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AxwrRAcr: 

Cinema is a symbolic manifestation of cultural identity based on the experience of 

that identity. Generaliy, social scientists have relied on the ethnographie documentary 

tradition in film to explore issues related to cultural experience. Film studies scholars 

have tended to emphasize issues surrounding the representation of ethnic individuals 

rather than the construction of ethnic identity in popular film. This study will bnng 

together the advantages of social science and film studies approaches, while focusing 

more intensively on the development of a culturally responsive approach to film. 

As a case study, this thesis focuses on an exploration of Jewish cinema. Through 

fieldwork at the Toronto Jewish Film Festival, 1 examine the participatory nature of 

Jewish film culture. By interviewing some of those members of the Toronto Jewish 

cornmunities attending that festival. a characterization of Jewish cinematic aesthetics was 

constructed based on the narrative motifs, demands of verisimilitude, and their vernacular 

taxonomies. Taken holistical 1 y. these aspects create an ethnographically informed study 

of a group's popular cinema. 

If we can deconstruct films. which memben of specific communities have 

produced. and examine the ways in which those films are then reincorporated back into 

their respective communities. we have made a crucial step toward understanding cinema 

from an emic perspective. What this thesis asks is whether gaining access to a 

community's worldview is possible. to describe the cultural vitality of the community, by 

rneans of the group's popular cinema. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
~TRoDuCI"ION: POPULAR FILM AND FOLKLORE 

Acadernic arguments are usually built, consmicted, or even woven; choose 

whatever metaphor you like. For me, in the argument that 1 am now putting forth, none 

of these metaphors accurately reflect the process by which 1 make my point. Instead, the 

appropriate metaphor might be macramé: 1 am taking a variety of theories fiorn a great 

many approaches and tying them together. What 1 would like to demonstrate is that in 

folklore's neglect of popular cinema not enough scholars have addressed what one can 

learn ethnographically from the kind of movies that people go to for entertainment. To 

do this one m u t  begin by accepting the position that movies can inform folklonsts' 

understanding of cultural production. The methodology 1 propose here is one step 

forward in undentanding ho w po puiar c inema can inform folkloristics. 

Muriel Saville-Troike characterized Del1 Hymes's development of the 

"ethnopphy of speaking" as "focusing on the patteming of communicative behavior as 

it constitutes one of the systems of culture. as it functions within the holistic context of 

culture, and as it relates to patterns in other component systems" (Saville-Troike: 1). 

Popular cinema, along with Ianguage. material artifacts, and customs, is communicative 

behavior. This cunent study look  at the patterns of popular cinema within their cultural 

context. and asks how popular cinemû functions within the holistic context of culture. and 

how it relates to other systems within that culture. In this respect, the curent research is 



analogous to the Hymesian sociolinguistic projecf but with a difference.' 

If we deconmct certain films, which rnembers of specific cultural communities 

have produced, and examine the ways in which those films are then reincorporated back 

into theu respective communities, then we have made a crucial step toward understanding 

cinema h m  the "folk" perspective, that is, approaching an emic, or insider's, 

understanding. if these films have meanings different for group membea than they do for 

outsiders expenencing the films, as suggested by Jansen's esoteric-exotenc factor in 

folklore (Jansen: passim), then the deconstruction of the film texts needs a methodology 

that elucidates a range of emic and etic readings. What this thesis asks is whether one can 

enter a community's worldview and describe the cultural vitality of that cornmunity by 

means of the group's popular cinema. 

ui this fint chapter. a survey of the existing literature on folklore and popular 

cinema. 1 begin with a discussion of the rnethodologies and approaches that folklorists 

have utilized when discussing the feature film. and the problems inherent in those 

approaches. Then 1 discuss how Film Studies. as a discipline, approaches the issue of 

ethnic popular cinema. This current work reflects the juxtaposition of these two 

1 Nor is this project exciusively limited to cultural differences in cognitive perception. 1 
had originally intended to focus this work with much more textural analysis, dong the 
lines of the Worth and Adair project. But the data generated with the Jewish 
communities 1 was working with did not allow for such texturai analysis to be done. 
Working fiom a ground up approach. as this project demands, 1 limited myself to those 
aspects of culture that were salient to the communities i studied. That king said, I begin 
to address some textural issues in Chapter Six with my discussion of coding. 



perspectives. 

FOLKLORE AND POPULAR CINEMA 

For many of the dominant generation of American foklonsts, film is not folklore. 

In 1976, Roger Abiahams noted, quite explicitly, that 

folklore is meaningfûi as a term ody insofar as it designates artistic 
expression in which there is a certain degree of personal interrelationship 
between performer and audience. When a performer loses this 
interpersonal approach but still attempts to entertain the populace at large 
. . . , then we cal1 this performance 'popular' (Abrahams, 1976: 212-21 3). 

1 do not disagree with the substance of Abrahams' statement, but with the impiication by 

which he rejected popular cinema into the realm of popular culture, and ipso facto, denied 

its appropriateness to be called "folklore." Abrahams was vague in what he determined 

was a "personal interrelationship" between performer and audience; the implication is 

that it is primarily a face-to-face relationship. Face-to-face relationships do not 

au~omatically guarantee a necessarily "personal" relation, but merely that it is "face-to- 

face"?. Regarding popular cinema and television. even within the canon of Hollywood 

cinema a film that is going to reach beyond any particular "group" may be aimed for, but 

Interestingly enough. film scholar Paul Cowen has noted almost the opposite: that unlike 
other forms of mass mediated entertainment. film and television have a closer affinity to 
the face-to-face context than mas-produced music. theatre, or even popular fiction. due 
to the cinema's direct appeal to the individual in the audience rather than to a "mass" 
(Cowen: 353). 



its achievability is "the stuR that [corporate] dreams are made of." Hollywood has yet to 

produce a movie that everyone will go and se, regardless of class, race, gender, ethnicity, 

or education3. The point is that people make movies and go to movies, and people have 

localized interests, experiences, and desires. As foklorists, we must begh to situate 

popular cinema within those groups who both produce and consume popular culture texts. 

The other major objection to the inclusion of mass mediated popular texts as 

folklore came from Robert Georges's classic "Toward an Understanding of Storytelling 

Events." Postulate #3, in his holistic concephialization of storytelling events, noted that 

"every storytelling event is unique" (Georges: 3 19). As 1 shall demonstrate, mass 

mediated popular texts, in many ways, correspond to Georges's postulates. Georges 

elaborated: 

A. Every storytelling event occurs only once in time and space. 
B. Every storytelling event occurs only once with a particular set of social 
interrelationships. 
C. Every storytelling event generates its own unique system of social and 
psyc hological forces. whic h exen pressure on the social environment and 
upon those whose interactions create that ideal environment (Georges: 
319). 

This postulate becornes problematic when applied to popular cinema, since it sees film as 

having a "fixed text". Such a perception sees cinema as a mechanical recording of that 

Although. at the time of writing. James Carneron's Tirclnic (1997) seems to be the 
anomaly on this - a movie that everyone went to see, and now mut own on video 
cassette. And this trend of the mega-film seems to be continuing with the 1999 release of 
Star Wurs: The Phantom Menace. 



which has occurred temporally and spatially elsewhere (on the set where they filmed the 

action), and the documented performances were static. However movies, as artifacts, 

perform whenever they are run through the machine and projected ont0 a screen (or 

electronically monitored on a television set). Although they had captured one 

perfonnative event for posterity in the mechanical reproduction of activity (the filrning), a 

new performative context emerges whenever we screen the film. Each screening 

becomes a new storytelling event, each with its own set of particulars, and it is at this site 

where temporal and spatial variation occurs. Each performance context, when we screen 

the film. will be a unique event for those attending: it will only occur the once (Georges's 

point "A"), each with a different audience (point "B), and these factors will effect "the 

social environment" itself @oint "C"). 

As far back as 1946, Stith Thompson recognized that cinema was a marvelous 

channel of tale dissemination. and that it was a kind of storytelling event. 

The cinema especially the animated cartoon, is perhaps the most 
successful of al1 mediums for the presentation of the fairytale. Creatures 
of the folk imagination can be consmcted with ease and given lifelike 
qualities. Undoubtedly the best of these performances up to the present 
time [1946] is the Walt Disney production of Snow White and the Seven 
Dwar$s [1937]. Many adults who had long ago dropped their interest in 
the fairytale unexpectedly found great pleasure in this old product of the 
folk imagination (Thompson: 46 1 ). 

For Thompson. the "mass media" did not herald the death of the oral tradition; on the 

conuary, tale dissemination via cinema would, he felt. encourage viewen to rediscover 

these tales. Thompson marveled at the fact that one single text could reach so many 



people at the same t h e  (Thompson: 124). Within Thompson's approach to filmed 

Mgichen was the implicit recognition that the Disney text would be considend but one 

text among comtless other variants. 

Ceding Thompson's implicit recognition, later theorists, folkiorists and non, saw 

the cinema, especially the Disney texts, as an attempt to becorne definitive. Peggy Russo, 

as recently as 1992, observed that traditional narratives "can . . . be replaced by bogus 

visual versions of themselves" (Russo: 19, emphasis added). Russo traces the attack 

against Disney at least as far back as 1 965, when 

Ln a . . . letter to the Los Angeles Times, Frances Clark Sayer cnticized 
Disney 'for his debasement of the traditional literature of childhood.' Sayer 
accused him of: 1) lack of respect for the 'integrity of onginal creations'; 2) 
'manipulation and vulgarîzation' of text for his own ends; 3) lack of regard 
for the 'anthropological. spintual. or psychological truths' of folklore: 4) 
'fixing his mutilated film versions in books which are cut to a fraction of 
their original forms'; and 5) 'illusuations of those books with garish 
pictures, in which every prince looks like a badly drawn portrait of Cary 
Grant; every princess a sex symbol' (Russo: 21). 

Although Sayer's point number four. the Disney corporation's fixing of their variants into 

book form (and her point number five: the low quality of that fom. in Sayer's opinion) 

clearly implicated Disney in assuming ownership of folk nanatives by the creation of 

hegemonically "definitive" texts. and it was this perception which coloured how 

folkiorists saw the role of cinema. They perceived that the movies fix traditional 

narratives into single "definitive" texts. which replace the more fluid oral venions. 

This view, that mass mediated narratives. like the movies, were responsible for 



the decline in orally tnmsmitted narratives, caught on with folklorists, and to some extent 

became the standard to which later studies alluded to. In her chapter titled "The Variant 

and the Folkiorization Process in the Basic Forms of Narrative," Lin& Dégh gave a 

usefid nunmary of the concepts of "the mass media" and its position within folklore 

studies. 

Ln the global village (to use the apt term of Marshall McLuhan) created by 
the media, a new cornmunality has fornicd on the basis of the 
homogenizing effect of uniform information and the rnass-marketing of 
stories to a mass society structured into occupational, ethnic, age, sex, 
religious, and other population groups, also identifiable as folk or folklore- 
transmining cornmunities. The even flow of identical information 
systematically enculturates the citizens of the world, tuming them into the 
consumers of identical culturai goods by creating a symbolic egalitarian 
social order that supersedes segmentation by national boundaries (Dégh, 
1994: 23) 

Based on Dégh's useful summation. folklonsts mostly felt that popular culture, especially 

through such media as film and television aîtempted to homogenize culture into a single. 

unified system of consumerists. Local cultures and regional variants, it was felt. were in 

jeopardy of being taken over by this juggemaut4. 

Such was the position of Gerald Thomas in his article "Other Worlds: Folktale 

and Soap Opera in Newfoundland's French Tradition". In that article he noted the role 

television soap operas played in the Franco-Newfoundland storytelling tradition. Thomas 

recognized that the same word. conics. was used to refer to both soap operas and to orally 

' lt should be noted though that ot her fol klonsts and cultural scholars (see below) argued 
against this idea that the mass media homogenized culture (cf. Narvaet and Laba). 



told traditional folktales (Thomas: 343)' in much the same way that my own grandmother 

refen to the soap operas she waiches as her "stones". Thomas ascribed "enough 

sllnilarity baween the real life of French Newfoundlanders (and others) and the soap 

opera plots to suggest a hi& degree of personai identificationy' (Thomas: 347). What 

Thomas focused on is the similarity between the two media dong traditionai narrative 

formations: specifically Alex Olrik's "Law of Two to a Scenew in soap opera 

cinematography and narrative structure (Thomas: 347). What prevents Thomas' article 

From being merely another pointing out of the similarities between the two, however, is 

that he addressed, albeit bnefly, that soap operas influenced oral Mtkchen performance in 

the cornmunity: pnor to widespread television reception in the region, storytelling 

perfomances were more heavily gesticulated, and Thomas hypothesized that the more 

static style of current Miirchen performance was due to the influence of television drama 

and its static performance style (Thomas: 348). 

Although Thomas' was an important observation, the real point of his article was 

the loss of so-called traditional performance styles. and this was in keeping with the 

folkloristic perception of the devolutionaq influence of the mass media. In the sarne 

vein. although much more recent. was Elizabeth Tucker's "Text, Lies, and Videotape: 

Can Oral Tales Survive?" From the title alone, Tucker's position was obvious: that she 

viewed the influence of mass-rnediated versions of narratives as replacing the oral 



variants previously in circuIations. This coincided with Sayer's point that Disney versions 

of traditional MHrchen replaced the original orally circuiated text and thereby created a 

sense of canonicity. Tucker's research was geared to demonstrate that children today 

were allowing video narrative tex& to predetermine their own storytelling performance 

styles. "None of them [the children she studied] used anything but video versions as 

starting points for narrations; to this extent, I can assert that videotape is overshadowing 

traditional print venions of stories" (Tucker: 25). 

Tucker's article can be contrasted with Sylvia Grider's research: Grider noted that 

children fieqwntly reiterated plot narratives from their favourite television shows and 

movies, but that these reiterations were highly complex and original storytellings. Gnder 

called these narrations "media n d o m s " :  "the media narrafoms thus embody a 

symbiotic relationship between the media and oral tradition: the media provide the 

content, and oral tradition provides the situations and f o m t  for the performance of these 

contemporary. hybrid narratives" (Gnder: 126). 

' As Thomas observed the impact of television performance styles on Franco- 

Newfoundlanders' Machen performance styles. so too did Tucker comment that children 

incorporate their video-viewing into their "verbal art". She noted a narrative variant of 

Cinderella told to her by a four-yearsld informant which she fûsed with a vampire story. 

Kay Stone. on the other hand. felt that Disney's filmed venions of traditional Machen, 
by the retention of the fantastic elements in these nories, allowed the child's imagination 
to be developed (Stone: 236-237). 



There was no confîict in her mind between the plot structure of Cinderella' 
and the plot of a typical vampire movie, which seems to be the otber 
mode1 for narration here; she simply took what she wanted h m  both 
sources and put them together into her own story. While at least one child 
in the audience wanted to make sure that the name 'Cinderella' was clearly 
mentioned, Emily lmew what she wanted to do and had the confidence in 
her own skills as a storyteller (Tucker: 28). 

Tucker warned, polemically, that 

while we shodd keep an eye on children's involvement with VCRs, we 
needn't be too concerned about creativity king wiped out by repeated 
viewings of stories on video tape. At present there seems to be a 
productive interdependence b e ~ e e n  the TV screen and that old-fashioned 
storytelling device, the mouth (Tucker: 3 1, emphasis added). 

Tucker noted that although both the mass mediated and the orally transmitted narrative 

were currently able to survive concurrently, she felt, and other folklonsts agreed. that 

such a coexistence was temporary. Both could not survive, and the oral would die out so 

the mass mediated could live. 

Studies. such as those by Tucker. Thomas and Russo, debate whether or not m a s  

mediated texts can be considered as folklore. primarily because of their medium of 

transmission. Elizabeth Bird. conversely. does not see the means of transmission as 

problematic. She commented: 

we need to forget about whether or not popular culture 'bansmits' folklore. 
Rather. we begin to consider that certain popular culture forms succeed 
because they act like folklore. To some extent they may have replaced folk 
narratives. but not with something completely new. Thus popular culture 
is popular because of its resonance. its appeal to an audience's existing set 
of story conventions (Bird. 1996: n.p.). 



It is this development, of the ways in which popular culture can behave like traditional 

folklore forms, that this current study builds upon. 

In a 1989 issue of the J o w d  of American Folklore, Bruce Jackson published "A 

Film Note"; two pages outlining why f e a m  film and television are important for 

foUdonsts to study. In the piece, Jackson noted, 

Film is the dominant narrative mode of our tirne. F i h  and television 
provide much of the sense of community in a mobile and electronic world: 
the verbal and imaginative referents we utilize in ordinary face-to-face 
encounters are as likely to corne fiom ou. separate-but-shared media 
experience as anywhere else. Film and television are far too important to 
be left to the media studies and iiteratu~ scholars (Jackson: 389). .. 

Jackson cornmented that, by and large, folklorists have neglected examining feature film 

and television as an area of study. even to the extent that Dorson's Handbook ofArnericm 

Folklore "ignores films entirely" (Jackson: 388). "The assumption seems to have been 

that since filmmaking is a highly technical occupation, one [that] results in a fixed text. 

the 'folk' don't have a chance to influence it" (Jackson: 388). Jackson concluded: "the 

assumption isn't useful: neither is it valid (Jackson: 388). 

There are two areas that folklorists have explored. folklore in film and the ethno- 

p p h i c  film. But. as Jackson notes. neither of these areas were reaily suficient in 

understanding popular cinema: 

With ordinary film. it's usually a matter of folklore in film, the equivalent 
of Folklore in Faulkner or Folklore in Shakespeare ... things to be piucked 
out of a context otherwise lacking folkloric moment. J A F  [Journal of 
American Folklore] regular 1 y reviews films about folklore events or folk 
processes or folk performen. but it has never published a review or article 



dealing with feantre films or television narratives (Jackson: 388). 

The ethnographic fih falls outside of the pwiew of this study, but folkloria Sharon 

Sherman, one of the discipline's authorities on 'Yolklore and fiim," in her article in Jan 

Brunvanci's comprehensive American Folklore: An Encyclopedia, fucused almost 

exclusively on a particular manifestation of the ethnoeraphic film? what she called the 

folWoric film: "Any film having folklonc content might be of use to us, but those films 

called folklonc films . . . are ones which deal prirnarily with topics folklorists study and 

whose intent is to meet the dictates of folkloristic research and teaching (Sherman. 198 1 : 

16). We might potentially cal1 any film folkloric, but hue folklonc films are made by 

trained folklonsts, or were made in close consultation with folkiorists (Sherman, 1996: 

765). It is important to recognize here that Sherman was talking exclusively about the 

documentary film. not the fiction film: 

Many folklorists who use film are tied to the models adopted by their 
documentary-film foremnners and to the conceptual premises of p s t -  
folklore scholars. Thus. in folkloric films. the rural often takes precedent 
over the urban. and the past assumes greater importance than the 
contemporary (Sherman. 1996: 26-1). 

Sherrnan might have taken issue with a conventional definition of "the folk," but 

unproblematically confimed the disci pl ine's privileging of the documentary film as the 

sole medium for academic communication. 

Sherman noted with surprise the existence of folkloristic and ethnographic detail 

within non-academic ( i .e.. non-documentary) films (Sherman, 1996: 265). 



A unique twist to the study of film and folklore is the popular use of 
folklore as the ptimary plot line or unifjhg thread for commercial feature 
films. The Serpent and the Rainbow (1988), for example, exploits the 
practices of voodoo. The urban legend about a baby-sitter fiightened by a 
telephone caller is the basis for When a Sfrmger Calls (1979). The film 
Avalon (1990) plays upon family and ethnic narratives to structure the 
larger narrative of family and etbnic-neighborhood dissolution in the 
America of the 1940s through the 1960s, using one family as exemplar. 
When H- Met Sally (1989) relies on the courtship narratives of many 
different couples as a transition device (Sherman, 1996: 265). 

Sherman's surprise at this discovery, as  evidenced by her use of "unique," seems naïve, 

but is explained by the bibliography to her Brunvand contribution: she did not cite any of 

the research folklorists had done on popular narrative cinema, including those cited here. 

Her entire bibliography consisted of works on the ethnographic, that is, docurnentary 

cinema (Sherman. 1 996: 265). 

At this point. it is necessary to discuss the other dominant voice in "folklore and 

film" studies: those scholars who used popular cinematic texts as compendia for folklore 

materials - the "motif-sponers". 

"Motif-sponing" takes its methodology from the debates smunding  "folklore 

and literature." It has been suggested that the most direct way for individual fiction films 

to be considered as "folklore" is to follow some of the theoretical writings which tie 

folklore studies to literature. Nril Grobman. for exarnple, proposed that one rnust assess 

"how authors use folklore in their uritings" (Grobman: 17). To follow this procedure 

requires the scholar to identify the author as being in direct contact with folklore and its 

scholarly debates. (Grobman: 18). The problern with applying the "folklore and 



literaturen debates to discussions about folklore and popular cinema, is that literary texts 

are produced by individual authon whose connection with "folk culture9' is more readily 

provable. Cinema, and television, are much more collaborative communicative media, 

and therefore, if one is required to make a co~ec t ion  between the text and "legitimate" 

folk culture, whose connection is to be considered authoritative? 

James Hodge, in "New Bonles - Old Wine: The Persistence of the Heroic Figure 

in the Mythology of Television Science Fiction and Fantasy9' outlined his position that the 

structural opposition of binaries which underlie mythology, good and evil. solar and 

chthonic, was evident in contemporary science fiction television shows and children's 

fantasy cartoons. Hodge left his remarks at the level of identi@ing that they, in fact, were 

present and did not attempt an analysis of meaning. 

When folklorists looked at popular mass-mediated texts, they did so in order to 

identim traditional tale types and motifs in films. Diverse scholars like Leslie Fiedler and 

Harold Schechter noted the similarities between Vietnam War movies and traditional 

hbro narratives. Both authors saw in movies like The Deer Hunter (1978) and 

Apocdypse Now ( 1 979) (Fiedler). Rarnbo ( 1985) and Platoon (1 988) (Schechter and 

Semeiks) similarities between these "original" texts and the expression of the American 

"Frontier Myth," to use Schechter and Semeiks's phrase. The myths expressed in those 

films. as Fiedler noted, "represent a spbolic effort to bring back home again what we 

hope can be recuperated in imagination if not in fact: a not ignoble part of us al1 

squandered in an ignoble war [the Vietnam War]" (Fiedler: 399). Schechter and Semeiks 
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likewise noted that in the Vietnam War film, the Amencan hem myth was regenerated for 

the 1980s movie going audience (Schechter and Semeiks: 24-25). Schechter and Semeiks 

argue that Rambo and Platoon engaged Amencan audiences with traditional hero 

narratives. Platoon was an initiatory rite while Rambo was a captivity-escape tale. This 

appeal to traditional narrative pattemings accounts for the films' success, and not the 

critical assumption of a decline in the audience's taste. ifhistory was unable to appeal to a 

cuitural perception of the self, so their arguments went, then through the medium of 

popular cinema, the culture could regenerate its own sense of worth by righting the 

wrongs it was unable to in "reality." This was a highly functionalist argument: one which 

posited that cinema played itself out for a culturai audience that needed to see its own 

self-perceptions reified. 

