done in school
involved reading. Without needing clarification about what I meant
or recourse to a discussion of ideologies of the dualism of aurality and
text, he referred me to his biography in Jewish music before his years
at the seminary. “I told you I was a meshoyrer,” he said referring to his
years as a child choir singer for Isidore Adelman, a European-born
cantor who worked in a synagogue in Pittsburgh near where Berkson
grew up. “I told you I heard Moshe Taube, who you wouldn’t find a
better cantor,” he said, referring to another early experience hear-
ing the prayer leading of a renowned Polish-born cantor. In Berkson’s
estimation, these childhood experiences based in listening were the
source of his sensitivity to the stylistic elements of khazones that drove
his passionate interest in the music.

At the time that Berkson was enrolled at JTS starting in 1963, he
was active in a social network of intense fans of cantorial music. His
close friend and interlocutor on all things relating to khazones was
Barry Serota (d. 2009), an autodidact scholar of Jewish music who
went on to found the Musique Internationale record label in 1969.
Working steadily from the 1970s through the early 2000s, Serota pro-
duced dozens of records by elder cantors, working with major figures
such as Moshe Ganchoff and Jacob Konigsberg (my grandfather), as
well as reissuing rare early twentieth-century records.” Serota came to
New York in 1963 at the age of 18 to study at JTS, but his main occupa-
tion was undertaking an obsessive personal research project into the
worlds of “golden age” cantors of the phonograph era. Serota’s focus
was squarely on his personal culture-building project, not on his stud-
ies, as attested by his numerous incompletes at Columbia University
that kept him from being able to attend the rabbinic program at JTS,
as he had originally planned. According to Berkson, Serota was con-
stantly traveling back and forth from uptown Manhattan to Brooklyn,
interviewing the widows of famed cantors and auditing services by
elder cantors.

Berkson and Serota made friends with Cantor Paul Zim, a well-
known performer a few years their elder who had an apartment near
JTS in those days. Zim would play the younger men tapes from his col-
lection of live davenings. The already growing underground archive
of live davening recordings inspired Berkson to begin his own col-
lection; he stressed to me that he was not the first and that he would
probably not have thought up the idea on his own.

1963 was also the year of the introduction of the first portable
Phillips tape recorder onto the consumer market.”? Berkson told me



that he acquired a Phillips tape recorder for about $75 (equivalent
to approximately $700 today). This electronic consumer product was
approximately 5 by 8 inches in size, an unwieldy object that was diffi-
cult to conceal and that required a system of straps to keep in place
underneath the collector’s suit jacket. A small microphone wired to
the recorder would then be held in place in the lapel, an accoutre-
ment reminiscent of a Cold War-era spy. Berkson told me that some-
times collectors would be called up to the bimah for an aliyah, an
honorary blessing of the Torah, and would have to take pains not to
move suddenly, accidentally revealing their hidden apparatus.

According to Berkson, he himself never made any field recordings,
and he instead recruited friends who were rabbinic or cantorial stu-
dents to do the work. In this way, he was able to acquire deeply desired
recordings while preserving his own self-conception of appropriate
Jewish conduct. Although he did not tell me their names, apparently
all of the collectors in Berkson’s circle were men, as JTS only admitted
male students into its rabbinic and cantorial programs at that time.
Berkson did not specifically cite his field recording activities as supple-
mentary or oppositional to the pedagogy at the cantorial program at
JTS, but the fact that this group was made up entirely of students at the
school suggests that making live davenings addressed a perceived defi-
citin the official cantorial archive the institution presented. Berkson’s
coconspirators, especially Serota, shared his consuming passion for
the music of prayer; they listened to and discussed their field record-
ings incessantly. Cantorial performance seems to have been the pri-
mary basis for their homosocial friendship group. Talking today about
his collection of hundreds of tapes of now-dead cantors, Berkson can
immediately call to mind favorite moments, particularly inspired vocal
passages, flights of improvisatory fancy, just like fans of other genres
of recorded music.

