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Stars of David—The Sound of the Twentieth Century 

April 13 – October 16, 2016, Palais Eskeles 

 

Barbra Streisand, Bob Dylan, Billy Joel, Neil Diamond, Amy Winehouse, Paul Simon, 

Leonard Cohen, Lou Reed, and Matisyahu are just some of the artists who have made 

musical history. “God Bless America,” the unofficial anthem of the USA, was written by Irving 

Berlin, son of Jewish immigrants from Byelorussia. Jewish musicians have influenced the 

music business of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and have made and important 

contribution to the entertainment culture. “Stars of David” looks at different genres, with 

portraits of major artists going back to the time of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where some 

of the roots of this musical story are to be found. 

 

In the early twentieth century, popular music in the USA and Europe was mutually 

reinforcing: the European immigrants brought their musical traditions to America, and 

American music made its way into European entertainment culture. It was not until the 

emigration of many Jewish artists from Europe during the Nazi era that creative innovation 

shifted to the English-speaking world, as most of them did not return to Europe. Their music 

has arrived back in Europe today in the form of musicals, film music, jazz, rock, and pop. 

 

The exhibition shows this in its profile of some of the main composers and performers. 

George Gershwin, Jerome Kern, Leonard Bernstein, and Stephen Sondheim had box-office 

hits on Broadway or in Hollywood and wrote classic film music. Many won Oscars and 

Grammys. In jazz in particular, Jewish musicians like Benny Goodman, Artie Shaw, Stan 

Getz, and John Zorn became icons of the scene. In rock and pop, funk and rap, groups like 

Kiss, the Ramones, and the Beastie Boys were prominent. Apart from international stars, the 

Israeli, French, and Viennese scene will also be spotlighted: from Serge Gainsbourg to Les 

Sabres, Geduldig und Thimann, and Arik and Timna Brauer. Most Jewish musicians are non-

religious, but many who have been hugely successful have made no secret of their Judaism, 

making role models for the Jewish community worldwide. 

 

A tour of the genres 

The exhibition looks at the different genres to show the development of popular music. It 

starts with two separate trends in Europe and the USA around 1900. While operetta was 

enjoying its heyday in Vienna and Paris and revues were becoming increasingly popular, 

Broadway featured vaudeville acts and musicals. When the Nazis came to power, the center 

of musical innovation shifted to America. Tin Pan Alley on 28th Street between Fifth Avenue 
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and Broadway became synonymous with a Jewish tradition in songwriting. The major music 

publishers had their offices there, and many songs written there went directly to Broadway 

theaters. With the arrival of talking pictures, expensive productions became more difficult to 

put on, but at the same time composers had a new niche in which to work. Some songs have 

become more well-known than the films they were in, as is also evident in the annual music 

awards. 

 

While Jewish composers and musicians were able to find their identity in America through 

musicals on stage and screen, in the jazz world black and white musicians often used this 

genre as a launching pad for escaping from disadvantaged surroundings. Black and white 

musicians played together, defying the racial segregation that was practiced through to the 

1960s. The clarinet and violin were typical Jewish instruments, and the saxophone also 

began to develop. Many Jewish jazz musicians, including Artie Shaw, Benny Goodman, and 

Stan Getz, were masters of these instruments. In the 1980s and 1990s a new Jewish avant-

garde combining jazz, classical, and experimental music emerged, the most important 

exponent being John Zorn with his Radical Jewish Culture manifesto. 

 

Parallel to these developments, rock ‘n’ roll in the 1950s placed a wedge between the 

generations. The blues and boogie woogie played by African Americans provided the 

inspiration for white musicians, who introduced the black subculture into the mainstream and 

helped to relax conventional restraints. Jewish composers like Carole King, Mort Shuman, 

and Leiber & Stoller led the way, and also made non-Jewish artists like Elvis into household 

names. In the 1970s, a new genre appeared in the form of glam rock. Musicians wore heavy 

makeup and fantastic stage costumes. A new self-awareness and proud acknowledgement 

of Jewish roots, as in the case of Van Halen singer David Lee Roth, also occurred. 

 

The folk music of the 1960s sent out political messages opposing war and racism and 

promoting sexual liberation and equality. Woodstock in 1969 marked the highpoint and also 

the end of this movement. Many folk influences, like peace and love, found their way into pop 

music. The aggressive and provocative punk movement of the 1970s took a completely 

different direction. Bands like the Velvet Underground, Ramones, or Sex Pistols made punk 

an epochal cry of protest. The Beastie Boys used elements of punk but also transported rap 

from the black ghettos to take them to the top of the charts. Moreover, the personal lyrics in 

rap music gave Jewish musicians the chance to acknowledge and proclaim their roots. 

 

In Germany there was no appreciable Jewish music scene after 1945, whereas in Austria, in 

spite of the restrictive social climate, a Jewish subculture rapidly formed. Artists like Arik 

Brauer, Les Sabres, and Geduldig & Thimann revitalized the Yiddish music tradition. After 

the war, France had the largest Jewish community in Europe, and Jewish singers like 

Barbara, Serge Gainsbourg, Jean Ferrat, and Joe Dassin were not only popular favorites but 

also sang about the Shoah. Music played an important role in the Zionist framework when 

the State of Israel was being founded. The scene remains diverse, with instrumental genres 

like jazz and ethno, and electronic ones like rap, trance, and house, being particularly 

innovative. 

 

The exhibition will be accompanied by a media guide in German and English, which visitors 

can download onto their smartphones or tables free of charge. Audio devices can be 

borrowed from the museum if required. 
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The exhibition is curated by Marcus G. Patka and Alfred Stalzer and was designed by 

PLANET ARCHITECTS (Gerhard Abel, Desiree Heusl, Anna Yokura, Corinna Danninger). A 

catalogue in German and English (ISBN 978-3-95565-136-7) is being published by Verlag 

Hentrich & Hentrich and is available right away for €29.90 from the museum bookshop and in 

bookstores. 

 

The exhibition “Stars of David” can be seen from April 13 to October 2, 2016, at Museum 

Dorotheergasse, Palais Eskeles, Dorotheergasse 11, 1010 Vienna. The museum is open 

Sundays to Fridays from 10 am to 6 pm. The second site of the museum at 1010 Vienna, 

Judenplatz 8, is open Sundays to Thursdays from 10 am to 6 pm and Fridays from 10 am to 

5 pm . It is closed on Saturdays. A joint ticket for both museums (valid for four days from the 

date of issue) is available for €10, reduced price €8, groups €7, children and juveniles under 

18 years of age free, students (up to 27 years of age), persons performing compulsory 

military or civic service €5, school classes free admission and €20 for the guided tour. 

Further information and reductions on www.jmw.at or at info@jmw.at.  

 

Inquiries 

Media Office of the Jewish Museum Vienna 

Alfred Stalzer, Media Spokesman 

Astrid Meixner, Media Assistant 

Tel.: +43-1-505 31 00 

Cell: +43-664-506 49 00 

E-mail: pr@stalzerundpartner.com  

Photo and press material on current exhibitions can be downloaded from the Media Office 

website www.stalzerundpartner.com under Service/Downloads. Information about current 

exhibitions and events can be seen on VIMEO at http://vimeo.com/jewishmuseumvienna or 

Flickr at http://www.flickr.com/photos/jewish_museum_vienna. 
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