Other folklorists had been concemed with the identification of Mhchen tale-types 

and motifs in popular cinema. For some scholars, the Disney-effect, taking traditional 

tales and turning them into mass-mediated and authontative texts. as Peggy Russo and 

Frances Clark Sayer noted above. could have a potentially detrimental effect on the 

transmission of these tales. In this light. Thompson's affection for Disney movies seems 

overly optimistic: as a trained and professional folklorist. Thompson was in the ideal 

position of recognizing that Disney's Snor White and the Seven Dwarfi, for example, was 

but one variant of the narrative tradition. but he gave no recognition that children. or 

adults. would see these cinematic texts as anything other than authontative. Another point 

Sayer raised was that these films fiequently sanitize the narratives to be so inoffensive as 
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to be almost meaningless. "Sayer argued that Disney 'sweetens' or removes the conflict in 

folklore that allows children to l e m  the 'tragic dimension of life, the banle between good 

and evil, between weak and strong ... [and] ... al1 that is good in the human spirit'" 

(Russo: 2 Il6. 

Another interesthg hidy in MMhen in popular film and television texts was with 

regards to television advertising. Linda Dégh and Andrew Vazsonyi, in "Magic for Sale: 

Miirchen and Legend in TV Advertising" asked a stimulating question: given their 

assumption of a "decline" in the magical worldview, why do TV ads appeal frequently to 

magicd aspects of the products they are flogging? The authors have understood Miirchen 

as  a fictitious genre, and the "redistic" setting of TV ads are mere facade (Dé& and 

Vazsonyi: 61). The television commercial is the Amencan adult equivalent of the 

folktale - for example, magical assistance, and promise of riches beyond our dreams. 

They also discussed how beliefs were rnanipulated under the fictitious surface of TV 

advertising. 

A point which foIklonsts seem to forgeet is that the Disney canon was not originally 
intended as "children's" entertainment. Film scholar David Forgacs noted: "Snow White 
and the Seven Dwurfi ( 1937). Pinocchio ( 1940), Dumbo [ 19421, and Barnbi (1 942) were 
al1 designed as films for both young and old - clean, nonviolent, fantasies with songs and 
happy endings. They were not targeted at a 'family audience' in the modern sense of the 
term - adults accompanying children as the primary spectaton - but over time they 
helped bnng such an audience into being. Fantasia [1940] was something of an exception 
to this pattem, an odd hybnd of light entertainment, a would-be cultural movie and an 
expenment for the Disney artists in abstract animation suggested by music. In terms of its 
reception it had a s m g e  reincarnation in the 1960s as a hippy film. Now it is being 
marketed as a children's/farnil y film" (Forgacs: 366-367). 



The dominant area for the identification of traditional tale-types and motifs was 

the homr movie. This genre appeared to be the one place, next to television advertising, 

where the magicai worldview that the M h h e n  purports could exist without king 

questioned in a secular context. Of course different f o m  of magic exist within any 

number of sacreci belief traâitions, but for the seculor world, the horror Nm's population 

of monsters, devils, and psychotic killers allowed the "suspension of disbelief' of their 

existence to f'unction based on the verisimilitude of this genre to the folktale. 

For example. Alex Alexander noted the similarities in Carrie (1976) (both the 

novel by Stephen King and the film by Bnan De Palma) and the "Cinderella" story. This 

horror story about a young girl who discovea her telekinetic abilities on the eve of her 

high school prom, was told as a modem variant on the traditional Miirchen. Alexander 

made the easy equation between prom and ball, and the between her evil mother with the 

evil stepmother of the folktale. There is even a motif from the "Ugly Duckling" folktale. 

where the ugly duckling tums into a beautifûl Swan in Came's movement fiom gawky 

adolescent to beautifid young woman at the prom - a motif also present in some of the 

Cinderella versions. 

Harold Schechter also addressed de Palma's Carrie, noting the film's similarity to 

folktale-like narratives he was familiar with. In particular, Schechter dealt with the final 

image of the film. where Carrie's am. as he describes it, "suddenly erupts fiom the grave" 

(Schechter, 1988: 27). Schechter noted the same motif, of an arm emerging fiorn the 

grave (or similar surface) also appeared in such films as Friday the 13" (1980) and 
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Deliverance (1 974) (in both cases, the a m  breaks the surface of a lake) (Schechter, 1988 : 

27-28), and was used to advertise the film The Evil Dead (1984) (Schechter. 1988: 33- 

34). He ûaced this single motif back to the Brothers Grimm, and a motif which occurs in 

one of their stories, "The Willfûl Child" (Schechter, 1988: 29)'. The significance of this 

observation was that regatdless of a film's sophistication or its technical complexity, the 

images a filmmaker w s  to tell hidher story are often analogues to traditional Mbchen. 

Schechter took these analogues even M e r :  "to look once more at Currie, however - 

what we see there ... is an even more inrriguing phenornenon: a pop entertainment which 

does not simply project nightmares and dabble in dangerous fantasy, but which contains 

precise parallels to particular and widespread primitive taboos, specifically ones dealing 

with ... the dead" (Schechter. 1988: 32). 

Schechter had likewise done an similar study on the "bosom serpent" motif in 

American folklore and drawn parallels to popular cinematic representations. Schechter 

swnmarized the bosom serpent story thus: '-through some unfortunate circumstance or act 

of carelessness . . .. a snake . . . is accidentally ingested by, or grows inside the body of. the 

unlucky individual. where it remains until it is expelled or in some way lured out of the 

victim's body" (Schechter. 1985: 105). The classic sequence in Ridley Scott's film, Alien 

( 1979). most clearly demonstntes this motif. where an unlucky crew member of a space 

mining expedition is impregnaied with an alien lifeform in his chest. which bursts out at 

' Schechter also notes that the story. "The Willful Child" contains little but this single 
motif (Schechter. 1988: 19). 



dinner tirne. As Schechter noted "like the traditional, oral versions that have k e n  

popular for hmdreds of years, [the sequence in Alien's] only piirpose is to produce 

ernotional response: shock, revuision, morbid fascination" (Schechter, 1985: 107). 

in ment years, perhaps due to the "public domaid' copyright laws on orally 

transmitted lore, horror movies, and series of homr  movie hchises, have emerged 

based even more explicitly on Mârchen than the Cmrie example. Over the past decade 

horror movie audiences have k e n  presented with adult-oriented venions of Snow White, 

sub- titled A Tale of Terror ( 1 997) and Rumpelstiltskin (1 995). As well. fans of the genre 

would be familiar with The Leprechaun series (1 993, 1994, 1995, and 1996). or even 

Pinocchio's Revenge (1 996). But this tradition of making adult-onented films out of 

Mtirchen is not new: Jean Cocteau. the French surrealist poet. filmrnaker and artist made 

in 1946. La belle et la bete. an adult reworking of "Beauty and the Beast". Cocteau's La 

belle es /a bete is also notewonhy for it blends the genre of Muchen with the horror film, 

and as 1 demonstrate below. t b r  genre's connection is also to the legend. Cocteau filmed 

the Beast's castle in such a way as to be familiar to anyone who has grown up on the 

haunted house movies of the 1930s. In many respects. what Cocteau has done in La belle 

et la bete was to retum the folktale to its adult audience by appropriating the visual 

iconography of the contempotary horror movie'. 

8 Ironically, in 199 1. when Disney brought out its version of Beauiy and the Beast, it 
utilized many of the sumeal visud motifs that Cocteau had initiated. 



Finally, special mention should be made of Frank HoffmaM's resemh. as we 

move in this survey h m  adult-oriented Mwhen to Adult Mkhen.  In his 1965 article. 

"Prolegomena to the Study of Traditional Elements in the Erotic Film," Hoffmann notes 

that pomographic and "stag" films utilized a number of traditional tale-types and motifs. 

Basing his study on the collection of films held at the Kinsey Institute of Sexual 

Research, the author noted that: 

I have seen and taken notes on approxhtely 280 of the Lnstitute's 
collection of 400 [pomographic films]. Of these, close analysis reveals that 
175 - or better than 60 percent - contain recognizable folklon~tic 
elements. Many of these can be related directly to existing motifs in Stith 
Thornpson's Motif-lndex of Folk Literature, whereas others relate to new 
motifs which 1 have developed out of my analysis of collections of erotic 
folktales (Hoffmann: 1 45). 

Moving directly to how legend scholars have examined popular films. the best 

place to begin is Julia George's "The Horror Film: An investigation of Traditional 

Narrative Elements." She noted that "many non-ethnographie fiction films seem to 

exhibit elements of folk narrative. transposed into a visual rather than primarily an oral 

mode of transmission. The structure of film. as well as the themes, present oAen parallel 

iraditional storytelling mahods" (George: 159). George also noted that the honor film in 

particular shares gocornponents of structure and fiction*' of contemporary legends 

(George: 159), although she did not explore this beyond the motif-spotting. She applied 

Alan Dundes' three steps of lepnd narrative structure to the horror film: interdiction - 

violation - and consequences (George: 175). and concluded that "'horror stories function 



to scare and to wam; the same seems to apply to horror filmsn (George: 176). The 

problem with George's anaiysis is that she did not engage the similarities b e ~ e e n  

contemporary legends and homr  films in any other way except to point out that 

similarities exist. 

Larry Danielson's "Folklore and Film: Some Thoughts on Baughman 2500-599" 

notes the utilization of contemporary legend motifs in horror movies, specifically John 

Carpenter's Halloween (1978). He noted that rnany horror movies drew heavily on what 

Ernest Baughman classified as motifs 2500-599, "stories which are not ghost or witch 

stories - they usually do not deal with the supernaturai - which are told because of the 

effect of horror they produce in the listener. Usually the emphasis is on the Msly or 

strange rather than on the supernaturai" (Baughman quoted in Danielson: 21 1). This is in 

addition to those horror movies about the supernatufal. Significantly, Danielson noted at 

the very beginning of the "mad slasher" cycle of rnovies in the late 1970dearly 1980s that 

these movies appeal to a variety of contemporary legends. Again he noted: "Folklorists. 

inorder to understand the psychology of response to these sirnilar themes and motifs. 

would gain useful insights into meaning and hinction if their research nets were more 

broadly flung. We need to keep eyes and ears open for the appearance of the traditional 

horror story in film, television. and in pnnt" (Danielson: 21 2). 

Danielson made a number of further points: one was that movies, like TV or print 

media are a major factor in legend tmnsmission, as well as a reflection of it (Danielson: 

2 19). A second point is that "these motifs are so vigorowly shared by film fiction and 
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contemporary verbal art suggests their psychological potency" (Danielson: 2 19). But most 

important was his third point, wherein Danielson demonstrateci his reluctance to jettison 

the contemporary wisdom of the discipline as exemplifieci by scholars like Abrahams and 

Georges. Danielson noted that movies were not folkloric art although a few dealt with 

folkiore materials (Danielson: 2 19). On this latter point, Danielson cited the Japanese 

film Kwaidan (1964), a cinematic retelling of three (in the American theatrical release; 

the international release available on videotape contains four) Japanese ghost stones. 

"The movie is dificult to deal with in folklore classes because its highly refined film art 

is based on an equally refined literary treatment of Japanese legends in manuscript, 

which, in tum are based on oral traditional narrative. . . . Kwaidan can confiont students 

with the problems of defining text, of the transmission of traditionai narrative in modem 

media, and of the drastic and subtle consequences of media s h i h  on folk narrative 

content" (Danielson: 2 10). 

As reductio ad absurdum. this motif-spotting could also be expressed in folklor- 

istic bibliographies/filmopphies. Paul Smith's and Sandy Hobbs' "Films Using 

Contemporary Legend T'hemeshloti fs" was an annotated bibliography which noted a 

variety of legend themes and motifs. descnbed them and then noted at least one film 

reference per citation. Given the overwhelming response to this document. they began a 

column in 1992 in FOAFtale Xews (which has so far only produced a single entry) which 

takes a specific legend and all of its cinematic appearances are then annotated. 

Beyond specific folkloristic genres like myth, Marthen and legend, Tom Bums 



attempted to develop a rnethodology for identimg any expression of folklore in popular 

film and television texts. Whea an item of folklore is identified in the m a s  media, Bums 

proposed a rather rigid paradigrn for distinguishing the item's validity as folklore. Bums 

recognized that mass media uses a variety of foMoristic materials ("traditional music and 

song" (Bums: 9 1 -93), belief (Bums: 93-97), gesture (Bum: 97). narratives (Bums: 97- 

99), proverbs (Bums: 99- 1 OO), custom ( B m :  1 00- 10 1 )), but it was only when they have 

contexnialized these items within a framework of ethnographic vensimilitude could they 

be considered ‘‘truc" folklore. From this point of view, a "true" folklore item consists of 

1) a traditional text (whether composed of verbal, non-verbal, or mixed components). 3) a 

traditional performance of that text in 3) a traditional (customary) situation in response to 

or in conjunction with 4) a traditionai audience" (Burns: 90). Other than specific films 

intended for a specific academic (folklonstic) audience (i.e., "ethnographic" or 

8bfo1kloric" films), very few popular films could maintain this schema. 

Contemporaiy rnodels are likewise challenging the idea that film texts are "fixed" 

(Jackson: 388). With the video release of many "directon' cuts" and "restored versions" 

these "fixed" texts demonstrate a hi& degree of variation. In addition to these variants, 

di fferent national film boards require di fferent degrees of censorship and editing to films 

for public display, based on the community standards of the groups where they will 

exhibit the filmP. In addition to these multiple versions of film narratives, as Jackson 

In the United States, for exarnple. the Motion Picture Association of Amenca (MPAA) 
is an internai f o m  of censonhip. If a film wishes to receive a specific film classification 



notes, we can tell narratives about films (Jackson: 388). 1 have already noted Sylvia 

Grider's "media nadonns," but beyond this coinage, N m k z  (1986) studied how 

changes in technology, like the availability of television, generate new folkloric forms. 

specifically narratives about technology. 

Another exmple of this kind of fiim oriented narration is worth noting, especially 

since it coincides with Hoffmann's work on the pornographie film. Apparently stones 

circulated in Hollywood during the filming of The Wizard of Os (1939) about the adult 

acton playing the Munchkins: 

Because [the Wizard of û z  f i h a k e n ]  thought of them [Munchkin 
acton] as like children, the average-sized adults working on the picture 
could not think of sexual relations between hem as anything other than 
'unnaturaj' and stories circulated about orgies among them at the Culver 
City Hotel. The Disney artists were capable of imagining similar kinds of 
sexual excess in the seven dwarfs. 'Suddenly, near the end of the picturet. 

(Le., an "R" rated film. instead of an "NC-17" film. or a film released without a 
classification, the difference is whether or not the cinema will permit even accompanied 
children to see the film), the studio will re-edit the film themselves. Many distribution 
companies refuse to handle "unrated" or "NC- 17" films, for fear of community censure. 
They will distribute these cut-dom. "Y nted films. domestically, but not necessarily 
internationally. In 1986. I saw a horror movie in the United Kingdom, The R e - A n i m r  
(1985). which has an external film board that both classifi and censor films according to 
community standards. 1 subsequently re-viewed the film on video cassette back in North 
America. The film I saw theatrically in Britain was the b*unrated" venion (in the UK the 
film received an "1 8 Certificate" which requires that one m u t  be eighteen years or older 
to see it), whereas the North Amencan video release was the "R" mted version. The 
difference between the two venions is clearly noticeable with regards to the depiction of 
gore (the "R - Rated" venion being substantially less gory), but furthemore, the humour 
in the film was based on these gory images. and therefore with the cut-back version, they 
also lessened the humour of the film. This may seem like a minor point to make, but it 
demonstrates that in fact these soîalled "fixed texts do exist in multiple venions. 



one of the animators later recdled, 'the tension in the studio was too much. 
To relieve it, there was a spontaneous avalanche of pomographic drawings 
h m  all over the studio. h w i n g s  of Snow White king gang raped by the 
dwarfs, and mass orgies among the d e s  themselves. Even the old witch 
was hvolved. Some of the drawings were about comic s e x d  aberrations 
that Krafft-Ebing would never have d m e d  of. The mania went on for 
about a week, and as  suddeniy as it started the whole thing stopped. It 
must have been a form of hysteria brought on by fatigue and the relentless 
schedule. As far as 1 know, Walt [Disney] never heard about it (Forgacs: 
37 t 1. 

These kinds of "media legends," which are iegends and stones about the media need to 

be identified in non-academic sources by folklonsts, like Hollywood biographies and fan- 

culture sources. 

Jackson also recognized that technical sophistication was in no way "less folk" 

than more traditional methods of constmction. 

. . . the complexity of an event or operation has nothing to do with the 
folklonc interest: absent nostalpia and sentimentality, a trip by stagecoach 
is inherently no more folksy than a trip in the Concorde. and bread 
kneaded by the hand is no more folksy than bread kneaded in a Cuisinari. 
The folklonc interest is detennined by the relation of people to the 
technolojg. not the presence or absence of technical sophistication 
(Jackson: 388). 

Roben McCarl's highly influential "The Production Welder: Produci, Process and the 

Indusuial Craftsman" is also applicable to the film industry. McCarl proposed a "study of 

product and process as a means of communication" (McCarl: 244) within the industrial 

manufactunng context. We can similarly anribute the relationship between product and 



process to popular filrnrnaking'O. Narvaez, also saw the popular culture industries as 

engendering their own fonns of fokiore (Narvkz, 1992: 19). 

Thirdly, there is an area which bas been emerging as a major area of study for 

folkloristics withh popular culture, the audience ethnopphy. Jackson noted, back in 

1 989, that ''the foikiore of audiences" was an area needing to be examined. Jackson 

subdivided this area into specific subjects: "the information the audience brings to the 

expenence of a film, the social behaviors adopted while in the screening place, and the 

ways the contents of films enter general conscioumess and style" (Jackson: 389). As far 

back as 1970 though, David Riesman noted: ". . . in America people do not attend to the 

media as isolated atoms, but as members of groups which select among the media and 

interpret their messages . . . Similarly, people go to movies in groups - especialiy 

teenagers who make up such a large proportion of the audience - and forma1 and 

infomal fan clubs are of course a way of organizing these groups . . . People do not read 

in groups . . ." (Riesman: $56). Although Riesman was looking at how non-literate 

cultures used mass media as a surrogate for oral culture, we may point to this articie as 

the begiming of the kind of audience ethnopphic studies which are becoming popular 

in folklore studies. 

Peter Narvaez noted that one of the interstices of folklore and popular culture was 

"the expressive use of communications media, mass pmduced goods. and rnass-mediated 

'O See Gitlin for an exarnple of an ethnographie study of the mass mediated entertainment 
industry . 



texts in mal! group contexts" (Narviez, 1992: 20). Fan culture is just such a "small 

group context". One of the areas that fan culture emerges around is that of individual 

persondities. Studies, such as those by Tye, Byme, and Ladenheim document how fans 

of particular musical perfomen organize their enthusiasm in creative ways within their 

fan-based contexts. For example, Diane Tye observed that: 

The significance of these artifacts might be lost on the uninitiated, but for 
Sean [a Beatles fan] they lessen the social distance that usually separates 
fan and star. The bootleg album made by somebody who actually attended 
a Beaties concert or rehearsal, and conespondence h m  a man who knew 
the group members personally, offers Sean a more direct experience than, 
for example, the photocopy of a microfilm of a newspaper clipping that is 
also in his collection (Tye: 44). 

Elsewhere, Narvaez rejected the perception of the popular culture fan as a passive 

.'victirn'' of the mass-media. He commented that 

Fans engage in complex manipulations of mass mediated culture for 
purposes of status and communication . . . There are those who display or 
present signs of favorite performen. and the simulated performances of 
those entertainen, out of emotional involvement and love. hoping to 
convert their peers to fandom or at least an appreciation of meaningful 
cultural events. in cornmunicating and appreciating similar popular 
performances fkiendship networks and cultural scenes develop and are 
reinforced in multifarious domestic and public contexts (Narvaez, 1987: 
38). 

Fan culture is also emergent around specific popular culture genres like supermarket 

tabloids (Bird, 1992) and romance literature (Radway). or even around specific mass- 

mediated texts like the television series "Star Trek" (Bacon-Smith) or movies like Gone 

with the Whd (Taylor). Elizabeth Bird summarized the interest fan culture has for 



folkloristics: "If audience rnembers are seen as active in helping to shape the way popular 

culture is created, they become much more comparable with folk 'audiences"' (Bird, 1996: 

Workhg ultimately fiom Marshall McLuhan's understanding that television. as 

medium, is "cool" (McLuhan: 36), Henry Jenkins' Texmal Poachers: Television Fans & 

Participatory Culture argued that television audiences must supply their own 

interpretations of the content, and that these interpretative strategies are highly creative. 

Beyond the highly creative and original interpretations that television audiences 

expenence, Jenkins noted that enclaves of fans group together, and these fan-groups 

emerge as distinct cultures. "Far fiom syncopathic, fans actively assert their mastery over 

the mass-produced texts which provide the raw materials for their own cultural 

productions and the basis for their social interactions" (Jenkins: 23-24). Jenkins laid 

down a theoretical model of fan culture. which later ethnographies should follow in 

interpreting fan cultures: he referred to television fans as "poachers"": 

Like the poachen of old. fans operate fiom a position of cultural 
marginality and social weakness. Like other popular readers, fans lack 
direct access to the means of commercial cultural production and have 
only the most limited resources with which to influence entertainment 

" Jenkins acknowledged Marcel de Ceneau with the idea of "poaching": "fâns become a 
model of the type of textual 'poaching' de Ceneau associates with popular reading. Their 
activities pose important questions about the ability of media producee to constrain the 
creation and circulation of meanings. Fans constnict their cultural and social identity 
through bomwing and inflecting mass culture! images. articulating concerns which ofien 
go unvoiced within the dominant media" (Jenkins: 23). 



industry's decisions. Fans mut  beg with the networks to keep their 
favorite shows on the au, must lobby producers to provide desired plot 
developments or to protect the integrity of favorite characters. Within the 
culturd economy, fans are peasants, net proprietors, a recognition which 
must contextuaiize our celebration of strategies of popular resistance 
(Jenkins: 26-27). 