I asked Berkson if any of his collector friends were ever exposed for
making recordings in synagogue. He said that this never happened.
Berkson further remarked that the people in the major cantorial syn-
agogues in Borough Park, the neighborhood in Brooklyn that in the
1960s boasted three major sites of cantorial performance, were aware
that recordings were sometimes made. He felt that there was awareness
of the fact that collection efforts were underway, even if any overt signs
of breaking the laws of Shabbat would have been cause for scandal.
Cantorial fandom was part of the culture of Brooklyn synagogues such
as Temple Emanu-El, Beth El, and Anshe Sfard that boasted world-
renowned cantors, such as Moshe and David Koussevitsky. An obses-
sive fan making recordings would perhaps not have been shockingly
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out of place in these contexts of cantorial performance. Anecdotally,
I remember my grandmother, Geta Konigsberg, mentioning to me
in passing, and without any explicit expression of ethical judgment,
that sometimes “students” would record my grandfather, Cantor
Jacob Konigsberg, while he was leading services. Several live davening
recordings of Konigsberg have appeared online in recent years, to the
delight of my family. As I recently learned, Berkson and Serota made
surreptitious recordings at Temple Hope of Israel, my grandfather’s
synagogue in the Bronx.

While the congregants at Orthodox synagogues in Brooklyn and
the Bronx in the 1960s may not have been vigilantly on guard against
collectors, the attitude toward surreptitious field recording at the insti-
tutions of cantorial education seems to have been actively condem-
natory. Cantor Robert Kieval (1946-2022) related to me that Serota
sometimes came to HUC-JIR, where Kieval was a student, to audit
classes given by Israel Alter, the renowned cantor and anthologist.
On one occasion, it was exposed that Serota was tape recording the
musical examples Alter was singing for his students. In response, Alter
physically lifted Serota from his seat and pushed him out the door of
the classroom.* The unexpected aggression of this incident is repre-
sentative of an attitude of protectionism around cantorial knowledge
that adhered among elder cantors in this period. The institutional
knowledge of the cantorate was a trade secret to be protected and
shared only with legitimate students who were dedicated to the system
and willing to pay tuition. In turn, certification as a cantor would usher
former students into lucrative professional careers as pulpit cantors.

Live davening recordings tender a different concept of Jewish vocal
music than what is contained in the institutionally sanctioned can-
torial anthologies. While cantorial anthologies are characterized by
identifying a controlling melodic-modal concept that can be system-
atized and reproduced, the cantorial voices captured on field record-
ings are hectically diverse and offer a variety of distinctive musical
pieces and improvisation. The variety of melodic materials heard on
live davenings are unified by a cantorial vocal approach and perfor-
mance aesthetic not by a uniform body of melodies or motifs. The
key shared elements that emerge from a perusal of live davenings are
a vocabulary of idiomatic ornamentation, dynamic extremes, shifts
in range with frequent octave-wide swoops into the upper register,
and an approach to vocal timbre that is dramatic in its deployment
of noises that thematize emotion through imitation of the sounds of
distress, at moments bordering on the sound of crying. The timbre
sequence, performative stance, and distinctive cantorial vocal noises



that are heard across the field of the live davening archive are notably
absent from the concept of cantorial sound that is prevalent in the
contemporary American synagogue.*

During the five years of his studies at JTS, Berkson and his fellow
collectors amassed an archive of over 100 tapes of live performance
of cantorial prayer services. At the moment, it is difficult to get an
exact sense of the number of live davenings that were documented in
this period by Berkson and his cohort of collectors. After his death,
Serota’s music collection was gifted by his mother, Blanche Serota,
to the Florida Atlantic University (FAU) Judaica Sound Archive.
FAU has digitized most of Serota’s commercial releases on Musique
Internationale and made them available on the archive’s online site,
but his live davening bootlegs, which are rumored to number in the
hundreds, are conspicuously absent. According to Berkson, perhaps
Serota’s secret collection is still stored in a broom closet at the JTS that
he kept as a personal storage space.®

