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The Accordion and Ethnic Whiteness: Toward a New 
Critical Organology 

Maria Sonevytsky

Abstract

Musical instruments, the musician’s extra-corporeal “voice” that produces sound in 
time, mediate the act of sound-making between the musician and the music and there-
fore constitute a unique category of “things” to subject to the question: how does an 
inanimate object express its “social life”? Through their morphological, metaphori-
cal, and historical contexts, musical instruments index a variety of socially prescribed 
attributes. This paper tells the story of the accordion’s entanglement with “ethnic 
whiteness,” a stereotype closely aligned with the well-publicized biography of Law-
rence Welk. The paper advocates for a new critical organological approach that seri-
ously considers the musical instrument as an actor in the making of musical meaning. 
This approach is applied to two contemporary New York City-based accordionists 
who respond to the stereotype of “ethnic whiteness” through their musical perfor-
mances and compositions, Guy Klucevsek and Rachelle Garniez.

1. Introduction

In 1981, William Schimmel, a Juilliard-trained composer and a world-renowned ac-
cordionist, delivered a paper titled “Learning from Lawrence Welk” for a meeting of 
accordionists at the University of Kansas City. The title of his paper paraphrased the 
title of a classic postmodern work on theorizing kitsch: “Learning from Las Vegas,” 
a reference that Schimmel underscored as he developed his idea of the accordion’s 
“built-in ironic duality:” 

The accordion through its bad connotations has developed itself into a strange hybrid 
of an instrument. It is both pure and vulgar; it is both beautiful and ugly; it is both 
lowbrow and highbrow; it is both classy and classless; it is both serious and pop; it is 
both hip and square. As a matter of fact, it may be one of the only instruments living 
today that has its own sense of ironic twist already built into the instrument, from its 
appearance to its tone. What do we do with all this, Mr. Welk? (Schimmel 1987:6)
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The binaries Schimmel enumerates in this excerpt mirror his simultaneous vilifi-
cation of and gratitude for Lawrence Welk. Welk’s prominent role as American tele-
vision impresario, cultural icon, and accordion proponent, Schimmel believes, was 
primarily responsible for burdening the accordion with what he calls its “cultural 
baggage.” In this paper, I examine the metaphorical “baggage” of the accordion in 
the context of one common narrative of the accordion’s place in American culture in 
the twentieth century: the story of the accordion’s entanglement with the stereotype 
of “ethnic whiteness,” as epitomized by Welk’s biography. The instrument’s racial-
ized stereotype evokes the “otherness” of immigrant experience, concomitant with 
its working class associations, as well as with the “corniness” or “happiness” that is 
often also attributed to the genre of polka (Gunkel 2004; Keil 1994). Finally, I ex-
amine two responses to this stereotype of the instrument from contemporary New 
York City accordionists as preliminary case studies in what I term “new critical or-
ganology.” 

I envision a new critical organology that combines the anthropological study 
of the “social life of things” (Appadurai 1988, Mintz 1986, Taussig 1980) with ap-
proaches from culture theory and philosophy that tend to emphasize the symbolic 
value of objects (Adorno 2001, Baudrillard 1996), with the anthropology of mate-
rial culture (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998, Myers 2001, Roda 2007), combined with 
the extensive ethnomusicological literature that considers musical instruments in 
specific cultural contexts (Berliner 1973, Feld 1990, Qureshi 1997, Waksman 1999, 
Weidman 2006). Musical instruments, the musician’s extra-corporeal “voice” that 
produces sound in time, mediate the act of sound-making between the musician 
and the music, and therefore constitute a unique category of “things” to submit to 
the question: how does an inanimate object express its “social life”? Through their 
morphological, metaphorical, and historical contexts, musical instruments index a 
variety of socially prescribed attributes. Pierre Bourdieu emphasized this in Distinc-
tion (1984) by designating the hierarchical nature of players of musical instruments: 
“nothing more clearly affirms one’s ‘class,’ nothing more infallibly classifies, than 
tastes in music. This is, of course because, by virtue of the rarity of the conditions for 
acquiring the corresponding dispositions, there is no more ‘classificatory’ practice 
than concert-going or playing a ‘noble’ instrument” (1984:18). Bourdieu’s “noble” 
instrument is counterposed to the “barbarism” of instruments such as the African-
derived banjo, as Karen Linn describes it (1991), and “infantile” instruments listed 
by Adorno in his scathing attack on the regressive listening habits of mass culture 
consumers, exemplified by the guitar, ukelele, banjo, and the accordion (1938:51).

In The Social Life of Things, Appadurai argued, “even though from a theoretical 
point of view human actors encode things with significance, from a methodological 
point of view it is the things-in-motion that illuminate their human and social con-
text” (1988:5). While Appadurai’s classic formulation emphasizes a commodity’s 
exchangeability as embodying the “political” and therefore, “social” value of the 
object, contemporary ethnomusicological approaches toward the study of musical 
instruments tend to emphasize the object’s use value, as in Karen Linn’s study of 
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the banjo, where she asserts that “a musical instrument is more than wood, wires, 
and glue; the essence of the object lies in the meanings the culture has assigned to 
it” (1991:xi). Ali Jihad Racy notes the dynamic nature of the “meanings that cul-
ture assigns” to the musical instrument: “instruments interact dialectically with sur-
rounding physical and cultural realities, and as such, they perpetually negotiate or 
renegotiate their roles, physical structures, performance modes, sounds ideals, and 
symbolic meanings” (1994:38).