Funher folkloristic snidies need to be done on this kind of poaching; for ewmple, the 

influences of fan culture in popular cinema genres like the action or horror films - film 

genres which have huge fan bases and ofien those faas become filmmakers themselves 

within those genres. Postmodern studies, which see bricolage in the creation of artistic 

texts, is needed to do an "archeology" of influences on these films, even to the point of 

identifjmg potential "oikotypes" in film genre history. 

Audiences also follow other forms of traditional, and tradition-like, behavioim. 

Film lecturer Walter Evans noted 

that the adolescent who squirms and perspires his [sic.] way through a 
good monster movie panicipates in an imaginative experience in many 
ways incredibly close to the complicated and detailed initiatory practices 
of premodem peoples around the world. Indeed. the complex initiatory 
pattern echoed in these films lends tremendous power and significance to 
their otherwise largely incomprehensible grab bag of fonnulaic motifs 
(Evans: 135). 

Although 1 take issue with Evan's assrnion of verisimilitude between traditional rites of 

passage and the images in monsier movies. 1 do agree that horror moviesfunction as 

initiation rites within our posr-industrialist culture. We can see the action of going to a 

'.scary movie" as ritualistic. calendrically (at Halloween) or as a rite of passage. This area, 



the social dynamics of specific film genre attendance, needs to be explored more. 

James McClenon and Emily Edwards recently off& another interesting use of 

film texts withh a folklore wntext. Within the rubric of belief studies, the authors were 

trying to assess the belief tradition of incubus and succubus attacks. They argued ba t  

given the vast number of incubus-themed movies, and noting those movies' 

demographics, then incubus-related mernorates should be available h m  those groups 

who go to the movies. They were not; thereby disproving the idea that exposure to 

incubus films sparked incubus attacks. What few incubus namitives were collected fell 

outside of the films' demopphics: those people who c l a h  incubus experiences did not 

watch incubus movies. Movies, in this instance, are expressions of cultural beliefs which 

experience has informed. and not the other way round. What is fascinating about their 

findings was rheir unproblematic use of film to discuss culture. For McClenon and 

Edwards, film is the dominant medium for cultural transmission in contemporary Western 

culture (i.e. where most people p t  their ideas from). But by studying the belief traditions 

as expressed in contemporary cinema and their discovery that the rnass media do not 

infom belief traditions. so much as the- anistically communicate the belief traditions via 

the mass media, that is. transmitred through media like cinema, demonmtes that feature 

films can therefore be used also as a means of accessing cultural worldviews. 

To surnmarize. folklore studies have examined. or at least recognized the 

importance of examining. popular film from a number of perspectives. At one level 

folklorists are able to observe and trace the process of homogenizing cultural expressions 
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through the mass media. On the other hand, a great deal of folklore scholarship has 

explored those traditional narrative types and motifs when they appear in popular film 

and television. Yet, still other folkiorists have noted finrther areas for fhitfûl exploration 

of popular cultural texts: areas like how popular culture texts reflet contemporas, belief 

traditions, ethnographies of fan culture, the rinials involved with popular cultural 

consumption, narratives about technology and technological industries, and the existence 

of multiple versions of seemingly fixed tem.  Al1 of these areas of scholarship are open 

to further folkloristic exploration, but still other meas need to be explored; in particular. 

the relationship between ethnicity and cinema. 

FILM STUDIES AND THEIR COKTRIBUTIONS TO THE STUDY OF ETHNICITY AND CINEMA 

Before folklore studies fully embraces popular film and television, it m u t  

recognize that it is encroaching on an already established academic discipline, film 

studies. Folkloristics can learn some ihings about the operation of popular cultural texts 

within vernacular contexts by lisiening to some of the arguments film scholan have 

made, specifically with regard to ihe topic ofethnicity in cinema. 

Film Studies' approaches to the suhject of ethnicity and film focuses its attention 

on an individual audience memher. frequently an ideal type of spectator. and is concerned 

with hislher individualized rwding of the cinematic text (cf. those studies contained in 

Friedman. 1991). Folklore studies on the other hand. by trying to engage with a living 

audience, a group of real human bcinps r h o  shared the expenence of a cinematic tex& 
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must try to understand the groupness of that cinematic experience. 

Lester Friedman noted that ethnic identity, or gendered, racial. sexually oriented, 

or the national identity of the filmmaker would, in part, determine the cultural text in 

question. 

Although I wodd not contend that the ethnic component of an artist's 
identity represents the ody detemining factor in his or her work, I would 
argue that such elements have been insmciently acknowledged and 
understood by film scholars, historians, and critics. . . . As a female director 
does not stop being a woman even when her film is not about overtly 
ferninist issues, so one's ethnic identity and sensibility do not disappear 
when he or she makes a film about non-ethnic issues (Friedman, 199 1 : 
3 1). 

Scholars like Friedman recognized the need to approach popufar cinema by understanding 

the cultural aspects which created the filrnmaker. By a process of textual analysis. the 

scholar would deconstruct the images of a film (or any cultural text) and then discuss 

them in ternis of the filmmaker's own ethnic backgroundI2. Within the following case 

study on Jewish cinema, this was the assumption I went in with: that any Jewish 

filmmaker would make a "Jewish" movie. It was the job of the cultural scholar to 

deconstruct the texts in order to find the "Jewishness" of any film made by a Jewish 

filmmaker. This is a position which film scholars, like Friedman, would support. but 

which ultimately proved untenable. 

'' Such an approach is problematic in that it privileges the film's director as "author" of 
the film, and ignores the contribution of producers. actors and writen - in film studies 
this is known as ''the auteur theo.." 



One of the common sites which foikiore and film studies share is with regard to 

phenornenology: in particular how popular film reflects the experience of, in this case, 

ethnicity. In the ethnographic film, for example, the issues surrounding "trutnith" were 

highiy problematic - films, even ethnographic films, are beginning to be recognized as 

culturaiIy comtmcted texts. Robert Stam noted that the same issues surrounding '?ruthW 

are equally applicable to the fiction film. "Although it is me that complete realism is an 

impossibility, it is also true that spectators themselves corne equipped with a 'sense of the 

real' rooted in their own social experience, on the basis of which they can accept, 

question, or even subvert a film's representations" (Stam: 254). Lester Friedman also 

agreed: %bat the individual spectator brings to the movie theater will greatly influence 

how he or she reads and interprets what is projected ont0 the screen" (Friedman. 1 99 1 : 

28). What we see in both S m  and Friedman's sense of the expenential aspect of 

cinematic meaning is individualistic: that the individual spectator, although 

particularized. is the locus for meaning. however idiosyncratic. Phenomenology. and in 

hetmeneutic studies. reader-response theory. begins to present a real audience member in 

that amorphous category. 'The spectator." and that recognition of the audience member's 

own experiences in interpretation demands a recognition of difference (ethnic. gendered. 

racial. sexually oriented. or national). 

The movement between individualized expenence and group/cultural experience 

is ultimately the gap in approaches which needs to be bndged. When we conceive the 

ethnic group as a "subculture'' within the hegemonic purview of a dominant culture, the 
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cultural behaviour of that group, as well as its culturai texts, becomes central. 

Looking at the ethnic composition of a viewing group and its reception of 
a given tex& then, can be exatnined as an aspect of the ethnic subculture. 
This approach foregroumis the complexity of the interaction between text 
and culture. No film exists in a vacuum and, for any understanding of a 
text to take place, a definite audience - gendered and ethnically, racialiy 
specific - mut lx taken into account (Marchetti: 284). 

Marchetîi's is the only voice within filrn studies I have found which recognizes the 

"groupness" of ethnic film-going audiences. More studies need to be done on explonng 

what it is about a specific film, series of films, or genres which appeals to particular 

groups beyond the idiosyncratic tastes of an individual. 

A N  ETHNOCRAPHY OF SEEING 

Perhaps. the methodology which 1 propose here is one way of developing our 

understanding of the interrelationships between "'text and culture," particularly when 

those texts are cinematic. and that culture is ethnically bounded. 1 propose. by this 

methodology of an "ethnography of seeing." a ma.rtiage between the two disciplinary 

approaches: film studies' textual and folklore studies' ethnographic approaches. At its 

most basic level, an "ethnography of seeing" asks how a textual analysis of popular film 

cm be approached as ethnographically infonned. 

In each of the following chapten 1 explore the variety of aspects which make up 

an ethnographic approach to popular cinema. Although the research 1 undertook was with 

atternpting to identify and define "Jewish" cinema, I believe that we can apply the 
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methodology itself to any defined group. The replacement of "Jewish" with any other 

goup would reveal similar results at cultural definition; obviously the particulars (the 

experiences, genres, motifs and codes) would also be different, but the methodology for 

ascertainhg them rernains the same. 

I intentiondly hold off on allowing my informants to begin to characterire 

"Jewish cinema", until Chapters Three and Four, so that the production and distribution 

networks of these popular culture texts can be exarnined. First, the cultural scholar must 

find a culturally significant context. In '"You Dont Have to Be Filmishl: The Toronto 

Jewish Film Festival," 1 discuss the Toronto Jewish Film Festival as a context wherein 

Toronto Jews gather to watch films a priori identified and labeled as "Jewish in a Jewish 

context. As Clifford Geen noted. "anthropologists donlt study villages . . . they study in 

villages" (Geertz: 22): 1 do not examine the festival itself as a phenornenon. but instead 

use the festival as a starting point fiom which to begin this investigation of what is meant 

by "Jewisb" cinema. The festival was also a context wherein 1 made contact with a 

nurnber of cultural practitioners (cultural producen and consurners) who were then able 

to inform me of the esoteric understanding of these particular voices in ethnic cinema. 

Furthemore. both film festivals and ethnic cinemas are counter-hegemonic; that 

is they are in opposition to the mainstream. Hollywood fiim  indus^ which is the movie- 

going nom in North Amerka. Access to these texts. either finding an appropnate film 

festival, or searching out specialized video shops or libraries, requires some degree of 

effort on the part of the movie-goer. Understanding the cultural context of presentation of 
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these films is important to understand what is dinerent, or at least culturally significant. 

in these films. 

Coming to folklore studies with a film studies background, 1 had some 

preconceived notions about what makes a film "Jewish." My infonnants at the festival 

quickly squashed these notions as inaccurate and "exoteric" - they pointed out that 1 

could interpret the rnaterial any way 1 wanted, but if 1 wished to corne to a Jewish 

understanding of these films, than I'd have to change my approach. Chapters Three and 

Four work together, in Janice Radway's words, to schematically represent the cultural 

geopphy of this kind of popular film as it is articulated by my informants thernselves 

(Radway: 13). "Theory Happens': Vemacular Theory and the Movies Themselves." 

examines the processes by which cultural practitionea categorize culturai texts in 

culturally meaningful ways. Drawing upon Thomas McLaughlinls use of '%emacular 

theory," which revisits many of the arguments from ethnoscience and ethnomethodology. 

a vemacular taxonomy emerges by which the cultural practitioners themselves understand 

and categonze Jewish cinema and by extension. the cultural narratives themselves. 

In '"Smelling Right': Reader Participation and the Creation of Texts." 1 discuss the 

phenomenological and reader-response theories of meaning creation. Using comments 

from my festival informants. 1 note how essential a reflection of group experiences of that 

cornrnunity is for ethnic cinema. 

Chapters Five. Six. and Seven begin to move away fiom whai my informants Say 

about these films, to a more textual approach - examining the films my informants 
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actuaUy cited to me as  cuituraily significant in one way or another. In " Yiddishkyt and 

Menfschlekhkeyt: The Yiddish Language Cinema," I undertake both a phenomenological 

and text-based approach to a specific body of "Jewish" identified cinematic texts. the 

Yiddish-language cinema. By noting that these particular films are exclusive to Jewish 

culture, 1 bracket off the narrative motifs which occur in these films. Many of the 

inforrnants I spoke with during the Jewish film festival noted the importance of "Jewish 

content." This analysis is an attempt to ascertain exactiy what that "content" consists of. 

In "Encode This: Coding as Esotenc Communication in Jewish Cinema," 1 take a 

slightly different approach. The underlying premise here is that an esotenc understanding 

of ethnic cinema is potentially different to an exoteric undentanding of those sarne 

cinematic texts. This difference between insiden' and outsiders' understandings is a 

direct result of the codes working with the films. codes which ultimately exclude non- 

members fiom penetrating. 

And. in "An Ethnography of Seeing." I draw these threads together. Although the 

case study 1 use to develop rhis methodology is on Jewish cinema the replacement of 

"Jewish" with any other ethnic signifier would reveal different particulm. obviously. but 

the methodology remains the same: by beginning with an apriori cultural context- 

undentanding the vernacular taxonomies by which cultural practitionen categorize their 

cinematic texts. the relationship between rheir films and the experience of k i n g  from that 

culture, the narrative motifs the culture recognizes. and the encoding which occun within 

their films. any culture's films can bc: exarnined. 
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Finally, in my conclusion, 1 restate the comection between popular cinema and 

fokiore, but this tirne by way of cultural identity. If cultural identity, as diverse scholars 

such as Lawi Honko, Alan Dundes and Elliott ûrhg have noted, is the basis of folklore 

scholarship, and films emerge fiom particular cultures, then they should also reflect that 

identity. If so, then popdar cinema has for too long been neglected by folklonsts". 

The primary difference between film studies and folklore studies is that the former 

privileges the cultural producer while the latter privileges the cultural consumer. 

However, what this current study seeks to demonstrate is that the relationship between 

cultural producer and consumer is much more symbiotic. As a folkloristic study this 

work begins with the cultural consumer: by understanding the poup the resulting textual 

analysis' aim is to understand a film text from an insider's view (obviously this is an 

l 3  In many respects this research is similar to the work of JO Ann Koltyk among the 
Hmong, but with certain differences. Koltyk's work involves examining Hmong 
produced home videos with particular attention to how the Hmong constnict images to 
esoterically present themselves to one another. Likewise. my own project among the 
Jews of Toronto was to explore their esoterically produced cinematic images. Unlike the 
research on the Hmong, North Arnerican Jews are a much more diverse people, and. 
therefore this study lacks the homogneity of Koltyk's study. A M e r  difference is that 
the Hmong Koltyk was working with were recent immigrants to the United States. and 
the Jews of Toronto have lived in North Arnerica for most of this century. Many of my 
informants are third and founh generation Canadian, and therefore their relationship to a 
"homeland" is very different. Furthemore. the cinematic texts Koltyk was working with, 
primarily home video "movies" of family rites de passage and amateur travelogs in South 
East Asia, are very different texts to those popular cinematic texts I am dealing with here. 
Had 1 been working with the home movies my infamants created for intra-family use, my 
methodoiogy would be very different. and yet those aesthetics would not necessarily be 
replicated in their popular cinerna. When Koltyk does deal with Hmong popular cinema 
her few paragraphs note the narrative types and motifs fiom Hmong folklore (Koltyk: 
44-44), 



irnpossibility, but it is the aim we strive to). But conversely, when cultural producea (in 

this case, fihmakers) are enculturated within a specific culture they are already in a 

privileged position as insiders to that group and therefore the group's own culnual reading 

strategies are expressed in that filmmaker's work. 



". .. a friend forced me to come . . . we Iike this fiiend.. ." 
-comment on survey form as to why they come to the Toronto Jewish Film Festival 

In this chapter I shall be discussing the Toronto Jewish Film Festival, a one-week 

celebration of Judaisrn and Cinema that occurs in downtown Toronto, at the Bloor 

Cinema early every May. I was fortunate enough to act as  "festival ethnographer" during 

the 1997 Festival, which enabled me to be a participant observer as s w e y  coordinator; 

data generated by this s w e y  both helped the Festival organizers maintain and improve 

their services, and generated data for this present research'. Throughout the sections of 

this chapter. 1 shall be discussing the contextual aspects of my research. To begin with, 1 

' "You Don't Have to be Filmish" was the Toronto Jewish Film Festival's 1997 
advenising slogan. The slogan itself is a parody of the cliche "you don't have to be 
Jewish", which Neil Rosenberg noted was first used as an advertising slogan for 
Flieshrnan's bread in the 1970s (Rosenberg. persona1 communication). Sections of this 
chapter were presented at the annual meeting of the Folklore Studies Association of 
Canada, Ottawa May 27,1998. 

' 1 had heard about the Toronto Jewish Film Festival since 1993 when it first started. At 
the time I was living in the United Kingdom and was unable to attend this festival. I was 
able to contact Helen Zukerman. executive director of the festival, in 1996. as 1 was 
beginning this research. 1 explained to her my interest in the festival as a context to begin 
rny research and she agreed to allow me to observe the 1997 festival. 1 offered to assist 
her and the festival any way 1 could. Zukerman put me into contact with Debra Kwinter. 
the director of marketing, and we agreed that my contribution to the festival would be as 
the coordinator of that year's audience survey. 



shall outiine the commUIUty 1 was working fkom, the Toronto Jewish community. Then. 1 

address the Toronto Jewish Film Festival as a context within which to initiate contact 

with members of the Toronto Jewish commuaities. 1 discuss the Festival in tenns of whs 

attends; in asking the question of who are the participants who celebrate this combination 

of Judaism and Cinem4 the cultural context emerges h m  this situational context. 

The cultural context becomes M e r  significant when 1 begin to discuss the ways 

in which the Toronto Jewish Film Festival is a "proper" festival, as ethnographen 

undentand the tem. This was one of my imrnediate questions entering the field situation: 

was this film festival a *bfestivai" where active participation among the attendees is as 

much a part of the event as the films show,  or was this a festival "in name only." a 

"showcase." where the audience's participation was irrelevant. except as passive 

consumers. By understanding what the Toronto Jewish Film Festival celebrates. an 

understanding of the Jewish culture doing the celebrating emerges. 

Finally. I draw some argument about how film festivals in general. and the 

Toronto Jewish Film Festival in particula.. celebrate themselves and their community. 

Meaning in festive behaviour is as emergent within a film festival as it is within any other 

b?raditional" or "folkloric" celebration. That film is but the medium of communication. 

instead of music, dance, food. or prayer. becomes apparent. 

THE JEWS OF TORONTO 

The Toronto Jewish community 1 corne fiom, and the one which 1 have the p a t e r  
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understanding of, is the Ashkenazi, or Gennan and East European Jews. For most of this 

current research, 1 am focusing on this particular group. But that does not imply that 

there are not other distinct cultures within Judaism. The Sephordim, for exarnple, refers 

to the Spanish Jews expelled fiom Spain in 1492, some of whom emigrated north into 

Holland, but most of whom went south into North Afnca Also there exists the culture of 

the "Oriental Jews", the Jewish cultures which have persisted in the Middle East since the 

Jews were expelled fiom Judea in 77 A.D. by the Romans. These Jews survived in 

pockets throughout the region, often living hamioniously with their Arab neighbors 

(Telushkin, 199 1 : 206-208). 

The history of Toronto's Jewish comrnunities is a long one. As Barbara 

Kinhenblatt-Gimblett noted in her own doctoral thesis on the same ethnographie 

cornmunity, 'Wie oldest Jewish community in the New World was fomed in New York 

before 1700. An organized Canadian Jewish community appeared in Montreal as early as 

1838 and in Toronto by 1847. although there were Jews living in Canada as early as 

1752" (Kinhenblatt-Gimblett: 29: cf. Speisman: pussim). Most of the city's Jewish 

populations are Eastern European. Ashkenazi. Jews from Germany. Poland and Russia. 

The peak period of East European Jewish immigration was the penod from the end of the 

nineteenth century until just before the Second World War, when Canada closed its doon 

on European le- (Kirshenblan-Girnblea: 2 3 :  and cf. Abella and Troper: passim). 

The settlement patterns of Ashkenazi Je. in Canada in many respects parallei 

the Jewish immigration into the United States. where entire families, facing persecution 



in Europe would corne to a major urban centre where a relative (uncle, cousin, or brother) 

had senled previously (cf. Howe: passim). 

The Toronto Jewish cornmimity exhibits most of the patterns that 
characterite the Canadian Jewish cornmunity .... Previous to 1880, few 
Jews lived in Toronto and only in the 1850's was the first synagogue 
fonned. Consistent with the history of Jewish immigration to North 
America generally, some of the earliest Jews to live in Toronto were 
English Jews, such as Lewis Samuel, and German Jews, such as Solomon 
Cohen and his family in the 1830's and Abraham and Samuel Nordheimer, 
who moved to Toronto in 1844. The 1880's witnessed the establishment 
in Toronto of the first permanent congregations of East European Jews. 
M e r  the tum of the cenhiry, floods of East European refugees arrived in 
Toronto as a result of the Russo-Japanese War and Russian Revolution. 
both of 1904 (Kirshenblatf-Gimblett 40). 

Most Jews settled in areas which already had a substantial Jewish population. which 

assured access to religious amenities (synagogues. shops which sold religious 

paraphemalia). kosher butchers. and Jewish schools. but most imponantly. these 

neighborhoods assured a kind of solidarîty and cornmunitas. The distinction between 

"cornmunity" and the term 1 use here. "communitas" is the difference between an etically 

detennined and bounded geographical area (a community or neighbourhood) and the 

feeling of belonging within a specific group (cornmunitas). This feeling of communitas 

was essential for a group that had been persecuted in Europe for so long. In Toronto. the 

primary area of settlement was in the Montrose and College are& and down Spadina 

Avenue in the region of Kensington Market. a few blocks away from where the Bloor 

Cinema the location of the Toronto Jewish Film Festival. is today. 

Many of the Toronto [Jewish communities] Ieamed English, established 
themselves in their own businesses. improved their financiai state, bought 



their own home, moved h m  the old immigrant neighborhood in 
downtown Toronto to the new Jewish suburbs in the northern part of the 
city, sent their children to the university to becorne doctors, lawyers, 
phannacists, and accountants, and sense with each advance they made just 
what a long way they had corne form the shtetl in Poland to the suburb of 
Toronto (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett: 288). 

THE TORONTO JEWISH FILM FESTIVAL 

Festivals have been the focus of study for a number of disciplines including 

Folklore. Anthmpology and even Literature. Roger Abrahams. for example. charted the 

conceptuai development of festivals f+om basic recurrent patterns of human behaviour, 

ihrough its increasing intensity and significance for a group, into "expenences for which 

people prepare and anticipate in common how they will act and feel," what he calls 

"celebrations" (Abrahams. 1987: 1 76- 1 77). Abrahams continued, stating that when these 

"celebrations" are incorporated into a yearly calendar, and are anticipated by the 

community who celebrate them. two possible results emerge. If the celebrations refiect 

the natural world and the cornmunity's role within. then the celebration is a "rite." If the 

celebration seeks to explore the reversal. rather than celebrate how the world is put 

together, celebrate the dismption of the world. then we are in "festival" (Abrahams, 1987: 

177). 

