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Envision (ive characters are singing Yiddish 
at the top of their lungs. They are quite shabbily 
and eclectically dressed, but i1Tesistibly charis-
matic; one is praising life in full, articulate 
voice, one is wailing in wretched despair, an-
other is howling "Oy!" in drunken ecstasy while 
careening back and forth in a mad dance. And 
all at the same time. 

This is Klezmer, that wonderful Jewish mu-
sical hybrid of religious, gypsy, jazz and dance 
music which the celebrated Klezmer Conserva-
tory Band, bringing in this year's Secrest Art-
ists Series Saturday in Wait Chapel, performed 
so well. 

Indeed, as the band began its first number, 
more than a few audience faces expressed con-
fusion al the sheer multitude of voices and 
emotions inherent in the music - . a bouncy, 
jovial dance intertwined with the most over-
wrought and pitiful lyricism of a clarinet, or a 
ponderous funera l march accompanied by an 
almost hysterically happy melisma on violin. 

Yet this is the crux of Klezmer - a quasi- . 
hysterical, continual "laughter through tears," a 
potent Jewish te~tament to life-celebration in 
the face of sadness and adversity. It is hyper-
expression in the truest sense, in that it em-

braces the extremes of emotion not separately, 
but in one fell swoop . 

To do so requires an inimitable virtuosity of 
emotional concentration from the performers, 
and the band for the most part produced it. 

An eclectic array of instruments, from piano, 
bass, drums, flute, banjo and brass, to clarinet, 
violin and voice, the band achieved some truly 
memorable moments of controlled hysteria and 
intense stillness. 

Judy Bressler, a celebrated Yiddish theater · 
star and singer, and the band's vocalist, gave the 
audience a fine performance of some good 
Yiddish in an array of wonderfully characteris-
tic songs. 

Miriam Rabson, on her electric violin ("six 
strings of fire") added a wonderful contempo-
rary edge to the evening with some original 
compositions mixing older Klezmer with more 
recent jazz and fusion elements, including an 
utterly swift drum outing from pounder Grant 
Smith. 

But easily the most extraordinary performer 
of the night was clarinetist Ilene Stahl. Releas-
ing the truest meaning of the Klezmer, a Yid-
dish word translating to "vessel of song," Stahl 
transformed her small wooden tube into a fully 
animate being, speaking, shrieking, weeping, 
guffawing and cackling like a bumbling fool 
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