Steve Waksman has expanded the metaphor of an instrument’s potential “roles” 
by identifying the five primary ways that the musical instrument may play in its 
physical and cultural contexts: as a commodity bought and sold on the market; as 
a material object reflective of technological developments and societal preferences; 
as a visual icon; as a “source of knowledge” about the mechanics of music; and as 
a “voice” (activated by the musician) that is the sonic manifestation of the physical 
apparatus (2003:251).

The field of organology emerged from the Berlin School’s comparativist project 
to classify the world’s musical instruments according to the “physical characteris-
tics of sound-production” (von Hornbostel and Sachs 1961:8). To this day, the locus 
classicus of the field of organology remains Sachs and von Hornbostel’s 1905 trea-
tise, though many prominent ethnomusicologists have argued for the importance of 
the study of musical instruments, most notably, perhaps, Alan Merriam, to whom the 
study of “material culture” was central in developing an “anthropology of music” 
(1964). Kevin Dawe has outlined the difficulties of assimilating the classificatory 
practices that typified the earlier field of organology with a cultural approach to 
the study of musical instruments. With regard to the “need to classify and organize 
objects” Dawe adds, “in general, we consume objects and give them meaning, and 
in doing so, reproduce them, so to speak, in our own image—we colonize them” 
(2003:282). Indeed, even von Hornbostel and Sachs, the authors of the foundational 
text in organology conceded that the study of musical instruments must acknowl-
edge, “the objects to be classified are alive and dynamic” (1961:4).

A new critical organology replaces the traditional typological or taxonomical 
project of organology with an ethnographically motivated examination of a specific 
musical instrument in a particular social context. Allen Roda’s work using Actor 
Network Theory and phenomenology offers one compelling avenue for considering 
how social position, agency, and intention combine to make musical meaning. Roda 
emphasizes the “human-instrument encounter” in this model, drawing attention to 
how use and purpose serve to animate or endow an object with historical and im-
mediate meaning (2007). Steve Waksman has offered valuable insights on the other 
end of this relationship, considering how the musical instrument bears upon musi-
cians themselves: “when musicians...engage with the instruments they have chosen 
to play, they also engage with the techniques, the gestures, the sounds, and the mean-
ings to which the instrument has given rise” (2003:256).

A musician’s “engagement” with an instrument includes the negotiation of vari-
ous stereotypes associated with the instrument, including the racialized or classed 
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associations that specific instruments possess: in their physical appearance, in the 
sounds they produce, and in the stylistic markers that are associated with particular 
genres. The polysemic accordion offers a unique lens through which to view how 
accordionists consciously manipulate stylistically racialized or classed “codes” to 
heighten musical affect. One such “code” is the dominant stereotype of the accor-
dion in the United States as an emblem of immigrant striving and pre-rock and roll 
1950s optimism. Marion Jacobson provides a comprehensive retelling of the rise 
and fall of the accordion in America in the second half of the twentieth century. Ja-
cobson explains how the ebb and flow of the accordion’s popularity exposes broader 
concerns about “opportunity, legitimacy, and marginality” that grew up around so-
cial status in post-World War II American culture (2007:217). I see the stereotype 
of “ethnic whiteness” as emergent from the same concerns Jacobson pinpoints, and 
in this paper, I link them directly to the figure of Lawrence Welk. While the narra-
tive that I deliver is merely one iteration of the story of the accordion’s status in the 
United States, it is the narrative that I believe to be the most cohesive in establishing 
the “ethnic white” stereotype of the instrument.

2. Lawrence Welk and the American Dream: An Exploration in “Ethnic 
Whiteness” 

My journey through life has been long—and happy! I’ve dreamt great dreams and 
been fortunate enough to see most of them come true. (Jacket notes to Lawrence 
Welk’s Musical Family Album.)

Lawrence Welk was the sixth child out of eight born to German-speaking Al-
satian immigrants who had settled as farmers in North Dakota. Legend goes that 
the young Lawrence felt his calling in music rather than farming, and so asked his 
father to purchase an accordion for $400, which he agreed to pay back by playing 
at rural barn dances and parties in and around Strasburg. At the age of 21, Welk left 
his family, put together a band, and started touring ballrooms across the Midwest. 
In 1938, a fan in Pittsburgh commented on how “light and bubbly” Welk’s “cham-
pagne music” sounded, an epithet which Welk later branded as his own. Through-
out the 1930s and 40s, Welk and the Champagne Music Makers toured the country, 
securing regular gigs at popular ballrooms in cities such as Chicago, Pittsburgh and 
producing a popular radio show in Yankton, South Dakota. In 1951, Welk resettled 
in Los Angeles, where a local television network began airing his weekly concerts 
at a large ballroom. In the summer of 1955, the Dodge Motor Company sponsored 
“Lawrence Welk and his Musical Family of Champagne Music Makers” for a na-
tional weekly broadcast on the American Broadcasting Network (ABC). The show 
survived on ABC until the autumn of 1967, and then continued to broadcast in syn-
dication to over 200 stations until 1982, making it one of the longest-running tele-
vision programs in history, and famously making Welk the “second-richest man in 
Hollywood” after Bob Hope.