Festivals . . . operate during those very times when the life of the group 
seems most stable, in the 'flat' times of the year; festivals manufacture their 
own energies by upsetting things. creating a disturbance 'for the fun of it'. 
While ritual underscores the harmonies and continuities in the expressive 
resources of a cultures. emphasizing the wholeness of the world's fabric. 



festivals work (at least at their inception) by apparentiy tearing the fabnc 
of pieces, by displaying it upside down, inside-out, wearing it as motley 
rags and tatters (Abrahams, 1987: 178). 

Aiessandro Falassi's d e f ~ t i o n  of 'Yestival" is also usehl to understand the 

Toronto Jewish Film Festival, in particular, and the relationship between cinema and 

comrnunity - in this case. the Toronto Jewish communities. Falassi defined "festival" as 

"a periodically recurrent, social occasion in which, through a multiplicity of forms and a 

series of coordinated events, participate [sic.] directly or indirectly and to various degrees. 

al1 members of a whole comrnunity, united by ethnic, linguistic, religious. historical 

bonds, and sharing a worldview" (Falassi: 2). It is this de finition of "festival" and muc h 

similar literature which I wish to engage with in greater detail. 

Heien Zukerman. the CO-founder and executive director of the Toronto Jewish 

Film Festival. sat down with me during one of the matinees at a cafe across the Street 

from the festival venue. My first question to her was to outline the history of the Toronto 

Jewish Film Festival. With that simple question. 1 sat siiently for about twenty minutes 

while Zukerman related the story to me. 1 was able to inte ject a comment only once 

during her entire narrative. All 1 asked was when the Festival started. and Zukerman 

began: 

'93 was the first year. 1993. It was seed fùnded by the charitable 
foundation that 1 r u .  Family charitable foundation. And Debra Plotkin 
was the first artistic director. She was rnoving to Toronto - What 
happened was - we funded a piece of a film that Francine Zukerman made 
- no relation to me - called Hrrlfthr Kingdom. Halfthe Kingdom went 
to play in San Francisco to close one of their festivals [San Francisco 



Jewish Film Festival]. In 1992, obviously. And I went out just to see 
what the festival was like and have a look around, and thought this was 
really great. So why don't we have a festival? John Katz was there, 
because he's a - he teaches film [at York University] and he has a lot of 
fiiends there. So, he then told me there was an organization starting up a 
film festival here. They'd tried twice before, and they were in the process. 
So 1 said 'great. Listen, when 1 corne back to Toronto, we'll get to together 
and talk about it.' So I came back to Toronto, talked to him, and I got a 
sense of the politics of what was going on, 'cause it was emanating from 
the JCC [Jewish Comuni ty  Centre]. When it emanates h m  a JCC there 
are politics involved insofar as selection - you know- 1 don't even 
know who the playen were. But al1 1 know is that John and 1 sat and 
talked and he told me what was going on, who was what doing what, and 
who was - And 1 said 'look. 1 dont have time for this kind of stuff. If 
you ever get it together, give me a cal1 because we'd really like to be 
involved in this.' Next thing 1 hem, nothing's happening. Nothing's 
happening here. 1 still wanted to do a festival. Francine Zukerman got 
involved with Debra Plotkin. personally. and Debra was moving to 
Toronto. So 1 thought, 'oh. this is interesting.' 'Cause her sister, Janis. is 
the director of the San Francisco film festival. And her sister and Deborah 
Kaufhan started thar film festival which is now 14 years old. It was the 
first one. So 1 - we talked to Debra Plotkin about becorning the director. 
And she said. 'great'. So she moved here and that's what happened 
(Zukerman, personal interview. 7 May. 1997.97 13). 

Emerging fiom this excerpt are a number of key points which highlight the experience of 

trying to create cultural events within the Jewish communities of Toronto. The 

relationships between independent filmmakers. foundations, universities. and other 

cultural agencies converge. But more imponantly. it is the persona1 relationships between 

individuals working within those orgaanizations which create new cultural expressions. 

and opportunities for cultural growth. Helen Zukerman had the financial means to get 

involved and h d p  set up the Toronto Jewish Film Festival. When Francine Zukeman 

brought Debra Plotkin to Toronto for penonal reasons, the former's previous relationship 



with Helen Zukerman, as producer of her film, allowed Helen to make M e r  contact 

with Janis Plotkin. This enabled Helen to pick up the ball, as it were, and run with if 

with her own team. 

Zukerman continues the story: 

So we had - we rented this theatre, and Debra and 1 go out to have a 
couple of real stiff drinks because we had rented a 950-seat venue, and 
don't know what the hell we're doing. Because we wanted this area of 
t o m .  We wanted - and she said, rightfblly so, that you put in as much 
effort in a four hundred seat venue or a two hundred seat venue than you 
do in a six hundred seat venue. And there are not very many theatres that 
are fieestandhg - like this is - and in this ma, which we really like. So 
we were redly limited where we could go, down here. So anyway we took 
it and we went out and had a few dnnks and we said, 'you know what? 
We'll close the balconies.' So - we'll have five hundred people down 
there (Zukerman, personal interview, 7 May, 1997,9713). 

At this point in the story. Zukeman broke off fiom her chronological narration to note 

the context of other Toronto film festivals. Earlier that year. 1993, the Art Gallery of 

Ontario had programmed a senes of Brandeis University's collection of Yiddish language 

films. and that proved to be quite successful. But no annual festival of Jewish film had 

materialized. The success of the AG0 senes could be explained as a novelty, but whether 

or not people would come to a Jewish film festival was another thing. Zukerman did not 

know whether or not people would come to her festival. 

1 remernber when the international festival started [the Toronto 
International Film Festival]. like 1 can't even remember how many years 
ago, I was walking on Bloor and Yonge one day and they were pulling 
people into the theatres. because nobody was going to the movies. Helga 
Stephenson [executive director of the Toronto International Film Festival] 
- she said 'you know. the first few years of the festival, we were pulling 



people in off of the streets. We were @ing away tickets'. I remember 
some guy coming over to me and saying 'here's a ticket. There's a movie 
over theref. 1 said, 'get outta here. I've got other things to do. I'm busy' 
(Zukemian, personal interview, 7 May, 1997,9713). 

Worried that the Toronto Jewish Film Festival would s a e r  similar growing pains to the 

Toronto International Film Festival (now the largest film festival in North America), 

Zukerman and Plotkin went to a near by bar to wait and see if anyone would come. 

So anyway, Debra and 1 go out and wefre hysterical. We're drinking and 
we're hysterical. ' C a w  we don? know what we're going to do. And we 
have the theatre. And we started working and we worked like dogs. I 
have to tell you, we had three months to put this together. But the one 
thing that 1 wanted to do was 1 wanted to fund it as much as 1 could. 
because 1 wanted - . 1 felt, that if you do a half-assed job the first tirne. 
you cant recoup the next time. We either come out big or you dont come 
. . . And I must say we worked so hard and it came out and there were a 
couple of things lucky that happened and people came and it becarne clear 
to us - like we would pull up here like two hours before show time and 
there would be a line-up. And we'd get hysterical. We couldn't believe it. 
So we would Say. 'how long do you think ahead of time we have to corne 
not to have a line up?' and 1 dont think it ever happened. That there was 
no line up. And then - so that came to an end. We were thnlled to 
pieces (Zukennan. persona1 interview. 7 May. 1997.97 1 3). 

The first Toronto Jewish Film Festival was in May 1993 and lasted five days. It 

was a huge success. and. as 1 show below. a good quarter of the sweyed 1997 audience 

had been attending frorn the beginning. Zukerman continues the story: 

So then we put that to sleep and we thought 'ok. What are we going to do 
next year?' - So Debra and I sat and 1 said to my iawyer, 1 said, 'what if 
they don't corne next year? Maybe it was a fluke. They came the fint year. 
They said they liked it. But you know people - 'we must get together 
sometime' - . And the next year everybody came again and it was bigger. 
And we made it a week. And then we hired Debra Kwinter 1 s t  year, for 



the fouah year'. The third year - tirst two years 1 think our foundation 
was going to subsidize any loss, and then even the third year my lawyers 
said, 'look. Technically, if you were to do 52% of the fûnding they 
wouldn't kill you this year. Because ifs a new thing.' So that's what 
happened. And now, 1 think we provide maybe 25% of the f d s .  That's 
dl. Well, depending what final numbers are. And then it started really 
growing (Zukeman, personal interview, 7 May, 1 997,97 1 3). 

To be sure, the success of the Toronto Jewish Film Festival is quite amazing. But the 

enthusiasm needs to be tempered with some reality, and the festival organizers will not 

rest on their laureis. 

And it just keeps growing and growing. Last year, it really exploded fiom 
the third year till last year. Box office really exploded. This year, I think 
we're ahead a little bit. 1 see this year, Kwinter's not going to like it. but 1 
see this year - 'cause 1 think she wanted it to explode the way it had 1st 
year, £tom the third to the fourth. 1 don't think that's possible every year. I 
think we've put more roots out. because what we've done is this way. 
matinees - more matinees. a serial. so we've changed a lot of things that 
people really like. So that's the history of the festival (Zukeman. persona1 
interview. 7 May. 1997.97 13). 

1 was in a position to be a participant observer for the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival. Through my conversations with Debra Kwinter. now director of marketing, we 

devised a survey which would meet both our respective. marketing and scholarly. ends. 

Kwinter wanted to make sure they had enough information to assess their advertising and 

marketing perfomance. while 1 wanted ethnographic data on Jewish film going practices. 

' Debra Plotkin lefi the Toronto Jewish Film Festival at the end of the 1996 year. 
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As it turned out, our respective needs did not codict, and actuaily complemented one 

another . 

By including the data that they needed to accrue within the same survey that I was 

compiling, the Festival organizers would put this single s w e y  on their letterhead. and be 

responsible for adequate duplication and distribution. My job within the Festival was to 

collect and collate this data. ln exchange, I received a pass to the Festival of the type 

reserved for staff rnembers: a business card sized name plate on bright goldenrod paper, 

with the Festival logo, and a job description which became a running joke the rest of the 

Festival: my pass read "Mikel Koven - Survey Guy'? 

Each year the Toronto Jewish Film Festival requests that audience memben 

complete a survey. The information collected from these surveys enables the festival 

bener to direct their marketing in the upcoming years. In addition to information 

collection. we requested audience members to fil1 in their names, addresses. and phone 

numben for the Festival's database. Each year they award one lucky audience member 

two VIP passes to the following year's Festival. and that recipient is chosen From these 

surveys. The 1996 survey had 259 completed fonns, while my 1997 survey resulted in 

540 completed forms. 

Kwinter noted to me as she was making these passes in her office the first day of the 
Festival. that d e r  meeting me the one time. the previous day, she felt that 1 had the 
personality which would accept the flippant tone of the job description. She also noted 
that "Festival Ethnographer". which we had also bandied around as a job description, 
was likely to cause me to answer more questions then I could ask. Hers was a good call. 



The 1997 survey included a forward written by me and explained my interest in 

the responses. 

If this year's s w e y  seems longer than last year, it is because we are 
working with Miel Koven, a Ph.D. student at Memonal 
University of Newfoundland, studying Jewish cinema Some of the 
questions will be used for his thesis data. We thank you in advance 
for taking the tirne to help us serve and understand you better. 
Please fil1 in the appropriate responses: 

Festival volunteen distributed the surveys to audience mernbers as they entered the 

cinema, and there were two large boxes in the foyer. clearly marked, for the audience 

rnemben to put their completed sweys. 

1 shall now go through the survey itself, documenting the results generated. and 

hypothesizing what these results may mean, thereby constmcting some sense of the 

informant base 1 was working with. and a profile of the participating memben of the 

cornrnunity itself. 

The fint question I asked was whether or not this was the first time the audience 

member had attended the Festival. The results were not tembly surprising: 

- - 

time you've corne to the festival? 

I Yes 179 33% 1 
Figure 2.1: TJFF Survey - "1s this the first time you've corne to the festival?" 

67% of the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival audience was retuming for another year. 

33% of the questionnaire respondents were new Festival goers. 



The next question 1 asked was specific to retuming audience members. 1 asked 

how many years had they been atîending. Although the first Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival was held in 1993 (and therefore the maximum number of years an individuai 

could attend was four), 15% of those who completed the surveys identified that they had 

been attendhg for five years or more. At least one respondent identified that they had 

been corning for ten years! As Helen Zukerman joked to me, 'yeah, those first five years 

were really bonng." Zukerman further hypothesized that the respondent was probably 

confushg the Toronto Jewish Film Festival with the Toronto Jewish Film Sociefy, an 

organization which has k e n  in operation for almost twenty years. 

-- 

I ( I f o o t ) m &  years have you been coming? 

Figure 2.2: TJFF Suwey - "How many years have you been coming?" 

These statistics coincide with what Zukerman henelf identifies as the period of growth 

the festival experienced. I found that Festival audiences create annual patterns of 

attendance; that the Toronto Jewish Film Festival draws in many of the same people year 

afier par. Furthemore. this attendance behaviour begins to point to the Festival 

becoming a traditional event on the calendar for Toronto Jewry. 

1 also asked whether or not the respondents bought individual tickets to specific 



movies or the "festival pass" which would get holders into any number of films during 

the Festival. For the Festival organizers themselves, they intended the information to 

reflect thek own box office statistics. 

Do you have a festival pas, or do you buy your tickets individually? 

Festival Pass 140 26% 
individual Tickets 388 72% 

i ~ u r e 2 . 3 :  TJFF Survey - YDo you have a fcstivd pass, or do you buy your tickets 
individually ?" 

I intended this question to demonstrate the dedication of Festival goers to the event itself. 

This question was to separate individual movie goen fkom Festival participants. To me, 

purchasing a "festival pass" is indicative of a total cornitment to the event, as opposed 

to the purchase of individual movie tickets which points toward more of an interest in a 

specific movie5. For those Festival attendees whose main focus are the films themselves, 

rather than immersion within a cultural event, the cultural aesthetic in operation is based 

on the desire to see movies that they may never have the opportunity to see againb. 

As Bakhtin noted. full participation is required for the "festive" experience. "Carnival 
[which here is used synonymously with festival] is not a spectacle seen by the people; 
they live in it, and everyone participates because its very idea embraces al1 the people. 
m i l e  carnival lasts. there is no other life outside it. Dunng camival time life is subject 
only to its laws, that is. the laws of its own fieedom. It has a universal spirit; it is a 
special condition of the entire world. of the world's revival, and renewal, in which al1 take 
part" (Bakhtin: 7). 

In my own participation with the Toronto International Film Festival as an attendee, 1 
came across a number of avid Festival goen whose choice in movies was based 
exclusively on the chances of the film not king theatrically released. Certain movies 
would be actively avoided if there was a possibility of the film being commercially 



Several survey comments said this, but one will suffice as an example: "many of these 

films will never be s h o w  commercially so its the oniy opportunity to see them" 

(comment on survey form, 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). Beverly Stoeltje notes 

that "if those in attendance are primarily observers or consumers rathet than participants, 

the event is not based in the social life of the community" (Stoeltje, 1992: 266). Yet, 

participation for some, if not dl, still makes for a festival. For those who wish the total 

immersion within the Festival experience, an alternative to Stoeltje's "consumerist" 

festival emerges: 

[Il look fonvard every year to king able to focus my attention in a short 
time span on an array of the themes pertinent to k i n g  Jewish - the , 

divenity of the Festival's inclusions each year is important. There is linle 
reflection - despite our 'owneship' of Hollywood - of non-stereotypicd 
Judaism and Jewishness otherwise available in mainstrearn, Christian- 
oriented films/rnovies. It's a great vehicle for many younger people to 
explore Jewish issues in a setting they might find very cornfortable 
(comment on survey form. 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). 

1 also wanted to identifi festival going habits. 1 asked with how many 

people did the respondent come to the Festival. 

l 
- - 

How many people did you come down here with? 

self 56 10% 
one other 274 50% 
group 4 129 24% 

I group 2 5  27 5% I 
Figure 2.4: TJFF Survey - "How many people did you come down here with?" 

available. This seems to be pan of thefilm festival experience. 
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Half the respondents identified that they came down with one other person which points 

toward, although certainly does not prove, incidental movie going behaviour. This is in 

conaast to the 5% who identified attending in larger sized groups, which requires a larger 

degree of organization; a greater amount of effort in order to attend, hiniing the relatively 

mundane activity of going to a movie into an event. 

Barbara Myerhoff noted that "cognitive dissonance theory is clearly pertinent. 

stating as it does that the degree to which individuals have suffered for an expenence is 

directly related to the value they place on that expenence . . . the higher the price paid. the 

more likely are subjects to insist that it was worth while" (Myerhoff: 121). Therefore. as 

Festival participation is concemed, the greater effort placed on attendance, for example 

the organization of a larger sized group. the greater the importance of the event itself for 

those who attend. Conversely. for those who put linle effort into attending. for those who 

essentiall y "show up," they may diminish the expenence. 

1 also wanted to discover the attendees' categorization of the Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival within the contexts of film and Jewish culture in the city. On the 1996 survey. 

they asked whether or not audience members attended other Jewish events in Toronto. 1 

noted to Kwinter that although one would expect to draw audiences from Jewish contexts 

to this Festival. they were also drawing from film contexts. I therefore made a distinction 

between two questions: I asked whether or not attendees went to other film festivals in 

Toronto (Figure 1.5) and asked whether or not attendees went to other ethnic (i.e.. 

Jewish) festivals in Toronto (Figure 2.6). 
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Do you go to any of the other film festivals in Toronto? 

No 276 51% 
Yes 251 47% 

Toronto Int'l Film Festival 178 33% Jewish Film Society 4 
Insidelout 14 Hot Docs 3 

Cinematheque 8 Yiddish 3 
Short Film Festival 5 Animation Festival 2 

Israeli 1 
Women's Film Festival 1 

Fipre 2.5: TJFF Suwey - 'Do you go to any of the other film festivals in Toronto?" 

As far as the film contexts go. those who attend other film festivals and those who do not 

are about 50/50 (although 33% of al1 completed sweys  noted that they do. at least 

occasionally, attend the Toronto international Film Festival in September). A few 

respondents identified the breadth. beyond the Toronto International Film Festival. of 

Toronto film culture's festive contexts: they identified attending the Cinematheque. the 

Inside/Out festival [an annual Toronto gay and lesbian film festival], the Short Film 

Festival, "Hot Docs" (a docurnentary film festival), the Animation festival. and the mua1 

Women's Film Festival. 

The ethnic festival question revealed di fferent results: 



Do you go to any of the o k  ethnic (i.e., Jewish) festivals in Toronto? 

No 136 25% 
Yes 389 72% 

L 

1 

1 

Figure 2.6: TJFF Survey - "Do you go to any of the other ethnic (i.e. Jewish) 

Music Events 
Lectures 
Theatre 
As hkenaz 
Temple/S yn 
Jewish Book Fair 
Holocaust Mernorials 
Misc. Jewish Events 
Friends of Yiddish 
JCC 
Misc. Ethnic Events 

Caravan 
Jewish Film Society 
Kolel 
UJA 
Caribana 
Feminist Events 
Harbourfiont 
UJA Walkathon 
Jewish Genealogical 
Peace Now 
Yiddishland Café 

festivals in Toronto?" 

Almost a full three quarters of respondents said that they attended other ethnic festivals in 

Toronto, and most of those identified were Jewish contexts. We can put fonvard then as 

a general hypothesis that those who attend the Toronto Jewish Film Festival see its place 

within the context of other Jewish events, rather than film culture events. 

There is a site of intersection between these two cultural contexts. the Jewish and 

the cinematic: the film festival. Bill Nichols noted that 

the festival circuit allows the local to circulate globally, within a specific 
system of institutional assumptions. priorities. and constraints. Never only 
or purely local. festival films nonetheless circulate. in large part. with a 
cachet of locally inscribed difference and globally ascribed commonality. 
They both attest to the uniqueness of different cultures and specific 
filmmaken and afirm the underlying qualities. of an 'international cinema' 
(Nichols. 1994: 68) 



Although Nichols' assumption which sees a homogenizing effect of erasing difference in 

the consumption of cinema h m  around the world, is perhaps true in the context Nichols 

worked in, The Toronto Intemationai Film Festival, but in smaller, ethnically bounded 

festivals, like the Toronto Jewish Film Festival, differences are celebrateà, as I note 

below. However, for rnany of my festival informants, this global circulation within a local 

space is a major motivation for film festival attendance. 

The survey was also required for the Festival's funve marketing plans: it asked 

where the attendees heard about the Festival, but these survey results also begin to point 

toward an understanding of the social networking that occurs within the Toronto Jewish 

and Arts cornmunities. We gave a number of choices on the survey itself. as well as a 

blank space marked "other." for miscellaneous sources. 

How did you hear about this festival? 

Mailing 213 39% 
Word of Mouth 12 1 22% 

CJN 115 21% 
TorontoStar 56 10% 

Now 56 10% 
Brochure 46 9% 

Festival Mag. 37 7% 

Poster 
Globe & Mail 

Jewish Tribune 
Radio 

eye 
CFMT (TV) 

Cinematheque 
UJA 

-- - - -. 

Figure 2.7: TJFF Survey - "How did ?ou hear about this festival?" 

By far the most efficient means of communicating information about the Festival to 

potential Festival goen is through direct mailing. This method of information 



distribution is aiso the most expensive and is therefore used to maintain connections with 

already existing Festival attendees, and not to cultivate new audiences. Yet. the Festival 

in 1997 attracted a third o f  its total audience through other means. 

The next two major sources cited for idormation distribution are signifiant: 

those who heard about the Festival through word of mouth, and those who heard about 

the Festival through the Camdian Jewish News, a comrnunity newspaper that serves the 

Jewish community in Toronto and Montreai. What diese sources of information begin to 

point toward is the network of social relationships within the Jewish cornmunity. Not al1 

Toronto Jews read the CJhr - in fact, it is a rather conse~ative publication that caten to 

senior citizens, offering them package deals to Israel, among other things. Likewise, we 

would not expect many of the more secularly oriented, or non-synagogue attending Jews. 

by virtue of their absence from organized Jewish life, to be within the social network of 

Jewish cultural event calendars. This small percentage of attendees receive information 

about the Festival from alternat ive media. 