Berkson has been extremely reluctant to share his tapes with any-
one. As he explained to me, his collection activities were tinged by an
element of competition with other collectors and he was reticent to let
people know exactly what he had. I speculate that he may have other
reasons for keeping his collection private. The sense of shame or inhi-
bition about public discussion of recording prayer is well-captured in
arecord review written by Cantor Sherwood Goffin for Musica Judaica.
Goffin’s review discusses an extremely unusual, perhaps unique,
example of a commercial release of a live Shabbat service recorded
by Cantor Charles Bloch at Temple Ansche Chesed in Manhattan and
issued as an LP on a community supported vanity label in 1983.% As
Goffin writes:

I personally cannot agree that taping an actual service should be encour-
aged or even condoned. And yet it cannot be denied that such a record-
ing is a valuable and treasured vehicle from which to learn and to find
inspiration. One need only ask any cantor or lover of chazzanut [cantorial
music] to see the overwhelming joy of anticipation he would display to
be offered, once again, the lost opportunity to hear actual performances
of the great cantors of the past generation.”’

Writing in the 1980s, Goffin was almost certainly aware of the live dav-
ening archive circulating in New York among his fans and colleagues.
And yet he writes as if such recordings were merely a topic of fantasy
and repressed gratification for cantors and lovers of the music. For
all intents and purposes, the live davening collection was completely
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underground, circulating on dubbed cassette copies traded between
fans of the music, its existence publicly unacknowledged.®

The Archive Animated

In the past two decades, pieces of the live davening archive have begun
to emerge in public via the new medium of the internet. Major collec-
tions such as those belonging to Berkson and Serota are still mostly
inaccessible, but other collectors have shared their recordings or have
died, and their collections fell into new hands. Basic details about the
extent of the live davening archive are only beginning to come into
focus. Although the exact lines of transmission regarding the identity
of the original collectors remain unclear, there are now dozens of live
davenings available for download or streaming audio both on private
file-sharing sites as well as on the social media behemoth YouTube.
The latter website has facilitated an ease of access to live davenings
that has rendered a palpable, measurable influence on music scenes
and prayer-leading practices. While a culture of secrecy, competition,
and shame rendered the live davening archive partly invisible for
decades, the internet era is particularly well suited to discourses pred-
icated on anonymity.

David Schwartz is a 53-year-old American-born Orthodox Jewish
man, a lawyer and part-time cantor who lives in Rehovot, Israel.
Schwartz’s file sharing site titled “Chazzanut For All,” hosted on the
Mediafire file-sharing platform, has been in existence since the mid
2010s.* The web page contains over 200 folders of music, the majority
containing live davening bootlegs. These recordings offer representa-
tions of some of the best-known cantors who were still working in the
second half of the twentieth century, including Moshe Koussevitsky,
Leibele Waldman, Samuel Vigoda, and numerous others. I first got
in touch with Schwartz by phone through a mutual friend and asked
him if there was any attendant controversy around these recordings
that were made in obvious contravariance to normative conceptions
of Jewish law. He told me that there was little or no push back to
live davenings, because, in his view “the rabbis have already won.”*
Schwartz seemed to imply that pushback against the explicit aesthet-
icization of prayer that has been frequently leveraged against cantors
was the result of a power conflict over authority in the synagogue. In
his view, rabbis had clearly triumphed, as indicated by the diminished
role of cantors in the Jewish world writ large and the almost complete
absence of a professionalized cantorate in the Orthodox milieu.



In a recent conversation, Schwartz gave me more details about his
collection. Schwartz is too young by several decades to have made
any of the recordings that he has made available on his webpage. He
has put together his collection over a lifetime spent in transnational
Orthodox Jewish circles, getting his hands on second and third gen-
eration cassette dubs of recordings that had been circulating among
fans for years. Schwartz is privy to many myths about how the record-
ings were made. Among the stories are rumors that collectors paid
non-Jewish people and bought them tickets for High Holidays services
to record the services. Schwartz explained that religious norms were
much laxer in the 1970s, even in Orthodox Jewish neighborhoods
such as Borough Park, and that “you could get away with it in some
sections of the synagogue.”*' Schwartz believes that recordings he has
of Moshe Koussevitsky were made by members of the choir, which
included members who were professional musicians and not neces-
sarily Orthodox.