Maria Sonevytsky. The Accordion and Ethnic Whiteness • 105

Lawrence Welk’s story serves as ideal fodder for the realization of the rags-to-
riches American Dream, a theme that Welk crafted into the substance of his multi-
million dollar business empire,1 while never wavering from the themes of down-
home virtue that defined the show for its epic run. Morality, decency, and good 
clean fun were the basis upon which Welk developed his show. (His first televised 
“champagne lady,” Alice Lon, was fired on air for crossing her legs, provoking Welk 
to comment that such “cheesecake” images would not be tolerated on his show.) 
According to Deborah Lemiux (2005), the contrived “wholesomeness” of the show 
eventually made “Welk himself the target of endless jokes.... His thick accent and 
stiff stage presence were often parodied. But viewers were delighted when he played 
the accordion or danced with one of the women in the audience.”

The Lawrence Welk show’s weekly broadcast featured a big band known as “The 
Champagne Music Makers,” a cast of regular performers, dance duos, singers, and 
a crew of guest performers. Myron Floren, the band’s accordionist, was a staple on 
the show for the duration of its run, and was often featured playing polkas in front 
of the band. Welk himself, a mediocre accordionist by comparison, often played the 
instrument as well, so the accordion consistently remained a central feature of the 
weekly broadcasts. The sound of the accordion became integral to Welk’s “cham-
pagne” aesthetic, in which instrumental arrangements of popular songs from the 
1960s and 1970s would often feature the accordion covering the vocal melody or 
other significant melodic material.

Welk offers perhaps the most important example of a public figure whose person-
al biography, disseminated via the television airwaves for over 25 years, endowed 
the accordion with conservative musical values and “square” extra-musical charac-
teristics. These values—representative both of Welk’s immigrant experience as well 
as his rural Midwestern upbringing—represent a particular kind of “whiteness” that 
also operates as a distinct kind of “otherness,” a “whiteness” that is both “ethnic”—
reflecting one dominant stereotype of the accordion as the instrument of European 
immigrants in the US and also “square”—that is, conservative and corny. I want to 
layer this class-specific “white” stereotype over the artificial binary of black and 
white that race often gets segmented into in American discourses about race: this 
brand of “whiteness” is not the hegemonic un-marked “whiteness” that serves as the 
normative counterpart to the “other” of blackness, but rather a “whiteness” that is 
defined by its associations with immigrant backwardness, lower-class status, and/or 
marginalization from mainstream American culture.

Welk’s contested legacy can be seen by the camps that divide over how to place 
him: by fans, Welk was celebrated as a beacon of moral virtue. In 1980, William 
Schwienher published a book in which he argued that Lawrence Welk should be con-
sidered “an American institution,” along with such public figures as Abraham Lin-
coln, Bob Hope, Susan B. Anthony and all those who “were able to build upon their 
own great careers to offer Americans an ideal, a hope, or an inspiration” (1980:1). 
He went on to comment that these American institutions “most clearly epitomize 
American ideals of dedication to God and country, tireless work, individual think-
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ing, and love of their fellowmen that have characterized all truly great Americans 
since the founding of our republic” (ibid.:1). Schwienher delineates “two remarkable 
facts” in his “sociopsychological study” of The Lawrence Welk Show: “It has outlast-
ed all other TV productions, and it has made broadcasting history by its wholesome 
appeal to millions of Americans,” which makes it a “symbol of contradiction in the 
world of broadcasting,” where sex, violence, and other depraved themes are usually 
thought to spell televisual success (1980:x).

The other camp argues that Welk’s staunch adherence to the religious followings 
of his immigrant family, which included the condemnation of “hard liquor, tobacco, 
and profanity”—and the belief that rock ‘n’ roll was a corruptive presence in Ameri-
can culture—earned him the “labels of ‘puritanical’ and ‘square’” in Hollywood and 
among urban and intellectual populations (Miller 2004:114).2 In fact, the continua-
tion of this narrative of the accordion pits the instrument against the electric guitar,3 
which became the emblem of rock ‘n’ roll in the 1950s. William Schimmel explained 
this idea to me in a 2005 interview:

What I said about Lawrence Welk [in the 1981 lecture] is that when, in 1956, he came 
on [national] TV,4 it was the same year Elvis appeared on the Ed Sullivan show. We 
had just discovered as teeny-boppers, or as pre-teeny-boppers—myself as a pre-teeny-
bopper—that there was a kind of music called rock ‘n’ roll. And, we also noticed that, 
in the first appearances of rock ‘n’ roll on TV, there were a few accordion players 
playing. But I remember how in the second appearance, when the same band came 
on, it was minus the accordion. And I figured out why—we saw our parents watch-
ing Lawrence Welk, and that was not the music of anarchy. And so, at some level, by 
Lawrence Welk’s appearance in 1956—he himself playing the accordion, Myron Flo-
ren playing the accordion—it, in some ways, killed it for the young. (P.c., New York, 
17 February 2005) 

In Instruments of Desire, Steve Waksman argues that, in the 1950s, the electric 
guitar became the sonic, physical, and symbolic emblem of a sleek, young, sexy, and 
predominantly masculine American-ness, thus offering a significant counterpoint to 
the Welkian model of the American dream, as the author of one volume on the elec-
tric guitar corroborates:

Playing in a successful rock band was one of those universal dreams of the baby boom 
generation. It was part of that dance that we all did in preparation for an imagined 
life in the spotlight of popular entertainment. This hope, based on the rags-to-riches 
mythology of the American dream, gave rock ‘n’ roll its particular power as a cultural 
force (Millard 2004:6). 