1 think we cm begin to divide the remaining sources of information into their 

respective cultural addresses. Such a distinction is artificial: it assumes that there is no 

crossover readership. However. by exarnining the percentile of marketing toward a 

specific Jewish audience and specific film audience, the above distinction between the 

two cultures begins to emerge. Festival'. along with NowB. appeal to a younger, more 

' The Bloor Cinema the location of the Festival itself. is an independent cinema which 
shows "second d movies and does art house retrospectives. Along with The Fox, The 



secdar, "downtown" culture, than the m m  media of The Toronto Star. Likewise. 

the Cinematheque, a resource center and repertory cinema which runs throughout the year 

concurrent retrospectives of important film makers and fih movements, is clearly 

addressing itself t o m  culture. It is a reasonably d e  assumption to make that FestivuZ 

and Now, dong with the Cinematheque, are connecting with participants of Toronto's 

film cultural contexts. Together, these three sources only resulted in 20.1 % of the total 

cited sources of information. 

The other cultural context that the marketing of the Festival addresses is that of 

the Jewish community. The Canadian Jewish News, The Jewish Tribune (another Jewish 

newspaper). the UJA (The United Jewish Appeal - a Jewish charity organization), and 

CFMT (a Toronto multiculturai television station), were cited by 24.2% of attendees as a 

result of this marketing plan. 

The remaining media are what 1 would charactenze as "mainsueam". and within 

this group. 1 would hypothesize. are the ambivalent - those who identiQ themselves 

with neither the Jewish nor the cinematic O .  

Paradise. The Kingsway. and The Revue. al1 independent cinemas, the Bloor Cinema 
publishes a newspaper. Festival. once every two months which lists the films being 
shown at al1 the "indies" [independent cinemas]. 

8 An alternative weekly newspaper that has. from my own experience. the best arts and 
culture listings of any source in the city. 

' The 1996 s w e y  resulted in the following statistics: 40.1% identified direct mailings, 
4.25% noted The Toronto Star. 3.86% noted The Globe and Mail, 5.79% noted Now, 
0.39% noted eye. and 1 1.2% noted The Canadian Jewish News. Although impact from 



1 had hoped to identify a particular medium of cinematic expression to which 

those attendhg the Festival preferred: fiction or documentary films; ciramatic or comedic 

movies. In many cases 1 asked the wrong question. Frequently respondents said "ail". or 

"only good movies." One of the ways in which this question was wrong was in my use of 

the word 'prefer"; 1 intended respondents to cite oniy one of the four possible choices, by 

either form (fiction or documentary) or by genre (drama or comedy). What occurred 

consistently enough to enable some generdization was a selection of al1 of the 

possibilities with only minor variations according to an actual preference. 

in general, what kind of movies do you prefer? 

Fiction 
Documentary 

Comedy 
D m a  

Hebrew 
Yiddish 

Experimental 
Film Noir 

H istoricallperiod 
FantasyISci-Fi 

Holocaust 
Action/ Adventure 

Docudrarna 

Feminist 2 
Romance 2 

Biographies 1 
Classics 1 
English 1 

Jews in other lands 1 
Lesbian 1 
Violent 1 

- 

Figure ZB:T.JFF Survey - "In general, what kind of movies do you prefer?" 

More people cited documentary films than fiction films. and at that level alone 1 can 

direct mailing is down in 1997 (and this may be due to the increased suvey base), al1 
other sources are up substantially. 



begin to generalize about cinematic preference vis a vis a moderate preference for 

docurnentary cinema. Still, at this stage, 1 can note, there is something going on within 

this community with regards to "truth" - that a good film is one that depicts the world as 

it "really is," an idea 1 shall explore in more detail in Chapter Four. A very few people 

wrote in their own preferences in more specific terms. 1 list those preferences in Figure 

2.8. 

1 also found how the respondents viewed the Festival within the context of the 

cultural life of Toronto Jewry. 

ow important do you think this festival is to the cultural life of Toronto Jews? 
Very important 317 59% 
Moderately important 1 69 3 1 % 

1 Not at ail 8 2% 1 
Figure 2.9: TJFF Survey - "How important do you think this fatival is to the 

cultural life of Toronto Jews?" 

With this question in the context of the first five questions. determining the dedication of 

Festival respondents to the Festival as an event. an interesting observation emerges. 

Although the majority of people surveyed identified that the festival is a "very important" 

dimension to the local Jewish caiendar. only about one quater of  the total respondents 

attends the entire event.I0 The apparent conclusion to make from this is that 

"importance" does not demand "attendance". and if we can see the Festival as metonyrnic 

'O Obviously such things as previous obligations or employment issues affect this to a 
large degree. 



of the entire culture, then Jewish pride and Jewish identification does not necessarily 

demand Jewish participation. 

The next series of questions attempted to define what, exactly, was Jewish 

cinema. 1 began with a three-part question: "is a Jewish director, star, writer important to 

you?" Each (star, director, writer) had a '~es/no" possible answer." Again, I should 

admit, that this was not the best possible question to ask, for those attendees that 1 spoke 

with +hou& exit polls identified "Jewish content" as the deciding factor in whether a 

film was Jewish or not, and not necessarily the ethnicity of anyone involved with making 

the film12. Still. some interesting results came from this question. 

( Ir a Jewish director, star, or writer important to yau? 

l Star Director Writer 

Yes 170 31% Yes 214 40% Yes 373 51% 
No 302 56% No 247 46% No 192 36% 

Figure 2.10: TJFF Survey - '1s r Jewish director, star, or writer important to you?" 

In very broad ternis. the vuriter is the one responsible for the content of the film: it is he or 

' ' Even though there were only two possible answers to each question. some respondents 
still felt obliged to argue: "what do you mean by 'important'? or This isn't a yesho 
question.' As a running joke between myself. Helen Zukerman and Debra Kwinter, we 
noted that only Jews could find something to debate on in a yes or no question. 

" By "conten~' my informants referred to those films which have substantial Jewish 
diegeric content. 



she who decides what the actual diegesisI3 is. The d i t o r ,  on the other hand, is who 

decides how that narnitive is to be perfomed. Based on this statistic, 1 can tentatively 

conclude that it is Jewish content which determines a Jewish movie. This is a point that 1 

will return to repeatedly. 

The next two questions were complimentary to one another: "are al1 movies made 

by Jews, Jewish?" and "can a non-Jew make a Jewish rnovie?" My assumption was that 

there was something fundamentally Jewish about a Jewish film maker that would 

permeate al1 their work, regardless of the content. My expected m e r s  to these 

questions were "yes" and "no" respectively. The results were not what I expected. 

e dl movies made by Jews. Jewish? 
Yes 29 6% 

- 

Figure 2.11: TJFF ~ & v e y  - "Are al1 movies made by Jews, Jewish?" 

Can a non-Jew make a Jewish movie? 
Yes 467 86% 
No 48 9% 

Figure 2.12: TJFF Survey - "Can a nonJew make a Jewish movie?" 

Only 6% of those sumeyed said that al1 movies made by Jews are somehow Jewish. Yet. 

as one of the surveyed informants noted in their comrnents. 

anything anyone rnakes is influenced by their life expenence. Being 
Jewish is a part of a Jew's life expenence. It somehow influences anything 
that [a] Jew makes in subtle ways - the way they perceive things. what 

" David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson define '*diegesis" as "in a narrative film, the 
world of the film's story. 'nie diegesis includes events that are presurned to have occumd 
and actions and spaces not shown on screen" (Bordwell and Thompson: 385). 



angles they take, the questions they ask. Even if it is not about anything 
Jewish (comment on survey form, 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival)'! 

Stningely enough, the question regardhg non-Jewish participation in Jewish film culture. 

although d l  not what I was expectin& was more ambivalent. Again a single survey 

comment will suffice to indicate some of the comments I received: 

Yes, 1 believe a non-Jewish person can make a Jewish movie . . . however, 
the non-Jewish person would have to remain conscious of the fact that 
their approach, opinions and aesthetics does not quantify itself in the 
context of the Jewish experience - and MUST AT ALL TIMES BE 
careful of the offending and antagonistic aggression of cultural 
appropriation (comment on survey form, 1997 Toronto Jewish Film 
Festival). 

I also found that 75% of surveyed Festival attendees were over the age of 40 (40- 

54 34%; 55-69 30%; and 70< 1 1 %)". Nevertheless, when placed within the context of 

the other data this survey generated, perhaps the results were, to some degree at least, 

predictable. 

" This view coincides with the film studies approach noted by Friedman (1 99 1 :3 l), and 
cited in the Introduction. 

" To detemine this, 1 used the age groupings that the Festival used the previous year: 
under 1 8, 1 8-29,30-39,40054.55-69. and over 70. 



1 Age? 

Figure 2.13: TJFF Survey - UAge [of Festival attendeel?" 

Given the large portion of Festival attendees who identified the position of the Festival 

within the cultural life of Toronto Jewry, given the nexus of information that circulates 

within that context, perhaps it is not surprishg to discover that the Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival appeals to an older, more consemative crowd of Jews, rather than the-younger 

participants within film culture. such as those who read Now and Festival, and go to the 

C inematheque. 

The next question was based on gended6 This statistic brings forward a lot more 

questions than it answen: 

Gender? 

Male 156 29% 
Female 374 69% 

Figure 2.14: TJFF Survey - "Gender [of Festival attendcesi?" 

Were women the majority of sunrey completen? Are women the keepen of Jewish 

'' A few attendees noted on their survey form that there should be more than two 
categorîes. 



culture (and if so, what are the men's role)? 1 was unable to answer these questions 

successfully, if answers are possible. Still, the questions themselves are significant. 

The pendtirnate question was also controversial. Kwinter noted to me that the 

previous year they had asked "are you Jewish?', and that the question resulted in one 

cornplaint questioning whether or not the Festival organizers were m g  to put on a 

festival for Jews only. In my eagerness to get into the cultural subdivisions of Toronto 

Jewry 1 suggested altering that question to a more ambiguous one: "denomination"? 

What I had hoped for, by phrasing the question as 1 dicl, was to see some division within 

the Jewish cornrnunity arnong Reform Jews, Conservative Jews, Orthodox Jews. and the 

variety of non-Jews who would attend. 

Denomination? 

Not Answered 207 
Jewish 235 

Reform 
Conservative 
Non-practicing 
Reconstructionalist 
Hebrew 
Egalitarian 
Orthodos 
"Reconservadox" 

Catholic 
Christian 
Protestant 
Anglican 
Half Jewish 
Lutheran 
Muslim 
Non-Jewish 

Agnostic 
None 
Humanist 
Atheist 
Filmish 
Rast i farian 
Spin tua1 
W iccan 

Figure 2.15: TJFF ~ u r v G  - "[Religiousl Denomination?" 

A large nurnber of people did not answer the question. possibly because they did not 

understand what 1 rneant by the word "denomination". or rnaking jokes like "prefer 20s. 

but will take 5s". It is also possible they felt the question was intrusive, and flat out 
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refused to answer it. Anotha 44% simply identified themselves as Jews. 1 was therefore 

unable to see what parts of the lewish community were being administered to by the 

festival. 

The ha1 statistical question on the survey was regarding synagogue affiliation". 

1 Are you affiliated with a synagogue? 

Yes 281 52% 
No 251 46% 

Figure 2.16: TJFF Survey - 'Are you aniiated with a synagogue?" 

Over hdf of the surveyed respondents identified themselves as &liated with a 

synagogue (which can include anything fiom k ing  a member of a particular congregation 

to occasionally attending services). Taking into consideration the respondents who 

identified themselves in the previous question as not Jewish (7%), and those nonJews 

who did not answer the question at dl. still leaves the non-synagogue afiliated statistic as 

fairly large. What does this mean? On the one hand it reveals that the Toronto Jewish 

Film Festival does reach out to a large nurnber of Jews who do not necessarily participate 

in other Jewish events: a factor I discuss in more detail beiow. However. the majority of 

those who attend the film festival are synagogue afiliated; that is. they are activeiy 

involved as religious Jews (in one form or another). 

l7 The 1996 suntey resulted in a statistic of 49.81% who were afiliated with a synagogue. 
and 50.19% who were not. 



Yet, as Barbara KUshenblati-Girnblett noted, quoting Evelyn Latowsky from a 

197 1 newspaper article, "the socalled 'religious' or 'socio-religious' .. . Jewish community 

is in fact an ethnic community in which religion ... is only one component,' adding that 

'Jews are affiliateci with synagogues not to worship God but to perpetuate a peoplef1' 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett: 48). As anecdotal evidence to support this, during my fieldwork 

at the festival, one of the volunteers quipped that shodd any Jewish event need to attract 

more people, al1 they need to do is advertise it as a "Singles Event" and people will flock 

to whatever it is. The implication is that even the most assimilated Jews. that is. Jews 

who work in the non-Jewish world, the majorîty of their fnends are nonJews. do not 

keep kosher - in fact, the entire context of their lives is non-Jewish - that they still. 

whether because of cultural prohibition or persona1 choice, wish to form paruierships 

within the faith. 

1 think this last statistic is perhaps the most indicative of the character of the 

Toronto Jewish Film Festival. The festival is primarily within the context of Jewish 

culture: that is, it draws its participants from Jewish contexts. rather than other film 

contexts (but. obviously not exclusively). In addition to direct mailing. information about 

the festival is pnmarily circulated through word of mouth and advertising in Jewish 

contexts. Those who already socialize within Jewish circles (who attend Jewish events, 

go to synagogue. subscribe to the Canadiun Jewish News). are the primary audience the 



festival draws". However, the Toronto Jewish Film Festival reaches beyond that 

audience, attracting many Jews who do not aitend synagogues, or are otherwise connected 

to Toronto Jewish life. Almost half of those festival participants who filled out the 

survey did not go to synagogue (inciuding those who are not Jewish). This combination 

between the synagogue affiliated and those who are not, rnake the Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival a tnily inclusive event. 

THE TORONTO JEW~SH FILM FESTIVAL AS FESTIVAL 

Are film festivals ' h e  festivals" as folklorists understand the tenn? Some 

folklorists shy away from viewing festivals that celebrate popular culture, seeing instead a 

cornmercialization factor as replacing the expression of cornrnunity itself (Stoeltje. 1992: 

26 1-262; Abrahams, 1982: 17 1). Beverly Stoeltje noted "those events that do have 

festival in their titles are generally contemporary modem constructions, employing 

festival characteristics but serving the commercial. ideological. or political purposes of 

self-interested authorities or entrepreneurs" (Stoeltje. 1992: 36 1-262). Over the next 

paragraphs 1 shall be outlining the man' ways in which the Toronto Jewish Film Festival 

is indeed a festival. Although a popular culture festival. this festival was not predicated 

upon the cornrnercialization process which Stoeltje noted. 

l 8  A statistic which Debra Kviinter confirmed to me. My inclusion of the question 
sunounding other film festivals attended was specifically to see this breakdown. 



One of my origuial questions on beginning this research was whether or not the 

Toronto Jewish Film Festival is an actual festival or not, a s  is understood by the 

definitions given above. Otherwise, the event would be, for lack of a better word, a 

"showcase," an opportunity to watch a lot of movies and denying the engagement with 

the full culturai dynamic. Helen Zukerman, executive director of the Festival, noted this 

when she observed the problems in setting up the festival funding. Although she runs a 

pnvate family foundation, the foundation could not fund the project without special 

clearance fiom Revenue  anad da'^ Her lawyer found a loophole. 

And the way he did it - he applied under 'culture'. He minimized the 
watching of a film and eating popcorn, and maximized the culture around 
it, and the fact that directors were coming in and they're going to educate 
and speak. So finally they said 'yes. For one year' (Zukerman, personal 
interview, 7 May, 1997.97 1 3). 

Although her lawyer found a loophole in which to get special clearance fiom Revenue 

Canada for the fûnding of the Festival, this loophole demonstrates the slippage between 

the consumption of a single text (watching a movie) and developing a full-fledged 

"festival". That Revenue Canada made a distinction, where Zukerman at first did not, is 

1'3 According to Zukennan, "ln the meantirne, my charitable foundation is a pnvate family 
foundation and I'm not supposed to be doing this kinda stuff. So [Il make an application 
to Revenue Canada for permission and they Say 'no'. And . . . why? Because we could 
make money. So afier we p t  off the floor laughing, my lawyer and I, so we told them. 
'no. No festival in the whole world makes money. Why should ours be any differentt. 
But anyway it becarne sort of a contest" (Zukeman, personal interview, 7 May. 1997, 
9713). 



interesting in its own nght, but also demanded of the Festival organizers that afesrival 

was what they actually requked. 

To get an overview of the event as a festival, 1 am first going to use Beverly 

Stoeltje's schema: Stoeltje developed, over a number of years, a morphological 

"checklist" of acts that make up the overall evedO. According to Stoeltje, a festival is 

made up of six types of acts: an opening ceremony, ntuals, dramas and contests. feasts, 

dance and music, and finally a concluding event (Stoeltje, 1992: 264-265). Although this 

morphology is considered descriptive, rather than prescnptive, a certain ordenng of these 

acts and their respective inclusion is by design and self-conscious. 

Festival begins with an opening ceremony of some kind. Although Alessandro 

Falassi referred to the opening ritual as a "rite of purification" where they cleanse the 

festival space ". . . by means of fire. water. or air. or centered around the solemn expulsion 

of sorne son of scapegoat carrying the 'evil' and 'negative' out of the comrnunity" (Falassi: 

4). in practice al1 that we require from an opening ceremony is that the space itself be 

demarcated as different from other spaces for the penod of the celebration (Stoeltje: 264). 

Mircea Eliade noted the importance of valorizing space as sacred. even if for a set time 

period. 

. . . to settle somewhere, to inhabit a space. is equivalent to repeating the 
cosmogony and hence to imitating the work of the gods, it follows that. for 

" 1 am self-consciously referring to the distinction Del1 Hymes made with regards to a 
"speech act" and a "speech event". 



religious man, every existential decision to situate himself in space in fact 
constitutes a religious decision. By assuming the responsibility of creating 
the world that he has chosen to inhabit, he not only cosmocizes chaos but 
also sanctifies his litile cosmos by making it like the world of the gods 
(Eliade, 65). 

Therefore, to demarcate the festive space as belonging to that festival, and to the 

celebrating culture, by means of an opening ceremony of some kind, sanctifies the event. 

The opening night of the Festival was a busy one. in many respects and From 

different perspectives, the entire evening's senes of acts cari be considered an "opening 

ceremony" for the variety of people who participate in the Festival. The "officiai" 

opening of the Festival was the public remarks given by Helen Zukerman and Shlomo 

Schwartzberg, the Director of Prognimming. To begin with Zukerman thanked and 

introduced the office crew. This action in effect. not only marked the official b e g i ~ i n g  

of the Festival. but as a ntual of inclusion. recognized the activities of those not in the 

direct public spotlight as equal contnbutors to the event. Likewise. Zukeman. by reading 

out a list of corporate sponsors. incorporated the financial development of the Festival. 

and self-consciously recognized the monetq dimension to the event as a whole. Finally. 

Zukerman noted that their advenising slogan. '*you don't have to be fiimish. had already 

caught on in the vemacular lexicon of Montreal Jews. and was becoming a popular 

expression throuehout both Monireal and Toronto. She ended her introduction with a 

special thank-you to the audience. an incorporation ritual for their active participation in 

the Festival. The structure of the contests (as discussed below) implies this audience 



incorporation to be actual and essential to the operation of the Festival. This is unlike the 

Toronto International Film Festival, where they position the audience in a much more 

passive position, and the audience has little impact on the proceedings of the event 

itself"' . 

Schwartzberg's opening rem& were to introduce the Festival content, 

highlighting various movies and guests who would be appearing. Whenever he singled 

out a specific film as particularly noteworthy, he always interjected that al1 the films were 

noteworthy. 

Afier the screening of the fint feature film, Ha-ltalkim Ba'im [The Italianr are 

Corning] (1 996), the Festival organizers held a small reception in the lobby of the Bloor 

Cinema. Various types of food and dink were available for those in attendance at the 

movie (discussed below). This rather large opening night party was for al1 attendees of 

the Festival; again. it was an inclusive event. Yet this pst-film party was only one of 

three events that marked the opening of the Festival. The other two were more exclusive 

(although I had access to them as "Swey Guy"). and each demarcates different secton of 

the Festival participants. 

Earlier in the evening. prior to the screening of the first film, 1 attended a 

reception sponsored by the Israeli consulate in Toronto. They served finger foods, wine 

" Although, in one respect the audience does have an impact on the Toronto International 
Film Festival: Air Canada currently sponsors a "Peoples Choice" award, which enables 
festival participants to vote on their favorite movie. 



and soft drinks in the "party room" of a downtown condominium cornplex". The festival 

organizers specifically geared this event toward welcoming the Isaeli guests, producers 

and filmmakers. In attendance were, among others, Ram Loevy (director of the lsraeli 

mini-series Mar Mani [Mr. Mani] (1996), which they screened in its entirety during the 

Festival), Eyal Halfon (writer and director of the opening night film, Ha-Itdkim Bu'im), 

and Mordecai Bregman (producer of L q h  Lavan [White Night] (1996), which was also 

screened at the Festival). 

At one point the Consul Gened welcomed everybody to the reception. citing the 

Festival's hard work at promoting Israeli culture in Toronto. This year had the largest 

number of Israeli films present, and the Consul Generai joked (half-joked. according to 

Zukerman). that maybe next year it will be an exclusively lsraeli festival. The 1997 

Festival was the first time that they included the Israeli consulate reception as an 

"opening night" event. Previous years saw Israeli receptions, just not in this very specific 

temporal m e .  As Zukerman tells it. 

We need them [the Israeli consulate] to fly our films diplornatic pouch. 
which they do whenever they can. which saves us a Lot of money. We 
don't need a reception. Whenever they put on a reception - this one was 
pretty-well attended. Last two years when they put on a reception we told 
them 'this is not a good tirne'. Last year they put it on during two of the 
best Israeli documentaries. You. ,Me. and Jerusalem [1995] and Imide 
God's Bunker [1994]. 'So what are you doing?' It was the only time they 
could get this Israeli to donate the use of his art gallery in Yorkville. Five 
people showed up. 1 ran over for 15 minutes and 1 came back. The year 

" Within that sarne complex is Heien Zukeman's home. 



before, they wanted to do a Sunday brunch - and 1 thought it was a nice 
idea. The people didnP show up. So this year, 1 said 'before'. I said, 
'although it's a pain in the ass for w, because we're busy, and we're - But 
at least he got a decent tum out 1 don't know if he was happy about it or 
not. . . . 1 think they expect to be ireated very differently than other 
funders. And they expect a lot more in return (Zukerman, personal 
interview, 7 May, 1997,97 13). 