Schwartz had his only notable experience of pushback against
live davenings as a student at Yeshiva University in the 1990s, during
the period when he first began collecting old tapes. A fellow student
yelled at him for collecting objects that document a desecration of
Shabbat. In more recent years, he has experienced hardly any oppro-
brium. Schwartz mentioned one halakhic ruling about live davenings
by a rabbi named Hershel Schachter to the effect that the recordings
were only forbidden if you were listening to the original tape made on
Shabbat, when using electronic devices is a forbidden form of labor.*
Thus, listening to a dubbed cassette copy or digital transfer made on
a regular workday is no longer a forbidden act. As this legal work-
around suggests, in the face of a disappearing body of knowledge
of cantorial prayer-leading traditions there seems to be little will to
scrutinize the origins of these heterodox media objects, even in the
context of an ever-increasing conservative Orthodoxy. Recently, Yanky
Lemmer, a well-known cantor with a background in the Belz Hasidic
community, publicly thanked Schwartz in an Instagram post memo-
rializing Stern.*® Lemmer cited Schwartz’s live davening collection as
an important educational source, suggesting a thaw in the reticence
some cantorial fans and practitioners in the Orthodox community
demonstrate around public acknowledgment of live davenings.

As mentioned above, YouTube is the premiere source for mid-
twentieth century cantorial bootlegs, particularly the YouTube chan-
nel Cantorial Legends. Run by a Hasidic man who lives in Brooklyn,
this user profile page contains hundreds of cantorial recordings,
including dozens of live davening bootlegs.* The presence of these
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recordings on YouTube have made live davenings an immediately
accessible resource, carried around in the pocket of anyone with a
smart phone.*

The impact of the new availability of live davenings was a persistent
topic in my ethnography with cantors in the Hasidic community of
Brooklyn that I performed as part of my thesis research and book proj-
ect. For young cantors in the Hasidic community, gramophone-era
cantorial records are the basis for new musical practices that offer
them the musical substance to establish new identities as artists.
Gramophone records offer a grounding in classic repertoire and in
the characteristic vocal techniques and intonation of Ashkenazi Jewish
sacred vocal music, but they do not constitute a full cycle of canto-
rial knowledge that can be applied in synagogue ritual. The Hasidic
community supports no institutions of musical learning for cantors,
or otherwise. While there are semi-professional bal tefiles (prayer lead-
ers) associated with many Hasidic communities, khazones as a profes-
sionalized Jewish art-music bears an uncertain profile associated with
forms of Judaism that are considered less stringent and is not a main-
stream style in the community. Hasidic singers who are interested in
performing khazones must look outside of their own communal sphere
to self-construct a curriculum for their musical ambitions.

For young Hasidic cantors who seek to bring their passion for the
cantorial “golden age” of the early twentieth century into prayer-lead-
ing contexts, live davening bootlegs are an important resource for
information about what melodic modal approaches and vocal tech-
niques their cantorial heroes deployed in their work at the pulpit.
These recordings demonstrate the creative and improvisatory domains
of cantorial performance, skills that some of the more ambitious can-
torial revivalists are seeking to master. Live davenings grant access to
actual synagogue performance, a crucial difference that marks them
as distinct from gramophone records, which are also revered as objects
of heritage and pedagogy. Live davenings invite acolyte cantors into
the feeling world of elder cantors for whom synagogue ritual was a
premiere forum for artistic performance.