The idea that the accordion was “psychosexually displaced” (Kozinn 2004) by 
the electric guitar was neatly summarized by Schimmel, who told me that, “The ac-
cordion couldn’t take the place of the Fender Stratocaster, which was thin, electric 
and phallic! We wanted to be thin back then. Rock ‘n’ roll was being thin. Vaude-
ville, with the accordion on, was being fat” (p.c., New York, 17 February 2005). 
Furthermore, Schimmel points out, that at the critical historical moment that was the 
emergence of rock ‘n’ roll,
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[W]e wanted to be Americans first. You put on an accordion and you show your eth-
nicity, back in 1956. And the Stratocaster had all those [American] qualities. So it was 
easy to abandon the accordion in favor of the electric organ—and I think Lawrence 
Welk helped that along. People have quoted me by saying that I said Lawrence Welk 
was the culprit. Well, yes and no! On the other hand, he kept the accordion visible...on 
television every single week for thirty years! At a time when it was going out of style 
anyway! And he kept it out front! (ibid.)

So the narrative goes that Lawrence Welk’s power as an American icon at odds 
with the subcultural revolutions of the mid-twentieth century of the accordion with 
its figurative “squareness”—what Schimmel terms the accordion’s “built-in ironic 
duality”—perhaps the dominant stereotype against which many performers on the 
instrument react by engaging with the stereotype. In this narrative, Welk serves as 
the token of the “ethnic whiteness” that came to stand in for the accordion’s confla-
tion with immigrant experience, conservative values, and corniness.

The very concept of “ethnic whiteness” touches upon some of the most incen-
diary arguments that have arisen on the topic of race and class in recent decades. 
Scholars such as George Lipsitz (1995), Paul Gilroy (1993) and Stuart Hall (1996), 
among many others, have written important testaments to the covert and pervasive 
operations of “whiteness” as a form of dominance. Yet the question of how to ac-
knowledge the hegemony of “whiteness” while allowing for the diversity of “white-
ness-es” inflected with the baggage of class and economic status, social position, 
power, and context remains a thorny, contestable issue. Here I find Hartigan’s de-
fense of anthropology and the ethnographic method in advancing the study of white-
ness to be extremely compelling:

While it is unnerving to advocate a more nuanced view of whiteness when many 
whites still refuse to recognize the broad role of racism in this society, a more com-
plex analysis is necessary if we are to understand the ways racialness conflates with 
other registers of meaning and modes of significance in white peoples’ lives…. We 
need to recognize the heterogeneity of whiteness that emerges from these interpretive 
uses in divergent, novel contexts, each featuring nuanced conflations of race with 
class- and place-specific discourses. Race still eludes emphatic definition; though its 
association with forms of domination and subordination is consistent, there is a dif-
fuse range of “racial” phenomena that are not all easily subsumed within this defini-
tion (1997:498).

In this paper, I am arguing that ethnic whiteness is a prevalent stereotype of the 
accordion in the US, an argument rooted in my observation of the strategies that 
some accordionists use to defend, dismantle, or reinvent this stereotype.5 This is not 
to deny the hegemonic discourse of whiteness, but rather to create a space in which 
a classed, stigmatized form of whiteness can be examined.

In the following two examples, we will see how two contemporary accordion-
ists engage with the stereotype of the accordion as epitomizing some strain of “eth-
nic whiteness.” Guy Klucevsek’s story of denial and eventual acceptance of the ac-
cordion’s working-class immigrant stigma encouraged him to develop an entirely 
new repertoire of music in the most stereotypically “corny” genre associated with 
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the accordion: the polka (Gunkel 2004). Rachelle Garniez’s path from using the 
instrument solely for ironic-comedic effect to incorporating it as the primary ac-
companiment to her complex pop songs illustrates the accordion’s ability to draw on 
repertoires of stereotypes that allow irony and sincerity to function as collaborative 
expressive tropes.