Mat both my observations of the opening night reception and Zukerman's comments 

reveal is the special status that Israeli culture has within Jewish culture in North America. 

We c m o t  belinle the importance of Israel to the Toronto Jewish comrnunity, and to 

North American Jews as a whole. The festival organizen geared this opening night event 

exclusively for the Israeli participants within the Festival. 

The other major exclusive event that evening that oficially opened the Festival 

was the opening night p q .  held at a nearby restaurant. Southem Accents. This party 

was for al1 the guests of the Festival. including staff. volunteen. corporate and patronage 

supporten. There was a much more "festive" atmosphere here. The Israeli par.  was 

rather dour and reserved. At Southem Accents. the reception appealed to more o f  a 

younger set, representative of downtown culture. The guest list's inclusion of staff and 

volunteers, community memben md local merchants. seem to be integrating the 

immediate physical community that houses the Festival. 

For the past five years. the' have held the Toronto Jewish Film Festival at the 

Bloor cinema in Toronto. a dowtown cinema that is independent from the two major 

cinema chains in Ontario - Famous Players and Cineplex Odeon. According to Helen 



Zukerman, 

It actually - this is the area of town where a lot of the Jews grew up in. 
They immigrated and came here. So for a lot of them its coming back 
home. It's just a really nice rnixed area A lot of the u d l i a t e d  - the 
less-traditional Jews live d o m  here. A lot of them. And we get them. 1 
just love the place (Zukerman, personal interview, 7 May, 1997,9713). 

One of the comments 1 received on my s w e y  shared a similar perception: "For Jews 

born downtown, like myself, it brings back memories - 1 see people 1 haven't seen in 

year[s] . . . I still love the downtown core" (comment on survey fom, 1997 Toronto 

Jewish Film Festivai). 

Festival attendees mistaking me for someone who worked for the Festival 

fiequently complained to me regarding the downtown location. Although historically, the 

Bloor Cinema is in an area of the city where the Jews senled. most have since moved into 

the nonh part of town. As Helen Zukerman noted to me 

Debra Kwinter doesn't like it here [the downtown venue]. She's made no 
secret of that. From the first day she started working here, she was 
hassling - I said 'Debra 1 undentand what you're saying. But for every 
person that you run into that doesntt like it. 1 nin into people who love it. 
And this is not a film festival for the Forest Hill Jews. I'm really sony.' 1 
haven't said that to her. but she h o u x  Honestly speaking, I dont care that 
much about the Forest Hill Jews, sirnply because they go everywhere and 
do everything. I'm trying to capture those people who are son of on the 
fnnge. So 1 like it here. A lot of people like it here (Zukerman. persona1 
interview, 7 May, 1997.97 1 3). 

Zukennan makes an interesting point: that althougb many of the Jews who live in the 

north end of the city would prefer the Festival to be held in their area, they do actually 



travel downtown for this event. Whereas the Jews who have distanceci themselves fiorn 

the "Forest Hill Jews", as Zukennan calls hem, do not feel alienated by the venuez4. On 

my swey,  one person noted "sometimes 1 have dificulty king cornfortable in a 

suburban Jewish milieu (clothes, jewelry, etc.)" (comment on survey fom, 1997 Toronto 

Jewish Film Festival). And it is the inclusion of this side of the Festival's demographic. 

the downtown population, which the Southem Accents event demarcated. 

Opening receptions, as ceremonies, then establish the festival in space. For Jews 

who have moved out of the downtown comdor, there is a sense of "corning home". As a 

rite of valorization referring to it as a "rite of purification" may be too strong. the 

community establishes itself within a set temporal and spatial context. By inhabiting the 

space, they reestablish a Jewish cosmos. and its inclusion of diverse sections of the 

Jewish and non-Jewish comrnunities is a significant means of establishing cultural conuol 

within the festive space. 

The religious dimension to the festival as a whole is a contentious issue. It 

connects to the question. which neither 1. nor anyone 1 have met can answer adequately: is 

Judaism a religion or a culture? Implied in the writings of Israeli folklonst Dov Noy. 

who separates Jewish folk culture from Jewish folk religion according to context. the 

'' The "Forrest Hill Jews" that Zukerman and Kwinter tefer to are those Jews who have 
senled in the more suburban neighbourhoods in the northen parts of the city. These 
genuified cornrnunities are stereotyped as bourgeois and materialistic: therefore those 
Jews who are more working class or feel excluded from this milieu, are included in the 
festival by virtue of its downtown location. The s w e y  comment below reflects this 
al ienation. 



religious dimension to Judaism is whatever they sanctify through an officia1 religious 

conduit - be it synagogue baseà, cuitic, or ritualized (Noy, 1980b: 273)? Ipsofacto. 

the Toronto Jewish Film Festival would not be a religious event, and yet at the sarne time. 

it is the shared religious expenence of Judaism that binds al1 those participants togethep. 

The rihial dimension, which Stoeltje equated with the religious (Stoeltje, 1992: 264). is 

not as explicit as in other festivals that celebrate specific religious events. in fact for 

many "secuiar" or "cultural" Jews who actively eschew the religious contexts where 

Judaism can be expressed, this festival is one of the only places for that kind of 

communifas. 

Answenng one of my s w e y  questions, "Why do you corne to the Festival?', one 

penon observed this very point: "We consider a good film festival (Jewish) to be a very 

25 This is very different from Primiano's view of "vemacular religion": "The need to do 
justice to the expenential component of people's religious lives [which] cm only be 
satisfied by a term which specifically addresses the 'penonal' and 'private'. Equally 
significant is the relationship of vemacular to the 'ms' manifested in the creativity and 
artistry expressed by the human drive to interpret religious expenence. The omnipresent 
action of personal religious interpretation involves various negotiations of belief and 
practice including, but not limited to. original intention. unintentional innovation. and 
international adaptation" ( Primiano: 43). 

'' But, as Eliade noted above. when a group establishes itself in space. the group's culture 
is reified as cosmography. thereby making even secular establishments, in some respects. 
sacred. "If the temple constitutes an imago mundi. this is because the world. as the work 
of the gods, is sacred. But the cosmolopical structure of the temple gives room for a new 
religious valorization: as a house of the gods. hence holy place above ail others, the 
temple continually resanctifies the world. because it at once represents and contains it. In 
the last analysis. it is by vzrrue qf the temple that the world is resanctifzed in every part. 
However impure it may have become. the world is continually ptrified by the sanctity of 
sanctuaries" (Eliade: 59. ernphasis in original}. 



integral part of the jewish cultural scene and perhaps important for Jews who don't wish 

to attend cultural, quasi-religious events in synagogues" (comment on s w e y  fom, 1997 

Toronto Jewish Film Festival). For others, the festival functions much more centrally in 

their Jewish lives: "It's part of my spirituai practice as a Jew" (comment on survey form. 

1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival), and "It's an easy way to be a Jew" (comment on 

s w e y  form, 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). Another survey informant included the 

following: "Once in a while (not too often) 1 like to get in touch with my Jewish roots" 

(comment on survey form, 1997 Tomnto Jewish Film Festival). 

For some Jews who are uncornfortable with their ethnic identity, this festival is a 

safe context in which to explore their roots. Although not discussing Jewish Film 

Festivals specifically, University of Toronto Anthropologist Ivan Kalmar noted that 

assimilated Jews fiequently seek out the occasional Jewish context in order not to feel 

"Jewish". that is feeling that they are "different". "An odd thing, but not a rare one: a Jew 

seeking to be not Jewish in the Company of other Jews. It may even be the chief moti- 

vation for the HI rembanassed Jewish individual' - Kalmar's term for secular Jewry] in 

the Diaspora to attend shul [synagogue]" (Kalmar: 2 12). The perception of "movies" 

being a relatively harmless entertainment medium, of being frivolous, allows the deeper 

play of dismissing attendance as just "going to the movies" while in reality participating 

within Jewish culture. As one informant noted on their s w e y  form "this is a place I 'fit' 

as a Jew" (comment on survey form. 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). For another, 

the reason for attending the Festival is much more personal: "to comect with my Jewish 
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heritage. To leam what I've missed as h a h g  a Jewish father not proud of his heritage" 

(comment on s w e y  form, 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). For many of the 

attendees, the Toronto Jewish Film Festival functions as religious simulacra; participation 

within the faith of Judaism, but in the alternative context of a film festival. It is Judaism 

without the culturai calories. 

The dissatisfaction with synagogue-based Judaim and discornfort with many 

issues facing modem Judaism (e.g. the Holocaust, Israel) is one of the prime motivations 

for Helen Zukerman in organizing the Festival. 

People make choices in their lives based on what they know to be 
available to them. Ifyou see a thousand different ways of king Jewish, 
you may not be so disenchanted with Judaism that the only thing Jewish 
you do dl year is go to that festival. If you could fmd a place in this 
society. where your Judaism was as valued as the image we have of what 
Jews are, which the Orthodox Jews have told us is Judaism. you rnight not 
be as disentangled fiom the community. Thatk what 1 want people to see 
(Zukerman, persona1 interview. 7 May. 1997,97 1 3). 

Therefore, although the Toronto Jewish Film Festival is a secular Jewish event. it has as 

referent the religious life of Jews at its center. The religious dimension to the festival is 

ambiguous: on the one hand this is not a synagogue. or synagogue-based. event: and yet 

the dominant commonality of the group is a shared religious experience. Again. as 1 

noted above, statistically, just over half of those who attend the festival are aftiliated with 

a synagogue. and the 48% who are not would also include the non-Jewish attendees. 

Although the Festival is not religious per se. according to Stoeltjels schema. the religious 

dimension does exist as cultural referent. 



But ritual activity, in other ways, is observable. Alessandro Falassi. in his own 

morphology of the "festivaln, cited a number of different ntualized possibilities that may 

or may not occur within any given festival. Falassi noted that "these units, building 

blocks of festivds, can al1 be considered ntual acts, 'rites', since they happen within an 

exceptional hune of t h e  and space, and their meaning is considered to go beyond their 

literal and explicit aspects" (Falassi: 3-4). And again, these ritual acts are by degree. For 

example as 1 noted previously, for the Toronto Jewish Film Festival, the "rite of 

purification" might include the putting up of posters for the week that the Festival runs at 

the Bloor, or tidying up the cinema, and polishing the popcorn maker. 

It occurred to me that I should not look for such obvious markers of 'traditional 

festivity". 1 was concemed that since these films are not in competition with each other. 

like at the Cannes or Toronto film festival?'. Falassi's "rites of competition" may not 

occur (Falassi: 5)". But the completed surveys are eligible for a draw to win two VIP 

passes to next year's Festival. Unlike the film festivals at Cannes or the Toronto 

International Film Festival. festivals where thefilms are in competition with one another 

for various prizes. at the Toronto Jewish Film Festival the contest is among the audience 

" It should be noted that unlike the Cannes festival. the Toronto International Film 
Festival does not distinguish between those films in competition and those films not in 
competition. At the Toronto international Film Festival. al1 the films are eligible for a 
number of awards. 

'' This also satisfies one part of Stoeltje's "drama 
264). The "drama" activity is discussed below. 

and contest" activities (Stoeltje, 1992: 



members themselves. The films at the Toronto Jewish Film Festival are not in 

cornpetition with one another; there are no pnzes given out to the films themselves. 

Including the audience as active members of the community, raîher than passive 

spectaton, makes the Toronto Jewish Film Festival more 'YestiveT'. 

There is also Falassi's "rite of reversal", which accordhg to most scholars is the 

litmus test for a 'W festival2? Falassi notes that this rite ''thmugh symbolic invenion, 

drastically represent the mutability of people, culture, and of life itself' (Falassi: 4). 

Barbara Babcock defined the concept of "symbolic inversion" in her introduction 

to her edited volume, The Reversible Wodd as follows: 

'Symbolic invenion' may be broadly defined as any act of expressive 
behaviour which inverts, contradicts, abrogates, or in some fashion 
presents an alternative to commonly held cultural codes, values and noms 
be they linguistic. literary. or artistic. religious, or social and political. 
Although, perhaps because. inversion is so basic to symbolic processes, so 
crucial to expressive behavior, it has not. until recently, been analytically 
isolated except in its obvious and overt foms  such as 'rituals of rebellion,' 
role reversal. and institutionalized clowning (Babcock: 14). 

" As Bakhtin noted, "al1 the symbols of the carnival idiom are filled with this pathos of 
change and renewal. with the sense of the gay relativity of prevailing truths and 
authorities. We find here a characteristic logic. peculiar logical of the of the 'inside out' 
. . .. of the 'tumabout'. of a continua1 shift from top to bottom. from front to rear, of 
nurnerous parodies and travesties. humiliations, profanations, comic crownings and 
uncrownings" (Bakhtin: I I ). Likewise did Falassi note this, and in turn. began to point 
towards rneaning in this reversal: "if we consider that the primary and most general 
function of the festival is to renounce and then to announce culture. to renew periodically 
the lifestrearn of a community by creating new energy, and to give sanction to its 
institutions, the symbolic means to achieve it is to represent the primordial chaos before 
creation, or the historical disorder before the establishment of the culture, society, or 
regime where the festival happens to take placeT' (Falassi: 3). 



The idea of symbolic inversion is central to an understanding of festival; Abrahams, 

Bakhtin, Stoeltje, Falassi, et. al. see festival time as a time of inversion to the normal 

societal processes which govem a culture. As Babcock noted above, this philosophy. 

while manifestly observable in such forms as clowning and particular festive rituais, 

characterizes the whole spirit of the festival. 

Still, what ways was culture king reversed? 1s it seeing movies in 

unconventional t h e  dots, like on a weekday aftemoon?" Going downtown? In part, but 

also there is an implicit message with so much "art cinema" presented, so much explicit 

Jewish and Hebrew culture made manifest, so many movies that my informants note 

"we'll never see again". that it strikes me as a direct opposition to the consumerist 

Hollywood indumy". If this festival is a priori based on some sort of revenal. and that 

Io Babcock noted: "Victor Turner . . . [has] modified . . . [the] concept of ntual reversal in 
at least three respects: (1  ) by demonstrating that such inverse ntual behavior is not 
confined to seasonal rituals and that. in fact. it is a central component of the liminal 
penod of rites of passage . . .; (2) by showing the 'rebellious ntual' does not occur only 
within an established and unchallenged social order . . .: and (3) by pointing out that 
ritualized role reversal is confined neither to "primitive" cultures nor to ntual proper . . . 9, 

(Babcock: 24). In Woody Allen's film. Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989), Mia Farrow's 
and Allen's characters steal away during a dull afiernoon to go to a movie matinee. 
Farrow's character notes that there is a rebellious feeling going to the movies in the 
aftemoon. This sentiment undencores. perhaps. one of the "reveds" film festivals make 
available - the chance to go to weekday matinees. 

3 1 Hegemony, according to Antonio Gramsci. is ' ~ e  supremacy of a social group" which 
is expressed "as 'domination' and as 'intellectual and moral leadership"' (Gramsci: 1 97). 
Raymond Williams takes the idea further: "it is not lirnited to matten of direct political 
control but seeks to describe a more general predominance which includes, as one of its 



those reversed aspects are in no particular order Israeli, Yiddish, explicitly Jewish. 

foreign, short subject, experimentdart, and documentary cinema, through a negative 

relief 1 think a picture of hegemonic cinema begins to emerge. The idea seems to posit 

that Hollywood is Arnencan, English, non-ethnic, familiar, feature length somehow 

"inartistic" and fictitious. Film festivals in general act as opposition to the accepted 

noms of film going. The film industry gives license to these festivals as controlled 

counter-hegemonic voice, and comrnunity film festivals fiame that discourse with full 

license fiom the industry. It is not surprising then that when the counter-hegemonic voice 

is acnially a challenge to the industry. like Cannes or the Toronto international festivals. 

so many Hollywood products infiltrate these frames. This is a view supponed by sorne of 

the completed surveys and exit polling 1 did where the main draw of a festival like the 

Toronto Jewish Film Festival is to see alternatives to the Hollywood hegemony, as noted 

previously . 

However. as Abrahams and Bauman note. with regards to this sense of "[festive] 

symbolic inversion": 

The principle functionalist argument in the interpretation of rites of 

key features. a particular way of seeing the world and human nature and relationships. It 
is different in this sense fiom the notion of 'worid-view'. in that the ways of seeing the 
world and ourselves and others are not just intellectual but political facts. expressed over 
a range fiom institutions to relationships and consciousness. It is also different from 
[ideology] in that it is seen to depend for its hold not only on its expression of the 
interests of a ruling class but also on its acceptance as 'normal reality' or 'cornmonsense' 
by those in practice subordinated to it" (Williams: 1 18; also see Brown: xiv, 18). 



reversai is that such ntes are the symbotic expression of underlying and 
n o d y  suppressed confiicts within the society. Accordingly, they 
constitute a mechanism by which the pressures engendered by social 
codict  may be vented without allowing the conflict to become fully overt 
and threaten the survival of the suciety . . . Our analysis, however, calls for 
a different view . . . Far from coIlSfituting events that have hostility and 
conflict as their organizing principle, [festivals] . . . appear to us to draw 
togethw opposing elements in the two societies in which they occur, and to 
draw them together more closely and harmoniously than at any other time 
of the year (Abrahams and Bauman: 206). 

What is signifiant about Abrahams and Bauman's contribution to this discussion is the 

cultural recognition that those aspects reversed are recognized as already existing within 

the culture, and at festival time, rather than doing the opposite of what one would 

normally do, allows license to those marginalized groups and individuals within a culture 

to express themselves without censure. ïherefore, with regards to the Toronto Jewish 

Film Festival, Jews who do not practice the Jewish religion, those who perhaps married 

outside of the culture. or no longer (if ever) hlly participated within the nexus of the faith 

and culture. and who are oflen labeled with the pejorative "Jewish in name only", cm 

find a place to be Jewish. 

Falassi's rites of "conspicuous display." which the author noted as "pemit[ing] 

the rnost symbolic elements of the community to be seen, touched, adored. or worshiped; 

their communicative fiction [being] 'phatic'; of contact" (Falassi: 4), relates to the films 

themselves. Instead of seeing a film as a narrative, in which the total expenence is based 

on the absorption of diegetic information - the flow of the story - we need to conceive 

of the films as artifacts. The watching of an Israeli film is to be in contact with Israel 
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itself. In this respect, the films likewise confonn, to some degree, with Falassi's "ritual 

drama" distinction: which reflect the celebrating culture's myths (Falassi: 5)? lsrael is 

just such a culturd myth for North Arnencan Jewry. Likewise are the fictions of the 

Holocawt, and the culture of Yiddish speaking Europe before the Second World War. 

This is not to say such things as the Holocaust or the State of Israel do not exist, in some 

kind of extemal reality, but theirfinctiom to North American Jews, how these things or 

events are transforrned away from objectified reality and into ideas, is what needs to be 

addressed. Zukerman notes 

Y ou know what 1 said to Rarn Loevy [director of Mar Mani, the Israeli 
mini-senes screened at the 1997 Festival] last night that really blew him 
away? We were talking about Israel. Israel, financially, does not need 
North Amencan money anyrnore. They redly don't. 1 said to Rarn 'you 
have to understand something. If we don't have Israel. we have to go 
about redefining what it means to be Jewish.' What does it mean? - Take 
Israel out of this. Take the Holocaust. - If Israel doesn't need me. or my 
money - and they don't - and the Holocaust ceases to be out there 
blinking, how are we going to be Jews? I don't know (Zukerman, 
personal interview. 7 May. 1997.971 3). 

With such a large number of Israeli and Holocaust themed films. the "mythic" 

relationship of these referents to the community becomes the very essence of the films 

"ntual dramas". The action of going to a special place (the Bloor Cinema - with the 

location's meaning for the history of Toronto Jews. its spatial relationship to the existing 

'' This satisfies Stoeltje's "drarnaq0 activity in her "drama and contest" section. as noted 
above. 



Jewish community - king duwntown, and the one location that the Festival occurs in) 

has an aspect of coming closer, in literal spatial te=, to the sirnulacm of these culnual 

myths. As Rodger Brown notes, these public displays of the cultural myths are in reality 

a symboiic display of the community itself, regardless of their factuaiity (Brown: 50)". 

The appearance of special guests, usually the fihmakers themselves, and the oppomuiity 

the Festival gives for Question and Answer sessions brings the relical dimension to the 

fore. The Toronto Jewish Film Festival presents these filmmakers, and their work. in 

"rites of conspicuous display". 

At one point during Zukeman's opening address at the festival, a birthday cake 

was brought out celebrating the S" anniversary of the festival. Festival volunteen 

distributed pieces of the cake among the audience members after the screening of Ha- 

Italkim Ba'im. Both Stoeitje and Falassi'' noted the importance of food in festive 

I3 Brown also noted that "with space defeated by cars. the SST, fiber optics. and the 
Intemet. people react by clinging to place. and the idea of places. But a sense of place 
can only develop over time. and it is increasingly difficult for people to remain in one 
space for enough yean for it to deeply become place. Speed and movement. the 
acceleration of time and the compression of space. have severed us from wisdorn. So, 
when people look for some kind of identity. be it national. regional, ethnic. sexual. or 
religious, authenticity no longer maner m u c h  (Brown: 185). 

'' Bakhtin also noted the imponance of food at festivals: "the fas t  (every feast) is an 
important primary form of human culture. It cannot be explained merely by the practical 
conditions of the community's work. and it would be even more superficial to attribute it 
to the physiological demand for periodic rest. The feast had always an essential. 
meaningfbl philosophical content. No rest penod or breathing spell cm be rendered 
festive per se; something must be added from the spiritual and ideological dimension. 
They must be sanctioned not by the world of practical conditions but by the highest aims 
of hurnan existence, that is. by the world of ideals. Without this sanction there cm be no 



celebrations (Stoeltje, 1992: 265; Falassi: 4). As Stoeltje noted 

Food] will embody the identity of the group and represent the occasion, 
so festival foods are always specific . . . Festival dso emphasizes the social 
act of eating, for in this setting many people ingest their tradition sirnultan- 
eously, confirming their identity as a group by eating certain foods during 
a certain period of time (Stoeltje, 1992: 265). 

.Uthou& food does not play an overty important role within the Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival, it is present in a minor way". The birthday cake is one of the more explicit 

ways in whicb food is used. Distribution arnong dl those in attendance for the opening 

night screening again functioned as an incorporation dynamic for al1 those present. 