Yanky Lemmer, one of the best-known cantors in the Brooklyn
Hasidic scene, commented in a conversation about his affection
for the work of “Benzion Miller, or like Moshe Stern back in the
day. You hear their live davenings and I get goose bumps fifteen
times throughout shakhris [the morning service].” These record-
ings are also a source of retrospective anxiety about the diminished
popularity of the creative cantorial prayer leading he values. He
noted further that if he followed his impulse to sing in this kind of



long-form improvisational style at his pulpit position at the presti-
gious Lincoln Square Synagogue in Manhattan, “well I know I’d have
no audience.”*

Beyond the Hasidic cantorial revival, live davenings have begun
to resonate in other Jewish musical scenes at the fringes of the insti-
tutional life of the community. In the unregulated and independent
cantorial training studio run by Judith Berkson, a group of four stu-
dents worked during the early months of 2022. All four, including
myself, are professional artists, mostly in their 30s and 40s, working
in Jewish and broader worlds of music and the arts. The participants
in these sessions were Hadar Ahuvia, an Israeli-born choreographer
and prayer leader whose work focuses on the construction of a post-
Zionist Israeli identity in part through grappling with Ashkenazi heri-
tage; Anat Spiegel, also born in Israel, an experimental composer and
vocalist whose recent works have reflected a deepening relationship
with Yiddish culture; and Aani Kisslinger, the youngest of the group, a
Bronx-born trombonist and song writer who is active in the New York
music scene. Berkson, like the students she attracts, moves in mul-
tiple worlds of musical activity; her fields of expertise include serial
composition, an idiosyncratic approach to the German lied canon,
and a background as a performer in jazz and rock-oriented projects.
She is also the cantor of Congregation Beth Shalom, a Conservative
synagogue in Santa Clarita, California. I offer this brief overview of the
careers of the participants in her class to sketch out the range of iden-
tities and political and aesthetic commitments that engage khazones as
an object of study. Anecdotally, I have found that khazones is increas-
ingly a theme in Yiddishist and leftist Jewish circles in which historically
informed performance, histories of Jewish aesthetics, and attention
to issues of identity are major points of discussion. Klezkanada, the
flagship klezmer revitalization movement music-learning camp and
community happening, included a focus on cantorial music among its
offerings in 2022.%7

In Berkson’s Zoom class, she offered several different pedagogic
strategies. The first weeks of the class were devoted to interval stud-
ies. Students were guided through improvisation on tones of the
minor modality commonly associated with the beginning of the
Shabbat morning service in Ashkenazi liturgy. These exercises were
intended to promote a conception of the relationship between dif-
ferent pitches but through the prism of a Jewish vocal music prac-
tice. After these introductory sessions, Berkson moved in a direction
that represented her engagement with the two archives of can-
torial music under discussion: the textual anthologies used by the
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cantorial training seminaries and the live davening archive. Berkson
led us through exercises related to the motif concepts derived from
Wohlberg’s pedagogical theory and Katchko’s anthology. She offered
the students a set of motifs and instructed us to apply them to asso-
ciated prayer texts. These exercises are derived from the kinds of
training her father experienced as a student at JTS and that he pre-
sumably taught her.

Berkson also turned our attention to live davening bootlegs. We
worked with three recordings, live Shabbat morning services led by
Stern and David Koussevitsky, and a live radio performance by Perele
Feig, a woman performer of cantorial music who was active in New
York in the 1950s and 60s. While restrictions on performance in syn-
agogues due to her gender kept Feig from a pulpit position like her
male peers, Feig was heard in live performance of liturgical music
through regular appearances on WEVD, the Yiddish radio station.*
Listening to these recordings, Berkson guided the group through a
regimen of detailed listening and precise repetition of small details of
performance. The class took up a project of embodied transcription,
bypassing written notes and proceeding directly to imitative singing of
passages from these live recordings.*

While it is too early to foresee what forms of creative practice or
prayer leading will emerge from the encounters with the live davening
archive fostered by Berkson’s class, it was clear to me that imitative
repetition of the sounds on these records had a physical impact on
my own singing that encouraged reproduction of sound structures
and vocal affects of the cantors being studied. I was also struck by
the creative response to the live davening archive from the other par-
ticipants. Kisslinger made a recording based on the Feig live perfor-
mance bootleg that documented a process of close listening, yielding
a thoughtful recreation of intonation, pronunciation of Yiddish-
inflected Hebrew, and vocal affect based on the source material. In
a recent composition titled “Di rayze aheym” (The journey home),
based on the Yiddish poetry of Irena Klipfish, Spiegel incorporated
vocal ideas that echo the muscular coloratura singing of khazones and
the dramatic emotionalism of cantorial prayer-leading performance.
These manifestations of archival delving are inclined toward the revi-
talization of cantorial repertoires either through prayer leading or
the creation of new Jewish affective culture tied to Yiddish heritage
and the sounds of khazones. Parallels between the work of these artists
and their peers in the Hasidic cantorial revival scene demonstrate the
potentials of the pedagogical use of the live davening archive to culti-
vate cantorial affects and skills.