3. The Accordion Downtown

The first thing Guy Klucevsek told me about himself when I met him was his de-
cision to reject the Stradella bass accordion in favor of the free-bass system. The 
layout of the conventional Stradella bass button board provides six rows of but-
tons structured around a root pitch. In order closest from the bellows, these are: the 
“counter-bass” (a major third pitch higher than the root), the root, the major, minor, 
dominant seventh, and diminished seventh triads of the root. Vertically, each series 
of rows is arranged in a circle-of-fifths pattern. This layout makes the execution of I-
IV-V harmonic progressions found in many folk and popular traditions most conve-
nient, but elaborate melodic or chromatic bass work is more difficult.  The free-bass 
and converter model accordions developed in the 1940s overcome the Stradella’s 
melodic restrictions by arranging the button board according to the chromatic scale. 
Players may build their own chords and use multiple octave ranges of single pitches, 
much like a piano keyboard. Non-tonal or contrapuntal music is therefore much 
easier to perform on the free-bass system, whereas the converter model allows the 
player to switch between free-bass and Stradella bass layouts. The free bass accordi-
on symbolizes attempts of accordionists and advocates to legitimize and elevate the 
status of the instrument in the twentieth century (Jacobson 2007:225; Sonevytsky 
2006). Raised in a Slovenian family in Western Pennsylvania, Klucevsek took up 
the Stradella bass accordion after seeing it played on television. He learned to play 
polkas as well as operatic arrangements from his Slovenian-American teacher. As 
a high schooler, Klucevsek became “a total classical music snob” whose attitude 
toward ethnic music was disdainful. In his early 20s, Klucevsek discovered the ca-
pabilities of the free bass system to facilitate playing contrapuntal music (such as 
Bach’s fugues). He phased out his playing on the Stradella bass in part to distance 
himself from the instrument that was so tied to ethnic genres, and “too remindful of 
the pop tradition” (p.c., Staten Island, New York, 3 May 2005). After studying mu-
sic theory and composition, developing his taste for minimalism, and establishing a 
career as a performer of primarily free bass repertoire, however, Klucevsek finally 
reached a compromise and acquired an accordion with a left hand converter system, 
which gave him the flexibility to switch between Stradella and free-bass systems.6

Guy Klucevsek’s trajectory from denial to acceptance of the accordion culmi-
nated in his “Polka from the Fringe” project, which he premiered in 1988 at the 
Brooklyn Next Wave festival.7 Today, Klucevsek considers this “one of the projects 
I’m most proud of”: over thirty composers “with 0-100 levels of familiarity with the 
genre” wrote polkas for Klucevsek. By engaging with and deconstructing the single 
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genre that is perhaps most redolent of accordion stereotypes in the United States, 
Klucevsek explained how “Polka from the Fringe” was, in part, a means of “coming 
to terms with my background…and celebrating it” (p.c., Staten Island, New York, 3 
May 2005). Two albums—Polka Dots and Laser Beams (1990) and Who Stole the 
Polka? (1991)—were released with the group that Klucevsek whimsically named 
Aint’ Nothin’ But a Polka Band. Formed specifically to play the music for the proj-
ect, the band toured the world and then dissolved.

Klucevsek describes the project as “a way for me to take a musical snapshot 
of the late 80s–of what thirty different composers were doing, what their different 
vocabularies were like.” Indeed, the range of compositional styles across the two 
CDs is staggeringly diverse, and the polka becomes subjected to many interesting 
reconceptualizations on Klucevsek’s converter model instrument. The composers 
Klucevsek asked to participate in the project were largely drawn from the network of 
downtown and Philadelphia-based musicians and artists that Klucevsek had gotten 
to know through new music circles, especially the “Downtown music” scene.

George Lewis has written extensively about the white-coded American experi-
mental music movement and the efforts of African-American groups such as the 
AACM “to move beyond ethnic particularism toward the recognition of a multicul-
tural, multi-ethnic base, with a variety of perspectives, histories, traditions and meth-
ods” (2001:102). Acknowledging the hegemonic role of “whiteness-as-discourse” 
and the variability of “whiteness-as-fact” (Hartigan 1997), Klucevsek’s project ex-
emplifies one of the many ways in which artists in the 1980s began to diversify 
away “from ethnic particularism” and complicate their statuses as composers of elite 
music, albeit from a different social position as African-American composers.8 The 
introduction of a working-class stereotypically “white” music into the downtown 
composers scene complicated the binary of “white” and “black” by introducing a 
classed conception of “ethnic whiteness” borrowed from the genre of polka and as-
sociated with the accordion. By subtly challenging the tacitly elite or latently “high-
brow” (Levine 1988) coding of the American experimental movement, Polka from 
the Fringe exposes the racialized category of “ethnic” or “folk” music as embodying 
a particular class origin, as well.9 This stereotype of the genre and instrument that 
Klucevsek sought to both embrace and explode with this project was closely aligned 
and strengthened by the Welkian influence on the status of the accordion in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century.

In summary, Klucevsek’s “Polka from the Fringe” represents the ideological dé-
tente that he made with the dual legacies of the piano accordion as embodied by its 
two bass systems—the Stradella bass, tied to ethnic music, aural tradition, and the 
working class, versus the free bass, the system developed by classical accordionists 
as a way of expanding the accordion’s tonal range and transforming it into an instru-
ment better suited for playing highbrow classical music. Debate over value, prestige, 
literacy, race and class as it is embedded in what the instrument’s design and capa-
bilities represents exposes the ideological undercurrent that characterizes so much of 
the discourse of value and legitimacy over the accordion.
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4. On Irony, Sincerity, and Acts of Interpretation