Partaking of the cake, which in itself functions as referent to the longevity of the Festival, 

incorporates those present into the flow of the festive time period. By eating the birthday 

cake. Festival attendees are "ingesting" the Festival and al1 it represents. The cake is an 

icon of the communion between the film festival and the cultural context of Toronto 

Jewry, by celebrating its fifi continuous incarnation, and the Festival itself is an icon of 

the persistence of Jews within the larger contexts of Toronto. and of Canada, and of the 

world as a whole. To eat of the cake is to eat and celebrate the existence of Jewish 

identity. 

festivity" (Bakhtin: 8-9). 

" I am not talking about food in the movies shown, but food served within the festival 
context. Although as 1 discuss below. I do address the issue of music in the films, food is 
diffèrent. Music is expenenced aurally. and therefore can be communicated via 
electronic media. Food needs to be eaten. which makes its experience more dificult to 
communicate through a medium like film. 



Obviously, the food which most celebrates this event is the popcom served by the 

Bloor cinema, It has become a modem cuîtural tradition wittrin Western industrialized 

nations that when one goes to a movie, one eats popcom. 1s this particular food festive? 

Any tirne one goes to a cinema to see a film, one enters a special place demarcated for a 

specific type of culturd (even so-called "pop" culnual) event, and popcom has become 

the significant food item for that particular kind of culturai experience. Even when made 

at home, in preparation for watching a movie on home video, the fùnction of popcorn is 

the vensirnilitude to the cinema experience. The inclusion of popcom within the Toronto 

Jewish Film Festival incorporates the "film culture" identity within this particular 

nexusJ6. 

During the Festival's first year, Zukerman began what was to become an annual 

culinary tradition. When the movies were running late, and the line ups outside the 

cinema were growing. as was the impatience of the anendees. they served cookies to 

those waiting in line. The "festival cookies" have since become an entrenched part of the 

annual celebration and are actively looked forward to as an integral part of the 

celebration. As one penon noted on their survey fom: "The festival has the feeling of a 

'happening' fiom the cookies in the lines to the 'tunnoil' [of discussing the rnovies 

themselves] in the lobby and the feeling is fun and exciting" (comment on survey fom. 

'' Although the activity of going to a movie has become ubiquitous, and therefore so has 
popcom this particular food is h e d  within the cultural context of going to a movie 
(associatively, not exclusive1 y ). 



1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). This person equates the "festival cookies" with the 

discussion of the films themselves as integrai to the festival experience, and the fact that 

the response was to the question "why do you corne to the festival?", seems to pose that 

the 'Testival cookies" can be considered one of the very special dimensions to the event. 

Sharing these festival foods, although not muhially exclusive to the Toronto 

Jewish Film Festival, furthers the sense of cornmunitas. These foods have connotations 

of festivity to hem; one remembers cookies. cakes, and popcorn from other parties one 

has attended, often with family and fnends. This sharing of food from communal vessels 

@opcorn poppers, tmys and plates) also contains a sense of sharing with one another. as a 

community, as friends, and as a farnily. 

Stoeltje also noted that music and dance are integrai parts of any festival (Stoeltje. 

1994: 265). and if we are having to readjust our conception of "the festival" to include 

ethnic film festivals, we also have to alter our perceptions of what such a dynarnic means. 

M e n  1 first met the Festival organizers. the day before the Festival began. there was 

kle~mer '~  music playing in the background of the office. At one point during our 

meeting. Zukerman noted. apparently out of the blue. that she did not like the music that 

was playing and her recommendation was that she should not "book them." I was not 

sure what exactly Zukeman meant. but as we were discussing more pressing maners. 1 let 

j7 For definitions of the Yiddish and Hebrew tems, please see the glossary at the end of 
this work. 



the issue go. 1 t u  in hindsight, what "book them" referred to was the "preshow" music 

which would be playing in between film screenings. The music playing between the 

movies was h m  a compact disc titled "Sweet Dreams" by local Jewish musician Bluma 

Schonbnin. Schonbrun plays Yiddish, Inaeli and Sephardic folksongs on guitar and 

flute. Cassettes and CDS by Schonbnin were available for purchase along with the 

popcom at the refreshments counter. The playing of Jewish music, rather than the more 

alternative pop music that would normally be playing in the Bloor cinema, further stresses 

the specialness of the event within that context. 

But in other respects, Jewish music plays a major role within the films 

themselves. One of the Festival attendees 1 exit polled noted this importance: 

- well - it would have to - it's either - the - the Jewish - Jewish 
music. If it has klezmer - if it has shmalr,y - bit of a background. 1 
mean - I - there are films that - what I'rn thinking of - umm - The 
Pawnbroker [1965]. - 'Course that didn't have Jewish music. It had jazz 
in it. - Howard, personal interview, 1 May 1997,9701). 

Each year the Toronto Jewish Film Festival has at least one film which puts the Jewish 

musical tradition to the fore. Interestingly enough, al1 these "music oriented" films are 

documentaries. For example. the 1994 festival showed Zohar: Meditemanean Blues 

(1993). a film about a Sephardic lsraeli pop star. In 1995. the Canadian film Seprember 

Songs: The Music of Kurt Weill ( 1 995) was shown; in 1 996, it was Curpati: 50 Miles. 50 

Iéars (1996), a film about the relationship between Eastern European Jews and their 

Gypsy neighboa. The programme book for that year has an interesthg comment which 



highlights this dynamic: "fîlled with the music of Gypsy musicians who continue to play 

the traditional Yiddish melodies, director/musician Yale Strom (The Last KZezmer) has 

created a wondemil documentary on the soul of Jewish music" (Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival, 1996: 12). Films like these have proved so popular with festival attendees that 

for the 1997 festival, A Tickle in the Hemt (1996), a documentary about klezmer music 

and focusing on the Epstein brothers who have corne out of retirement with the recent 

klezmer revival, was the official closing night film. Tickets for this screening, which was 

held on a Thursday night, were sold out by the previous weekend. Music plays a vitai 

role. not only in entertaining the Festival attendees between screenings, but also functions 

as a major motif for the understanding of Jewish culture in general. 

The prestigious placement of A Tickle in the H e m  as the closing night film. also 

demarcates the final of S toe1tjets activities, the concluding event (Stoeltje, L 992: 365). 

Like the opening of the Festival. at Southem Accents, the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival ended with a closing night celebration. a party for a11 those who were involved. 

physically and financially with the year's Festival. Interestingly enough, the closing of the 

Toronto Jewish Film Festival. for the staff of the Bloor cinema. was really a transitional 

period: no sooner had the Toronto Jewish Film Festival cleared out. when the whole 

procedure began again with another of Falassi's "rites of purification", this time for the 

Inside/Out Film Festival. which began the next day. 



The concept of "the liminal" as  usai here, cornes h m  Anthropologist Victor 

Turner's writings, who in tum was elaborating on Arnold Van Gennep's Rites of Passage. 

For Van Gennep, the lirninal was a specific rite which somehow transfomis an initiate 

fiom what dhe was to what she now is ( ' a n  Gennep: 1 l)? Victor Turner, not content 

with describing the l i d  as a state of king  "betwixt and between", preferred to see 

lirninality as a process, whereby separation occurred, but more importantly occurred over 

tirne and in a variety of degrees (Turner and Turner: 202). 

The "liminoid," the modem cultural experience of "the liminal", is what needs to 

be addressed here. According to Turner, the liminoid process is when "we" ' a e  our 

crises and transitions into our own hands, ritualize them. make hem meaningful. and pas  

through and beyond hem in a spirit of celebration, to begin a new uncluttered phase of 

our lives, having leamed fiom some of the wotld's oldest and moa tenacious cultures a 

portion of their wisdom, their understanding of the human condition" (Turner, 1982: 26). 

The relationship between the liminoid and festival becomes apparent. Beverly Stoeltje. 

although not including film festivals within her morphology of the festival. did note the 

connection between festival and liminality: "festival removes or transforms the 

behavioral environment into a space and time 

ive. into what Victor Turner labels the liminal 

rnarkedly different fiom that of routine life. 

for preindustrial society and the liminoid 

'' According to Van Gennep. the "complete scheme of nies of passage theoreticdly 
includes preliminal rites (rites of separation), liminal rites (rites of transition), and 
postliminai rites (rites of incorporation)" (Van Gennep: 1 1). 



for modem society" (Stoeltje, 1983: 243). For modem society, then, by taking control of 

the very symbols which have rneaning for us, in whichever cultural contexts we happen to 

be operating, and celebrating those symbols, the lllninal process should be in operation; 

that is, we should be communicating the sacra, and experiencing the ludic and 

communitaî - playing with that which we hold to be sacred in order to foaer a sense of 

community and groupness. 

How this operates within cinema was also noted, albeit tangententally, by Tumer 

as well. Firstly, Turner noted that 

Most cultural performances belong to culturr's 'subjunctive' mood. 
'Subjunctive' is defined by Webster as 'that mood of a verb w d  to express 
supposition, desire, hypothesis, possibility, etc., rather than to state an 
actuai fact, as the mood of were, in 'if 1 were you" Ritual. carnival, 
festival, theater, film. and similar perfonnative genres clearly possess 
many of these attributes (Tumer. 1984: 20-2 1). 

The inclusion of cinema's subjunctive mood is significant, and while Turner developed 

his thesis of cultural subjunctivity with regards to theatre. his observation is relevant for 

the cinema too. Cinema is a medium which communicates its content in the subjunctive 

mood. expressing the cultural "suppositions. desires. hypotheses. and possibilities." The 

"Hollywood Dream Factory" is a fiequent euphemism for the cinema expressing just this 

dynamic. The difference between modem cinema and traditional celebrations. however, 

is their accessibility by. apparently. anyone. Some folklorists see the cinema as a medium 

of universalist communication. rather than community or group based. 

1 hope to demonstrate the fallaciousness of this assumption: the public display of a 



cinematic te* however public is defned, is subject to the same cultural dynamics as any 

public display event, such as a festvai, which includes the subjunctive mood. As cinema 

expresses culhnal subjunctivity in a public M e ,  similady can this expression be 

therefore seen as lirninoid. Ln expenencing a cultural product, especially within the 

public milieu of a cinema, the audience controls the dynamics of the context. When we 

read cinema as subjunctive, it becomes liminoid within the context we observe it. 

*Public lirninality is govemed by public subjunctivity" (Turner, 1984: 2 1). 

The connection between cinema and festival is this dimension of liminality. At 

the functionai level, both publicly displayed cultural expressions, movies and festivals. 

explore the liminal dimension of their respective cultures. As Turner noted, 

Liminality itself is a complex phase or condition. It is ofien the scene and 
time for the emergence of a society's deepest values in the fonn of sacred 
drarnas and objecu . . . But it may also be the venue and occasion for the 
most radical skepticism - always relative . . . to the given culture's 
repertoire of areas of skepticism - about cherished values and niles 
(Turner, 1984: 22). 

The function of cinema within the cultural nexus of the group who produces or presents 

the film. is to give voice to the cultural dialogue which Turner identifies as %minai". 

The films shown at the Toronto Jewish Film Festival hinction in either a cultural-mythic 

or a cultural-skeptic dynamic: they either support or reject the culturai values inherent 

within the cultural hegemony. in this case the voice of mainstream ludaism. What is 

sipificant for their cultural display. however, is the dialogical position with the audience 



(Stam: 254)39. As Zukemian notes, the real rneaning of the Festival is not on the screen, 

It's in the coffee houses after. Itls in the car on the way home. It's in your 
discussion with other people during the week. It's - the best - what 1 
love to see is people standing and arguing after a film. 1 love that. 
Because that's what it's for. So itls a safe way for people to d i scw what 
they saw, and what it meant to them. . . . 1 guess what 1 want to do is blur 
the lines between what is Jewish and what is not Jewish. And just to think 
about it. Listen, I've certainly gotten a lot more educated about what k ing  
Jewish is in the five years I've been involved here. rve no Jewish ba- 
very little Jewish background. My father was a 'le@,' a 'cornmie.' So 1 
had a lot of Jewish culture in my house, but no religion at al1 (Zukerma 
Personal interview, 7 May 1997,97 1 3). 

For Zukman then, the cultural dynamic is the very ontological discussion of what is a 

Jew, and the medium of that discussion is film. 1 think this is an important point to make: 

Folklorists too fiequently approach cinema, especiaily popular cinema, as an artistic text 

which has some kind of superorganic existence outside of the culture which produces it 

(see discussion of Georges and Abrahams above); however, the Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival repositions the discussion by including the cultural source back into the 

discussion. thereby recognizing the position of the audience within its perfonnative 

j9 The concept of b'dialogical" discoune came From Soviet critic, Mikhail Bakhtin. 
"Although it is true that complete realism is an impossibility, it is also me that spectators 
themseives corne equipped with a 'sense of the real' rooted in their own social expenence. 
on the basis of which they cari accept. question, or even subvert a film's representations. 
For Bakhtin. al1 discourse exists in dialogue not only with prior discourses but also with 
the recipient of the discourse. with an 'interlocutor' situated in time and space. Although 
films are on one level powerfûl machines which produce an 'effet du ml,' this effect 
cannot be separated from the desire. experience. and knowledge of the historicaily 
situated spectatory' (Stam: 254). 



fime. Cinemq then, is but the medium through which cultural dialogue occunw. 

This is not, however, to say that the dialogical discourse to festival or cinema is 

limited within a binary dialectic; fbquently this discourse emerges in what Bakhtin has 

labeled bwlyphony": ". . . 'polyphony' . . . calls mention to the coexistence, the 

collaborative antagonism in any texnial or extratextual situation: a plurality of voices 

which do not fuse into a single consciousness, but rather exist on different registea and 

thus generate dialogical dynarnism" (Stam: 262). It is the polyphonie dimension to any 

form of public display events which needs to be examined. As John MacAloon noted. 

We are asked to assume that cultural performances 'are more than 
entertainment. more than didactic or persuasive fomulations, and more 
than cathartic indulgences. They are occasions in which as a culture or 
society we reflect upon and define ourselves, dramatize our collective 
myths and history, present ounelves with alternatives, and eventually 
change in some ways while remaining the same in othen' (MacAloon. 
1984: 1). 

It is this dynarnic. and these alternatives. which are by design the basis of the Toronto 

Jewish Film Festival. 1 noted to Helen Zukerman that 1 was disappointed with the 

Festival in one major respect: I had not seen rny expenence of Judaism on screen. Her 

response, 1 believe. cuts to the heart of understanding the cultural expenence of the 

Toronto Jewish Film Festival: 

" Julia Dobrow also noted this dynamic in the context of ethnic video watching, where 
ethnically produced and consumed videos acted as "a forum for defining and reinforcing 
ethnic affiliation. and differences between themselves and the host society" (Dobrow: 
204). 



If you put a thousand faces on Judaism, then a thousand more people will 
find a connection. That's ail it is. Because, we grew up with 'what is a 
Jew?' 'He obeys or she obeys - you know that. So, I'm not sure I want 
you to see y o m l f  onscreen, but 1 am sure 1 want you to see a hundred 
other faces of what Judaism is. When we previewed the film Bene lsrael 
[1996], about the East Mian Jews, it blew me awuy! Well then we find 
out that there's a congregation, in Toronto, of East hdian Jews. So we 
contacted them, and they came to the film. 1 mean here are Jews with the 
nd dots and wearing saris and they're praying in Hebrew. Now, how 
much more inclusive can you get? So when a kid who leaves his parent's 
form of Judaism, doesn't think he has to leave Judaism to practice a 
different kind of Judaism. That's dl. Options, options, options (Zukerman. 
personal interview, 7 May 1997.97 13). 

In response to my question ' ~ h y  do you corne to the festival?", an informant 1 surveyed 

noted a sirnilar reason for their participation withii this context: 

Fun, enjoyment. intellecnial provocation, to be in the process of working 
though what it means to be a diasporic Jew in the late 20" century - a 
process aided by artistic representations like film - TJFF is one of the 
most important Jewish events in the city because it has managed to attract 
the most diverse cross-section of Jews to assemble in one place for a 
comrnunity event . . .. This. in a city quite fractured into isolated segments 
of Jewish life. is quite an accomplishrnent (comment on s w e y  fom. 1997 
Toronto Jewish Film Festival). 

The cultural studies and ethnographic scholanhip. the cultural event producer and the 

cultural event consumers al1 serm aware of the polyphonie dimension to such public 

display events, although the' may not use the same terminology. nie multi-voiced, 

multi-optioned dialectic which occun whenever a cultural text is performed before an 

audience. especially when the cultural producer and cultural audience share a base 

culturai identity. demands a continua! re-evaluation of the basic ontological 



understanding of this identity. As Victor Turner noted: "Men a social group . . . 

celebrates a particular event . . . it aiso 'celebrates itself.' In other words, it attempts to 

manifest, in symbolic fom, what it conceives to be its essential iife, at once a distillation 

and typification of its corporate experience" (Turner, 1982: 16). That is festival. And that 

is cinema. 

Another dimension to the festival experience is, as 1 introduced earlier, the issue 

of communitas. For scholars such as Abrahams and Stoeltje, Tumer and Rodger Brown, 

cornmunitas must exist for the event to be considered a "festival." As Abrahams noted, 

"perhaps most important . . . there is a sense that the community membes m u t  enter into 

the event for it to be successfùl; it is, &er dl, an epitome of everything which is 

important to the continuity of the comrnunity" (Abrahams, 1982: 171). The question on 

my survey form "why do YOU attend the festival" elicited a nurnber of responses regarding 

communitas within this group. For many. they simply wrote b'cultural experience." 

implying that this was their reason for coming each Far. Sorne responses noted that the 

festival gives them "a Jewish feeling" (comment on survey form, 1997 Toronto Jewish 

Film Festival), and for others "it tugs at my heartstrings - whatever that means" 

(comment on survey form. 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). But othen gave much 

more detailed responses. 

The festival is a unique cultural and comrnunity event in Toronto which I 
eagerly anticipate each year. The selection of films always bnng to the 
Toronto Jewish community film[s] on the topics of Jewish devance and 
concern. This one week a year gives me an opportunity to feel and be 
Jewishly active and affiliated in a very special way. Another great thing 



about the festival is that it appeals to Jews across age and ecowmic strata 
in the city . . . ! (comment on survey form, 1997 Toronto Jewish Film 
Festival). 

And even more vehemently, 

It is a duty for every Jew to attend the Festival. We should be proud of our 
nch heritage. Ithink the Festival brings Jews fiom dl denominations . . . 
this is very good to keep our people together (comment on s w e y  fom. 
1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). 

The final dimension to the Toronto Jewish Film Festival that I want to discuss is 

regarding nostalgia. The nostaigic, the "bittersweet remembrance of things past" (Brown: 

1 74), gives festivals, influding the Toronto Jewish Film Festival, meaning. Beverly 

Stoeltje noted that "meaning in festival derives fiom expenence; thus, festival 

emphasizes the past. Yet festival happens in the present and for the present. directed 

toward the future" (Stoeltje. 1992: 268). This enigmatic and slightiy ambiguous 

comment highlights the cornplex web of cultural signification within which the Toronto 

Jewish Film Festival operates. 

Festivals' use of the nostalgic obviously focuses attention on the pst .  As 

Abrahams noted. perhaps overly simplistically, "both fair and festival operate in the zone 

of nostalgia, as reminden of life in a simpler economy and tecbnology, when individuals 

'could do for themselves"' (Abrahams. 1987: 18 1 ). In many respects, the Toronto Jewish 

Film Festival is what Ralph Linton called a "nativistic movernent": "[alny conscious, 

organized attempt on the part of a society's memben to revive or perpetuate selected 



aspects of its culture . . . [Clertain current or remembered elements of culture are 

selected for emphasis and given symbolic value" (quoted in Brown: xi). Here is a festival 

developed by, nui by, and attended by membm of the Toronto Jewish community, with 

the specific affect to be part of a city-wide cultural revivd. Even the venue functions as a 

connection to the neighborhoods rnany of Toronto's Jews grew up in. As my survey data 

attests to, attendees of the Toronto Jewish Film Festival participate in a number of other 

Jewish and ethnic cultural celebrations. Film, for this festival, is just the medium of 

cultural transmission that was chosen, rnuch in the same way that the annual Toronto 

Ashkenaz festival celebrates Yiddish culture through the medium of music and literature. 

Helen Zukeman notes, 

Almost as assimilation is happening, we're looking - myself - I'm 
taking courses in Judaism. And al1 the big synagogues are losing people. 
but what's happening is people are fonning linle shtibles; which is back to 
the eighteen and nineteen hundreds where they got together shabbes and 
then ten of them prayed, or ten of them told stories, or they did something 
Jewish. So we're back to the beginning and redefining rnaybe what the 
b e g i ~ i n g  is. 1 haven't got a clire what's going on. 1 don? know what's 
going on. 1 just know at every Jewish event. we can't believe how many 
people show up. Jewish film. Jewish plays, . . . (Zukerman, personal 
interview, 7 May 19W. 97 13). 

Barbara Myerhoff noted, rather than passively accepting cultural foms and discoune, by 

creathg cultural scenes "we do them to and for ourselves, and immediately we are 

involved in a form of self-creation that is potentially community building. providing what 

Van Gennep would cal1 regeneration by revitalizing old symbols from the perspectives of 



the present" (MyerhofE 1 3 1 1". 

Bakhtin also noted the importance of the festival ability to regenerate the 

community Me: "tbis camival spirit offers the chance to have a aew outlwk on the world. 

to realize the relative nature of al1 that exists, and to enter a completely new order of 

things" (Bakhtin: 34). For Bakhtin, and other scholars like Abrahams, Stoeltje, Brown. 

Alessandro Falassi, and Turner, it is specifically the rite of reversal which, by first 

deconstructing the culture itself, was able to rebuild and renew itself, on an m u a l  basis. 

"Carnival . . . did liberate human consciousness and permit a new outlook, but at the 

same time it implied no nihilism; it had a positive character because it disclosed the 

abundant material principle, change and becoming, the irresistible triumph of the new 

immortal people" (Bakhtin: 274). 

But the "golden age," which festival looks to is not necessarily in the pst: or 

rather, is both past and hiture. Bakhtin noted that 

Popular festive forms look into the fbture. They present the victory of this 
future, of the plden age. over the past. . . . The victory of the future is 
ensured by the people's immortality. The birth of the new. of the greater 
and the bener, is as indispensable and as inevitable as the death of the old 
(Bakhtin: 256). 

4 I A similar dynamic is noted by Ray Browne: "Apparently steadily moving fiom a 
religious nation. Amencans have constantly altered and abandoned their forms of 
religious practices. at times almost abandoning them. Always. however, the old forms 
have apparently remained close to the surface. In times of national fmtration. anxiety 
and incertitude, people have found the old forms again" (Browne: 2-3). 