Conclusion

Live davenings have found a productive place in a new scene of musi-
cal life that is a product of the digital era. Surreptitiously captured
voices of cantors have awaited their reception until the coming of the
internet. The form and content of live davenings are foreign to the
listening practices associated with commercial recordings with their
expectations of high-fidelity sound reproduction and smooth profes-
sionalism, but they are excellently suited to the intimacy of internet
media habits characterized by isolation and obsessive repetition. The
vastness of the networks of memory that have been opened by the
internet have created new resources that can be claimed as consti-
tutive of tradition and a representation of the past. In the words of
Friedrich Kittler, “the realm of the dead is as extensive as the storage
and transmission capabilities of a given culture.” The affordances of
digital file sharing and social media have created a setting in which
the potentials for intermundane collaborations are vastly expanded.®!

As Amanda Weidman and others have discussed, the perception
that aurality is a source of “purity”—in contrast to the presumed
corruption of recorded sound—is an ontology that emerged in tan-
dem with new technologies of sound reproduction; the gramophone
recording created a perception of a dualism distinguishing the
authentic and the real.”® At the same time, recordings that document
sounds of the past have granted a material form to the idea that cul-
tural purity is a product of temporal remove. Old recordings are a
talisman of the reality of tradition, even as they simultaneously cor-
rupt tradition through processes of commodification. Tensions over
the rightful place of aurality and media in constructing the cantorial
voice indicate a point of rupture between conflicting conceptions of
what the cantorial voice should sound like and what it signifies. For
the users of the live davening archive, aurality and electronic repro-
duction are collapsed upon one another, with recordings taking on
an authoritative status as a reliable stand-in for the generation of dead
cantors and as a remediation against cultural amnesia.

Technologies of sound reproduction and consumption reflect and
create changes in “regimes of listening,” the historically situated prac-
tices that control what sounds are considered musical, and conversely
what sounds are confined to the realm of noise.”® At the time live
davenings were captured, social norms and technological constraints
offered extremely limited opportunities for the recordings to be heard
and understood as valuable—instead the recordings were considered
shameful, something to be hidden. Current internet-based listening
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practices have inflected the conception of what constitutes a viable
source of information in ways that create opportunity for the live dav-
ening archive to flourish. Today, an endless stream of unfiltered and
noisy amateur sound and video are central parts of cultural produc-
tion and consumption. Live davenings fit into this crowd-sourced dis-
tribution paradigm, which is in fact supported and powered by the
most powerful international media corporations.

The live davening archive was originally constructed by a multi-
generational underground distribution network, the work of outsider
collectors who flew in the face of Jewish religious convention.”* The
archive later underwent digitization and proliferation onto streaming
audio and file-sharing networks that are constructed anonymously.
The use of the live davening archive as a source of tradition defies the
authority of conventional power holders and institutions of American
Jewish life. Furthermore, the goal of acquiring skills in prayer leading
associated with the khazones style is an outsider practice. The ritual
and musical experiences associated with khazones are largely excluded
from the institutional forms of Jewish prayer in the present day due
to changing norms of musical style and bodily comportment in the
synagogue.” American cantors today are rarely called upon to impro-
vise or otherwise produce long form musical interpretations of prayer
texts. The sound of cantorial prayer leading, characterized broadly by
a heterophonic counterpoint of cantorial soloist and a congregation
of bodies at prayer who interlace practices of listening with their own
practice of textual chant, is no longer a constituent element of the
American synagogue sound space.