Rachelle Garniez told me that she initially took the accordion up “as a joke” to 
parody the stereotypes associated with the instrument (p.c., New York, 24 March, 
2005). Having been raised in the East Village of New York city, Rachelle had grown 
up listening to and playing rock ‘n’ roll. With no formal musical training, she had 
developed a highly sensitive ear, and had found herself gigging in a variety of bands, 
including an early 1980s punk rock outfit. When a friend in one of the bands told her 
that they should cover Dean Martin’s 1953 hit “That’s Amore”, Rachelle decided 
that it might be funny to use an accordion for accompaniment, drawing, as she told 
me, on the “sleazy Italo-American stereotype of the instrument,” another variant of 
the “ethnic white” association. However, after “falling in love with the sounds the 
accordion can make,” Rachelle developed and honed her accordion skills, until it 
eventually became the primary musical accompaniment for her voice. Through the 
ambiguity of her lyrics, the humor and absurdity of her stage patter, and the fleeting 
evocations of numerous musical influences combined with her unique song-writing 
sensibilities, today Rachelle uses her musical instrument for a variety of effects. 
Sometimes, she makes the accordion a prop to underscore the comedic elements of 
her performance, as when she opens her song “Medicine Man” with an extended 
comic monologue using the accordion’s highest and lowest registers to mimic the 
sound of mating frogs in the springtime. More often, however, the instrument func-
tions merely as a sound-making device that accompanies her voice in song, with no 
explicit expressive agenda attached.

In many ways, Rachelle’s songs complicate sentiments of sincerity, irony, and 
humor, adding a dimension of depth that is heightened by the central role that the 
accordion plays in her music. On April 5, 2005, I witnessed a startling example of 
the way in which a song’s arrangement and performance could drastically change 
the meaning of a song when I recorded Garniez’s live set at Barbès, a charming 
small venue in Park Slope, Brooklyn. On the first Thursday of every month, Garniez 
plays a casual set featuring herself on accordion and occasional guest musicians. At 
these intimate performances, Garniez tells stories in an improvised way, meandering 
through quirky tales on subjects as diverse as traumatic hair cuts and ruminations 
on the octopus. These stories often commence without warning and cross the border 
between talk and song with the help of the accordion, when it begins to establish a 
rhythmic or harmonic backdrop more suitable for song than speech.

On this particular night, the small back room at Barbès had filled up early with 
enthusiastic listeners for Rachelle’s monthly set. With so much momentum in the 
room, the break between sets came a bit after midnight, so that when the second set 
began the audience had dwindled to a dozen or so dedicated listeners. After a few 
songs, Garniez asked Jeanie Lewicki, an accordionist who had played a set with her 
klezmer band earlier in the evening, and Alex McMurry, a guitarist from New Or-
leans, to join her for a song. The three musicians improvised in the key of the song 
as Jeanie and Rachelle negotiated who would stand and who would sit. At the end 
of this bit of impromptu choreography with their cumbersome instruments, Rachelle 
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issued a cryptic and ungrammatical comment: “Accordions is a silent killer.” The 
audience chuckled, by now accustomed to the enigmatic nature of the comments that 
characterize Rachelle’s stage patter. And then the song, played by two accordions 
and guitar, rushed off: “You,…you’re a quality star.” It began very rubato, cadenzas 
between each verse line. Then the chorus kicked in: “But you said monsters like us, 
we don’t make good husbands and wives / But monsters lead such interesting lives / 
Well I don’t know what you’re hoping the future might bring / But I know monsters 
make the best of everything.”

I knew this song from before: as an oboist in a twenty-piece ensemble known 
as the Ambitious Orchestra I had played behind Rachelle on it. It was a Halloween 
show at a venue called La Belle Epoque, a grand old ballroom with terrible acous-
tics. Accordionist Benjamin Ickies, the Ambitious Orchestra’s band leader and com-
poser, arranged Quality Star for the orchestra and Rachelle came in as a guest singer. 
It was the first time I saw her perform, though all I could see was her back. I didn’t 
know the song was her original, and it struck me as an effective and quirky power 
ballad. With the conditions as they were that Halloween—Ickies and his accordion 
fronting the twenty-something person Ambitious Orchestra, Rachelle decked out in 
a red crinoline skirt of impressive girth, myself dressed like Elvira, the audience out-
fitted in all manner of wicked and tame costumes—Quality Star struck me first with 
its ambiguous yet sardonic humor and only later with its poignancy. Months later, 
hearing a very different live rendition in the cozy back-room of a chic Brooklyn 
venue, the song was conveyed with an element of tenderness that I had not detected 
on Halloween.

Listening back to the recording months later, I wondered why I interpreted that 
April rendition as “more sincere” than the Halloween performance, as I notated it 
in my fieldnotes from that night. Was it because Rachelle’s voice, shifting from 
sultry to gravel to meek, was able to practically whisper in the small room and still 
be heard, thus allowing a kind of quiet in the song that was not possible in the loud 
orchestral arrangement? Was it the lazier pace of the verses, with improvised inter-
jections from all three players that seemed to suggest a lack of hurry, thus under-
scoring the story of resignation and eventual strength derived from leaving behind a 
troubled relationship? Was it the markedly less absurd circumstances? While there 
were certainly various factors that shifted my own perception of the song that night, 
the fundamentally ambiguous nature of the song, Rachelle’s vocal delivery of the 
lyrics, the change in venue, and the sonic interplay of two accordions and a guitar, 
reoriented my initial impression of Quality Star. Instead of the rock ballad I heard on 
Halloween, I was hearing a tender and mysterious expression of failed love, where 
each statement of “You couldn’t pay me to go back” was interspersed with increas-
ingly louder interjections from the two accordionists.

Admittedly, the complex interplay of all of these factors contributed to the song’s 
reimagining on that night in April. But is it possible to assign some measure of this 
recontextualization to the actual sound of the accompanying instruments? Is that 
higher degree of poignancy somehow tied into the actual timbral quality of the ac-
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cordion, and can this association then be linked back to some stereotype of the ac-
cordion as a “nostalgic object” (Boym 2001), culling together the Welkian optimism 
of immigrant life in America and the sound of an instrument carried by immigrants 
away from their homelands and therefore embodying some kind of exile in its actual 
sound? Or is the task of untangling the network of relationships between performer, 
instrument, song, audience, venue, etc., a fruitless pursuit?

I spoke to Rachelle about whether the initial motivation for picking up the accor-
dion as parody still resonated in her music. Repeating that she sincerely fell in love 
with the instrument, she added:

That’s up to the viewer, I guess—I mean, I always run into the thing where I think 
something’s funny and someone else thinks it’s not. I’m not trying to be ironic par-
ticularly, because then someone else says “oh, that was so funny” when I was actually 
trying to be really serious. I’ve found that the instrument actually has a lot of that in 
its sound. (P.c., New York, 24 March, 2005)

Dynamic acts of perception and interpretation are intrinsic to the act of perfor-
mance, in which a space designated for the conveyance of sentiment is created spe-
cifically to allow for communication that heightens the tone of dialogues that take 
place in everyday life (Goffman 1959; Frith 1996). Rachelle Garniez leaves it “up to 
the viewer”—the interpreter of the performative act—to decide what sentiments are 
being expressed through her music, while suggesting that the accordion itself seems 
to inform the listener’s act of interpretation by something that it has “in its sound.”

Rather than asserting that the accordion possesses some quality that conveys 
“irony,” “nostalgia,” “humor” or any other tropes of expression, this example sug-
gests that the accordion, with its particular “cultural baggage” in the United States, 
facilitates the use of expressive tropes such as irony or humor by accordionists in 
performance. Through the language of gestures (Frith 1996) that are tied to the mu-
sical instrument (Waksman 2003) and the “culturally available repertoire of sounds” 
that the accordion can produce, certain expressive tropes are summoned more easily 
by the performer. Lawrence Welk’s public biography gives us one potent example of 
how the accordion became conflated with an idea of “ethnic whiteness”–sometimes 
glossed as “squareness”—that stood at odds to the musical counter-cultural revolu-
tions of the second half of the twentieth century. It may not be surprising that the 
strategic employment of irony comes naturally for performers new to the instrument, 
though, as in Rachelle’s case, it may eventually become replaced by a variety of per-
formative strategies (including sincerity).

Ultimately, the sentiment expressed in performance will be evaluated by the au-
dience in a series of interpretive moves that are unique to the interpreter. However, 
the stereotypes appended to the instrument may likely steer some of the interpretive 
maneuvering that occurs between the performer and the listener. By considering the 
musical instrument as an active actor in the negotiation of meaning in performance, 
the interpretive triangle opens up a space for the consideration of the performative 
“life” of the accordion.
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5. On the Social Life of Sound-Making Objects

The “social life of things” is not a story about material goods alone but incorporates 
the living spaces, manners, gestures, talk, daily experiences, and habits of the people 
who variously inhabit, use, and make all these “things.” Social existence takes place 
in and through ideologically laden presences, and evaluation—moral, economic, aes-
thetic, and political—is the attempt to make sense of them in the flow of daily life. 
(Herzfeld 2004:11)

A few recent studies have considered the musical instrument as both a historical 
artifact and a sound-making object whose “social life” is re-created through and in 
acts of musical performance. Giving the instrument a more central place in discus-
sions of how performers make musical choices will allow more possibilities in con-
ceptualizing the social act of musicking (Small 1998). Extending the performative 
act to include not only the dynamic between performer and audience, but among 
performer, instrument, and audience, we introduce a new variable in exploring how 
musical performances are made meaningful. By acknowledging not only the com-
plex interplay of actors and objects in performance situations but also the histories 
that objects bring to a given context, we can begin to identify not only when but also 
why certain sentiments are easier to express with a given instrument. By considering 
the “social life of things” such as sound-making objects that are extra-corporeal yet 
simultaneously extensions of the metaphorical “voice,” we may reveal new insights 
on how musicians negotiate the complicated and unstable terrain on which personal 
identity—be it gendered, sexed, raced, or classed—and pave the way for a more cul-
turally situated critical organology.