Jewish artists in the current moment are living through a period
of intense speculation about the appropriate and ethical imple-
mentation of identity in the making of art. Such questions are artic-
ulated differently in the Hasidic scene than among secular leftists,
for example, but are recognizable across Jewish identity groups as
responses to a shared cultural moment. The voices of cantors on
bootleg recordings speak to a deeply desired inquest into the truth
about what a Jewish voice should sound like and what Jewish prac-
tices of the sacred consisted of in the past. The seemingly clear trans-
mission from a temporal remove meets a perceived absence in the
present—the sound of the contemporary synagogue is characterized
by musical repertoires of recent vintage that do not satisfy the explor-
atory artists who are attracted to khazones. In contrast, the cantorial
voices on live davenings speak as through a séance, weathered and
scratched but presenting an image of uncanny accuracy in its repre-
sentation of experience.



The pedagogical function of live davenings was predicted and
intended by its initial collectors. This vital purpose was indefinitely
postponed due to the vagaries of its status as a source of shame on the
one hand, and as jealously guarded status-yielding objects of obsessive
collection on the other. It was not until the era of the internet that
the dispersed group of cantorial aficionados could convene a mass
affect community. The normalization of consuming media in contexts
of anonymity created the material conditions in which the live dav-
ening archive could receive its new reception as an object of study.
The recording activities of the initial collectors bears an antinomian
prophetic stamp. Collectors understood that the intimacy and aes-
thetic vibrancy of the cantorial voice was on the cusp of disappearing
and that only through a forbidden practice of technological invasion
could it be preserved. The practice of sound collection reads as a
betrayal of the holiness of the synagogue, and, perhaps, as a secret
wish fulfillment of a desire for the replacement of cantorial prayer by
its aesthetic surrogate through technological reproduction—the boot-
leg recordings moved the cantorial voice in a final and permanent
manner out of the arena of lived ephemerality and into the realm of
electronic mimesis, completing the process of mediatization begun at
the beginning of the twentieth century through the initiation of the
gramophone cantorial recordings. The shameful, secretive prophecy
of collectors foretold the doom of khazones as an embodied ritual prac-
tice and predicted the need of sound reproduction as a bridge across
time. This prophecy has been fulfilled through the use of live daven-
ings as the material basis for renewed practices of cantorial art music.

Throughout the twentieth century, cantors have engaged in a dis-
course of decline and imminent doom for their field. The impulse to
create the live davening archive was directly shaped by this decline
narrative and was imagined as a bulwark against forgetting and cul-
tural loss by its architects. These recordings legitimate the decline
narrative, by offering proof of cultural practices that have changed
and reorganized authority over Jewish prayer away from the cantor.
At the same time, live davenings create the material conditions for
cantorial practices to be renewed. As suggested by the case of Thomas
Berkson, the live davening archivists understood their work as peda-
gogical, even if the only intended audience was themselves. The mate-
riality of the live davening and its controversial focus on the aesthetic
aspect of prayer predicts the future use of the archive by Jewish artists.
The significance of the transmission potentials of the live davening
archive is heightened by the fact that one of the key voices claiming
this legacy is Berkson’s own daughter, Judith Berkson. Her unique
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bivalent identity as both cantorial traditionalist and radical avant-
garde composer is emblematic of the transformative potentials of
media to inflect and transform musical lineages.

Rather than functioning as a story of linear transmission within
families or between teachers and students, the live davening archive
highlights the prosthetic qualities of Jewish musical life, with the
cantorial voice now ensconced in the realm of the digital and heri-
tage defined through electronic media. This prosthesis is now imple-
mented as a means toward the goal of reorienting the experience of
Jewish prayer music toward the cultural intimacy and Jewish sonic par-
ticularism that the current generation of Jewish artists has identified
as a problematic absence. In our moment, when perennial questions
about how the vastness of Jewish historical experience can be artic-
ulated through music are being reoriented through the matrix of
identity discourse and the politic of justice, live davenings appear to
the users of the archive as a ghostly promise of encounter with the past
and as a premonition of a deeply desired and tremblingly anticipated
future.
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