Notes

1 Schwienher offers the following run-down on Welk’s show, which ran for 28 years with an 
estimated weekly audience of 10-15 million homes, or 15-20 million individuals. Welk’s col-
laboration with writer Bernice McGeehan generated seven books between 1971 and 1981. The 
titles of the books suggest much of the content held within: Wunnerful, Wunnerful: The Auto-
biography of Lawrence Welk (1971), Ah-One, Ah-Two! Life with My Musical Family (1974), 
My America, Your America (1976), Lawrence Welk’s Musical Family Album (1977), Lawrence 
Welk’s Bunny Rabbit Concert (1977), This I Believe (1979) and You’re Never Too Young (1981). 
Many of these books are currently out of print, though I had the good fortune to stumble upon 
an entire shelf of Welk-authored volumes in a used book store in Ogunquit, Maine in the sum-
mer of 2005. When I asked the store clerk why their four-shelf music section so dispropor-
tionately featured Lawrence Welk, she replied, “Because they fly! We have a ton more in the 
back.” If this is true, tracking the circulation (and motivations of the consumers) of out-of-print 
Welk books in places like Ogunquit, Maine could provide a new lens on the after-life of books 
perceived largely to be long dead, and their relevance to the consumers who collect these arti-
facts.

2 Welk frequently expressed distate for jazz and rock and roll. In a 1957 interview, Welk even 
proposed the Adornian theory that “the rise in juvenile delinquency might possibly be traced to 
bad taste in popular music” (Miller 2004: 118). 
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3 Electric guitars had been used as early as the 1930s and grew in popularity throughout the 
1940s (especially in the Chicago blues style exemplified by figures such as Muddy Waters and 
in country and western swing, which was a primary path to honky tonk and rockabilly), but it 
was not until the advent of rock ‘n’ roll in the mid-1950s—with Elvis’ breakthrough in 1954 
(and again in 1956) and Chuck Berry’s in 1955—that the electric guitar took on such promi-
nence. The Fender Telecaster, Stratocaster, and Gibson Les Paul all date to the first half of the 
1950s. The conflation of the electric guitar with the youthful rebelliousness of early rock ‘n’ roll 
has been written about extensively. Steve Waksman’s 1999 book Instruments of Desire offers 
an especially compelling telling of this history.

4 Lawrence Welk first appeared on television in the autumn on 1955, but the weekly contract was 
actually formulated in 1956.

5 While I use two examples of accordionists in this paper—Guy Klucevsek and Rachelle Gar-
niez—I am drawing these conclusions from my previous work, which included interviews 
with over twenty-two accordionists in New York City conducted from 2004-2006 (Sonevytsky 
2006).

6 Henry Doktorski tells a similar tale of rejection of the accordion in the introduction to The 
Classical Squeezebox: “My own introduction to the accordion was typical for my generation…. 
I was seven years old…. I learned ethnic music and jazz standards, and became somewhat of 
a prodigy, but after discovering classical music in high school, I abandoned the accordion for 
serious piano studies. How could I continue to play polkas and waltzes after developing a taste 
for Bach, Beethoven, Chopin, and Brahms?” (Doktorski 1997:1). He explains that it was many 
years later, after an education studying piano and organ, the he reluctantly returned to the in-
strument, and only accepted it fully when he “discovered the classical accordion sub-culture” 
in the New York area. But Doktorski eventually admits that even he has “since developed an 
authentic appreciation for folk music and now [I] enjoy performing waltzes and polkas again” 
(ibid.:59). In the conclusion to The Classical Squeezebox, however, Doktorski vows to learn the 
free-bass accordion in order to be able to better execute the classical music repertoire to which 
he is devoted. 

7 The narrative of denial and eventual return to the accordion has been a common thread in my 
discussions with accordionists, though paths to eventual return often veer completely away 
from the instrument. Many professional and amateur players who I have interviewed, includ-
ing William Schimmel, Walter Kühr, Nova Devonie, Franz Nicolay, and Mark von Hagen, tell 
stories of abandoning the instrument in favor of the piano or “leaving it at home when you go 
to the high school dance” (William Schimmel, p.c., New York, 17 February 2005).

8 Tamar Barzel’s dissertation (2004) on the Radical Jewish Improvisation scene in the 1990s of-
fers useful insights as to how conceptions of “Otherness”—classed, ethnic, cultural, spiritual—
were circulating in the downtown music scene at its genesis in the 1980s (particularly on the 
problems of genre definitions and borders) and into the 1990s.

9 Levine offers a fascinating etymological analysis of the two terms, explaining that “‘Highbrow’ 
[was] first used in the 1880s to describe intellectual of aesthetic superiority, and ‘lowbrow,’ 
first used shortly after 1900 to mean someone or something neither ‘highly intellectual’ or ‘aes-
thetically refined,’ were derived from the phrenological terms ‘highbrowed’ and ‘lowbrowed,’ 
which were prominently featured in the nineteenth-century practice of determining racial types 
and intelligence by measuring cranial shapes and capacities…. From the time of their formu-
lation, such cultural categories were hardly meant to be descriptive terms; they were openly 
associated with and designed to preserve, nurture, and extend the cultural history and values 
of a particular group of peoples in a specific historical context” (1988: 221-22). In this sense, 
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Levine echoes many of the basic arguments made about class and race—that they are discur-
sively defined and negotiated according to the needs of particular groups (usually dominant 
groups) at particular times.
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