This is especially relevant within the Toronto Jewish Film Festival: although Jews can 

look back, quite far back actually, to either the nineteenth century shtetl, or king "the 

Chosen People* as idealized t h e  periods of unquestionhg identity and comrnunity 

solidarity, likewise the Festival fiulctions to allow Toronto Jews the oppomuiity to look 

forward to a time when the Holocaust and the IsraeVPalestine conflicts will be the stuff of 

stories. By celebrating culture, in whatever guise, there is an implicit knowledge that this 

year is not going to be the last, and that, in this case, the Toronto Jewish Film Festival 

will be around next year - a continuation of this cultural expression and al1 that it stands 

for. So not only does festival look to the past, but also plans for the future. 

But, as the saying goes, "nostalgia ain't what it used to be;" that is, fiequently the 

past idealized by nativistic movements is celebrating a period that was less than ideal. As 

Rodger Brown noted, "nostalgia may give the appearance of being a comfoning. wistful 

*te . . . but afler a while, if you fan away the mist, you begin to remernber that the past is 

laced with anxiety. uncertainly. fear. denial and dread" (Brown: 174). The shterl 

experience. for example. so idealized in films like as Fiddler on the Roof (1 97 1 ). was 

fiequently charactenzed not only by community and identity. but poverty. pogroms. and a 

repressive patriarchy which kept wornen functionally illiterate. "Nostalgia has become 

history without guilt. and. for i t  to work. remembering and forgetting pull together in 

harness" (Brown: 1 75). 



Rather than seeing popular culture festivals, like film festivals, as expressions of 

hegemonically oriented consumer marketplaces, phenornena like the Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival do celebrate the culture which supports it. The complex dynamics of festival, of 

temporal and spatial distortion, of community definition, redef~tion,  renewal, and rea- 

vowal, of public liminality and subjunctivity, are al1 in evidence within this annual event. 

The texts themselves, the films, function as cultural icons to be displayed for the 

invocation of cornmunita. Cinema, itself filled with a degree of liminality, is largely just 

the medium through which the cornmunity is rebom and revalidated. The medium is the 

message; we as scholars should pay closer attention to whom we are listening - the 

individual texts, or the cultural celebrations surroundhg those texts. 

One of the ways of approaching this issue. and the basis of my own fieldwork. is 

the film festival. There are now. out 'there". any nurnber of ethnic, orientation, and 

interest group-based film festivals. Every group has, it seems, somewhere and at 

sometime. its own film festival. These festivals allow scholars to explore counter- 

hegemonic contexts and fiim texts salient to the group in question. In a set. bounded 

temporal and spatial context. a senes of texts are presented which are a priori detennined 

as culturally relevant to that group. And it was within that contexts that 1 worked. 

What the Toronto Jewish Film Festival functions as is a social and cultural 

context where memben of the Toronto Jewish cornmunities are able to gather to celebrate 

being Jewish through h e  medium of popular cinema. By looking at one of the contexts 

in Metroplitan Toronto where Jewish cinema is available, 1 was able to focus my field 
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research on a celebration of Jewish film. This celebration, in tum, redefined my own 

thoughts about how culture was emergent in popular cinema. As a participant observer. 1 

was able to not only collect infornt data, but to celebrate Jewish film too - that is, not 

oniy to celebrate film, but also to celebrate king Jewish. Once I began talking to these 

people, other films were cited, and 1 was able to develop a sense of the cultural geography 

of Toronto Jewry through their articulation about popular film. It is to this articulation. 

and what it means to view film ethnographically, to which 1 now wish to nim. 



CHAPTER THREE 
u T ~ ~ o ~ ~  HAPPENS*: VERNACULAR THEORY AND THE MOVIES THEMSELVES 

"Theoiy happens in the context of an ongoing practice at a given culniml site" 
(McLaughlin: 1 5 8). 

in this chapter 1 wish to discuss the vemacdar theorizing that those 1 spoke with 

at the Toronto Jewish Film Festival demonstrated involving the formation of emic 

taxonomies, and the creation of vemacular genres'. Speaking to "expert practitioners." as 

McLaughlin called them (McLaughlin: 22). a sense of the community aesthetic emerges; 

the ways by which Toronto Jews conceptualize and order the world around them, in this 

case. via the medium of cinema Finally, 1 sMl begin a preliminary discussion of the 

films which my "expert practitioners" identified as significant to understanding Judaism 

through cinema, and dernonstrate what those vemacular taxonomies are. 

1 "exit-polled" thirty-four people during the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival. 

These interviews were ail conducted in the BIoor Cinema, either before or after one of the 

screenings. Often these interviews were conducted in-between screenings. Between 

screenings. those who held "festival passes" could stay in the theatre rather than going 

outside and lining up again for the next film. As someone who has attended film festivals 

in the pst. 1 know that these can be fairly duil periods of time, which is why I chose these 

' Ben-Amos defined genres as "a coherent classification system [which] introduces 
principles of order into an apparent chaotic mass of information by establishing features. 
foms. and subjects as criteria for organitation and by revealing patterns in multitudes of 
detail and individual cases" (Ben-Amos, 1 W6a: xv). 



h e s  to interview people. 1 interviewed twenty-three women and eleven men'. of varying 

ages between their early menties to their mid-sixties. Because 1 did not ask for my 

interviewees age, 1 am basing this on their appearance. While their actual ages are not 

important, 1 cite this to demonstrate that 1 attempted to cover a broad range of age groups. 

It is this gmup of people who helped me develop my ideas about Jewish cinema 

Thomas McLaughlin's 1996 book, Street Smarts and Critical 7'heoi-y Listening to 

the Vernacular, introduced me to an important concept: vemacular theory'. By 

vemacular theory, McLaughlin refen to the ways in which al1 people, at some level, 

theorize the world around hem, and influences their responses to it4. McLaughlin 

believes that theorizing 

is a daily occurrence for many people, always local in its origins, always 
limited in its insights, but always essential to the swival and growth of 
individuals and comunities. It is the intellechai fonn of resistance in 
everyday life. and it takes many discursive foms (McLaughlin: 26). 

A good random sample; these number coincide with the gender staristic 1 compiled from 
the survey (figure 2.14). 

The term is borrowed fiorn Hmton Baker: "Baker uses the term to describe the 
strategies for understanding the Afncan American expenence that the blues provide. ... 
But my practice in these studies ... refers to the practices of those who lack cultural power 
and who speak a critical language p u n d e d  in local concerns. not the language spoken by 
acadernic knowiedge-elites. ... They do not make use of the language or analytical 
strategies of academic theory; they devise a language and strategy appropriate to their 
own concems. And they arise out of intensely local issues that lead to fûndamental 
theoretical questions" (McLaughlin: 5-6). 

4 McLaughlin noted, working from Gramsci. that since al1 intellectuals are "organic" 
intellectuals "in the sense that they articulate the problems and desires and demands of 
the class that they represent". therefore "al1 theories are 'vernacular' in the sense that they 
never transcend their local origins" (McLaughlin: 1 0). 



Although not actually cited by McLaughiin, ''vernacular theory" reifies, with some 

modification, what anthropology called "ethnoscience'". 

ui essence, ethnoscience recognized that members of a culture had cognitive 

categones for theu own experiences. 

Most people do not stop to consider that they are continuously using 
categories as they think and talk. Much of üieir knowledge about the 
classification of experience and the attributes that are used for this purpose 
are outside of awareness. They believe that it is natural for the world to be 
divided up and structured in the way they have leamed it to be. When they 
speak, each utterance is a strearn of sounds which label categories and 
relate them in a variety of ways (Spradley: 191). 

Spradley defined ethnoscience in much the same way that McLaughlin. above. defined 

vernacular theory. 

The categories in terms of which man sorts out and responds to the world 
around him reflect deeply the culture into which he is born. The language. 
the way of life. the religion and science of a people: al1 of these mold the 
way in which a man experiences the events out of which his own history is 
fashioned. In this sense, his penonal history cornes to reflect the traditions 
and thought-ways of his culture, for the events that make it up are filtered 
through the categorical system he has leamed (Bruner. et. al.: 177). 

Within culture, experiences are categorized into a system of cognition whereby the 

memben of a culture are familiar enough with the local taxonomies to be able to classifi 

further experiences. As Charles Frake noted, "categorization, in essence, is a device for 

treating new experience as though it were equivalent to something already fmiliar" 

And in many respects is similar to what sociology calls "ethnomethodology". 
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(Frake: 200). Frake continued noting thai what ethnoscience was developed to prove were 

"the principles by which people in a culture c o n m e  their world reveal how they 

segregate the pertinent fiom the insignificant, how they code and retrieve information, 

how they anticipate events . . ., how they define alternative courses of action and make 

decisions among hem" (Frake: 203). 

George Psathas noted that ". . . the task of the ethnographer is not merely to 

describe events as he might see them from his observer's perspective, but also to get 

'inside' those events to see what kind of theory it is that the natives themselves inductively 

use to organize phenomena in their daily lives" (Psathas: 208). Many proponents of 

ethnoscience believed that "by discovenng the irreducible components which natives use, 

it is possible to arrive at a complete account which then enables the investigator to 

generate the constituted phenomena in a form of appearance which is recognizable to the 

native" (Psathas: 2 1 1. emphasis added). 

Herein lies the main distinction between ethnoscience and vemacular theory: 

while ethnoscience believed that we could achieve a holistic undentanding of a 

comrnunity through an undentanding of their taxonomies. McLaughlin noted that some 

group members will demonstrate extensive knowledge about certain aspects of their 

culture. while "naïve" about othen (McLaughlin: 22)'! What is most significant about 

An observation noted earlier by Manin Harris: ''The fact that emic rules sometimes 
lead to accurate predictions is not evidence against this proposition [Harris' title, "Why a 
Perfect Knowledge of Al1 the Rules One Must Know to Act Like a Native Cannot Lead to 
the Knowledge of How Natives Act"]. There are always equally reai alternative emic 



this observation is that although sorne group members may appear naïve about aspects of 

their culture, this does not deny their Uwmeness of it (McLaughlin: 22). 

McLaughlin's vemacular theory, in this respect, is an important devebpment to 

Del1 Hymes's significant article "Breakthrough into Performance," that developed fiorn 

the work of William Labov. Labov defined "competence" within a community as 

incorporating three dimensions, the interpretable, the reportable, and the repeatable, and 

that competent members of a group must be able to perform al1 three (Hyrnes, 1975: 14- 

15)'. To these dimensions, Hymes added a fourth, the acceptable or appropriate. which 

he defines as ''the distinguishing of what persons will do in particular contexts from what 

they can do in principle" (Hymes, 1975: 16). For Hymes, this schema's importance lies in 

distinguishing ''the difference between knowing tradition and presenting it; between 

knowing what and knowing how; between knowledge. on the one hand, and motivation 

and identification, on the other. as components of competence in the use of language [and 

by extension. culture]" (Hymes. 1975: 18)'. Ward Goodenough advocated searching for a 

rules present which would not lead to accurate prediction" (Harris: 243). 

7 Hymes characterized Labov's classification as categorizing members of a community 
into those who can "interpret ( find cultunlly intelligible) and can report; . .. interpret but 
cannot report; . . . neither interpret nor report: . . . [and] report but not interpret" (Hymes, 
1975: 14). As noted. it is only members who fa11 into the first category, which Hymes 
and Labov identib as "competent" members of a group. 

Hymes's notion of performative competence was developed in opposition to Noam 
Chomsky's linguistic competence: "Hymes observed that speakers who couid produce any 
and al1 of the grammatical sentences of a language ... would be institutionalized if they 
tried to do so. Communicative competence involves knowing not only the language code, 



mythic "cultural expert'' dong these competency lines: 

In any community . . . there are some people who are regarded as having 
greater knowledge of what the standards are suppsed to be. They are 
called upon to pronounce what the standards are in disputes about them 
[the standards]. Thus, for some subjects at least, there are acknowledged 
authorities whose judgements regarding the agreed-upon standards and 
whose pronouncements as to whether somethuig is right or wrong are 
accepted by others in the group (Goodenough, quoted in Harris: 247, 
emphasis added). 

Marvin Hams, however, responded to this approach fol10 wing the Hymesian model, and 

anticipated McLaughlin: 

What Goodenough fails to realize in granting to authorities the ability to 
decide right or wrong is that general behavioral conformity to such 
decisions is in no way proof of general consensus. People obey rules 
endoaed by authonties, not because they are obedient to d e s ,  but because 
they are obedient to authorities. The question of conformity to 
authoritative rules thus leads directly to the consideration of the 
distribution of power within a population (Hams: 247). 

Hyrnes's point is that a11 tradition bearers/community members will demonstrate some 

degree of competency. More likely. one is going to corne across vemacular theonsts 

but also what to Say to whom. and how to Say it appropnately in any given situation. It 
deals with the social and cultural knowledge speakers are presurned to have to enable 
hem to use and interpret linguistic forms" (Saville-Troike: 22). This culturai knowledge 
is impossible to fûlly codiS, for as Mamin Harris noted, ". . . the rules for breaking mles 
are also subject to mles for breaking rules and that the conditions defining occasions as 
appropriate for one nile rather than another are expressed by means of inherently 
arnbiguous vemacular categories" (Harris: 244-245). This is the main reason why Harris 
noted and Hymes implied. "a perfect knowledge of al1 the mles one m u t  know to act 
like a native cannot lead to the knowledge of how natives act", as the title to Hanis paper 
reads. 



whose knowledge of their culture may not be complete, but the methodology of this f o m  

of cultural discourse demands the aggregate of comments to be taken under consideration 

for the accurate portrait to emerge. 

Like the desire to find Hymes's "competent" perfomer, vernacular theory tries to 

identiQ the "expert practitioner" who demonstrates "extensive engagement in a pariicular 

cultural function" (McLaughlin: 22). The context of the culturr this study was working 

within becomes central: as I noted d i e r ,  the Toronto Jewish Film Festival draws upon 

two, although not mutually exclusive communities, the film cornrnunity and the Jewish 

community. The competency regarding film for Jews may not be as developed as their 

knowledge of Jewish culture. The reverse is also likely: that knowledge of Judaism may 

be less for those memben emerging fiom the film community. As my s w e y  results 

noted, the split between those who attended the Toronto Jewish Film Festival and those 

who engage culturally with the film community in Toronto is about fiftylfifty, whereas 

those attendees who attend other Jewish contexts were t h  quarten. Based on these 

numbers alone, one can hypothesize that since more Festival attendees engage in Jewish 

cuIture than film culture, their competency with regards to one culture will be greater than 

the other. "Ractitionen of a given craft or ski11 develop a picture of their practice - a 

sense of how it is or ought to be practised. of its values and its worldview - and many 

are quite articulate about this 'theory,' aware for exarnple that there are competing theories 

that not al1 practitionen work from the sarne premises" (McLaughlin: 22). Consequently. 

1 now wish to tum to my actual expert practitionen and hear their voices about Jewish 

film culture. 



One of the most diacult questions 1 asked those aîtendees at the Toronto Jewish 

Film Festival was how they defined "Jewish movies". For many sweyed. the context of 

their film going expexience detemined the ethnicity of a film, a topic 1 discussed in the 

previous chapter. I spoke with two women at the opening night party of the Festival, Pam 

and Janis, about this taxonomy: 

Janis: My favourite Jewish movies? 1 don't know what Jewish - what are 
Jewish movies? 

Mikel: Well that was going to be my next - 
Janis: Like Fiddler on the Roof, 1s that a Jewish movie? 
Parn: Well yeah. It can be. 
Janis: Or is Schindler's List [1993] a Jewish movie? And could that be a 

favourite? - Fm trying to think of what Jewish movies are (Janis 
and Parn, personal interview, 9701). 

Pam and Janis are two Jewish film goers who regularly attend the Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival. aithough 1 should note that although Janis is more engaged within Jewish 

culture. Pam is more engaged within film culture. Perhaps this is a determinant of age 

(Janis is in her sixties and Parn is in her twenties). Together, however, as active members 

within both Jewish and film cultures in Toronto. we can begin to situate these two 

practitionen within the cultural nexus of the Festival. a hybnd cultural form of Jewish 

and film cultureY. 

It is worth noting. as Hyrnes did. that such siniating is the folkloristic sense of context: 
"To place a text, an item of folklore. in its context is not only to correlate it with one or 
more aspects of the comrnunity from which it came. . . . [Context] wishes to study the 
relationship between folkloristic materials and other aspects of social life in situ. as it 
were. where that relation acnially obrains, the communicative events in which folklore is 
used" (Hymes, 1974: 129). 



1 also spoke with Howard and Sara, a thirty-something couple, also after the 

opening night film. Rwious to this moment in the conversation, Howard and Sara both 

identifieci Fiddler on the Roof as a favourite Jewish movie, even though a non-Jew 

directed the film. 

Mikel: . . . w h t  makes a film Jewish? If non-Jews can make Jewish films, - 
Howard: Soul. 
Mikel: Soul? Ok. [Howard laughs] 
Sara: What does that mean? 
Howard: 1 don't know (Howard and Sara, personal interview, 9701). 

This conversation between Howard, Sara and myself begins to codirm that there is some 

ineffable quality which the practitioner intuitively knows is emergent, the Jewish "soul." 

but is unable to put into words. According to Labov and Hymes, Howard can report. but 

not necesdly interpret. 

Howard and Sara, and Parn and Janis are al1 able to identifi when sornething is 

keyed "Jewish." and they are able report its manifestation within texts, but the 

interpretation dimension is not of relevance to them. Rather than seeing such cultural 

practitionen as non-comptent. within the sociolinguistic definition, this ineffable 

identification of the "Jewish Soul" sufices for those who operate within this context. 

Still, even at this early stage of theoretical emergence, my informants have cited 

two films, which happen to be the two most cited films by my expert practitioners. 

Schindler's List and Fiddler on the RooJ as significant Jewish movies. Although 1 shall 

hold off on my textual analysis of these films until a later chapter. their role within Jewish 

film culture is significant. Both films are historically oriented. They deal with Jewish 

roles in ment history, the Holocaust in Schindler's List and the turn of the century shietl 



and the Jewish experience in the "Old World" in F i d h  on the Roof: Although, as 1 will 

demonstrate later in this chapter, not everyone classifies them in the same way. nie 

"Jewish History Film" will emerge later on as an important cultural motif; I just wish to 

point out its existence at this early stage. From an etidfilm studies perspective I would 

classify Fiddler on the Roof; not as a "Jewish History Fi lm but as a bbHollywood 

Musical"; yet, this is  less relevant for those who exist within Jewish culture. The 

distinction between a "Historical Drama7' (Schindler's List) and a "Hollywood Musical" 

(Fiddler on the Roon may in fact be a signifiant distinction for those who operate within 

a context offilm culture, rather than Jewish culture. 

The citing of actual films was also a dificult thing to elicit: many of those 

practitioners 1 spoke with had dificulty thinking up favourite or significant Jewish 

movies. 

1 don't know the names of the Jewish movies very well. 1 mean I've corne 
to the Jewish film festival for a few years. And I've seen lots that I've 
loved. But I'm not going to remember the names for you (Judith, personal 
interview, 9702). 

Judith's comment again points toward the significance of the Festival as the singular 

context for films being identified as "Jewish". But like Howard's inability to express what 

he meant by "Jewish Soul." Judith's inability to remember specific film titles is not to 

question her cultural competency. but to re-question the importance of such dimensions 

within this culture. Another practitioner. Barbara asked me to supply her with a list of 

Jewish movies so she could choose her favorites: "You see, to me. if I had a list then I 

could go through the list. and think - If 1 had a list of narnes - then it would jurnp out7' 



(Barbara, personal interview, 9704). 

It occurred to me well afkr the Festival was over, while 1 was transcnbing these 

interviews, that perhaps one of the problems my practitioners had in identiSing specific 

films was because they thought that 1 was asking about specific Festival movies. and not 

Jewish movies in general. While I was conducting these interviews in the Bloor Cinema 

before the screenings, I was wearing my "Survey Guy" badge, as part of my participant 

observation within the Festival. Because it was the same design and colour as the staff 

badges, perhaps some of my infamants were mistaking my motivations as k i n g  

specifically for the mention of rnovies they had seen during &e Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival. Reba, an elderly woman in her late sixties that 1 spoke with, responded to my 

questioning about some of her favouite Jewish movies with a comment 1 only really 

noticed when transcribing the tape: "And so we were just talking about hem [Jewish 

movies]. And 1 said. that's fine. but we've gone dong way since. You've enlarged. you've 

gonen much more divenified in what you show" (Reba, persona1 interview. 9702. 

emphasis added) ' O. 

'O  One of the problems of doing this kind of participant observation research is being 
mistaken for a paid employee of the organization you are working with. and perhaps some 
of the responses reflect the practitionen trying to be helpful by telling me what they 
thought 1 wanted to heu. 



Most of the expert practitioners 1 spoke with were able to engage "cornpetently" 

with my questions, and a sense of the vernacular theorizing of this culture begins to 

emerge1'. What 1 expected, h m  the beginning of this research, was that, as film studies 

teaches, the ethnicity of the director or scrrenwriter would be of more importance than 

the thematic considerations One of the questions 1 asked on my s w e y  was regading the 

importance of the ethnicity of an actor, the director, or the writer, the responses 1 received 

indicate that just under a quarter of those sweyed identified the ethnicity of the actor as 

important, a fiftylfifty split on the importance of the director, but that the writer was by 

far the most important aspect of determining the ethnicity of a film. The respective roles 

of writer and director determine how the performance of the film (director) and the 

content of the film (writer) emerges. The emphasis on the Jewishness of the writer 

emerges as the more important aspect, and since the vaiter detemines the content. it 

should not be surprising that the content of the film is what largely detemines its 

ethnicity. 

* Sy, for example. made a distinction between films which represent lewish cufiure 

" This idea of "vernacular theorizing" has long been discussed in folklore studies. Alan 
Dundes called it "oral literary criticism". where cultural participants interpret and make 
meaningful for thernselves the orally transrnitted materials they disseminate (Dundes. 
1975: 51-52). Ben-Amos called it "metafolklore": ". . . the conception a culture has of its 
own folkloric communication as it is represented in the distinction of forms, the 
attribution of narnes to them. and the sense of the social appropriateness of their 
application in various cultural situations" (Ben-Amos. l976b: 226). Likewise can 
"metafolklore" be compared to Hymes's sense of cornpetence with regards to 
interpretation, reportage. reproduction. and most importantly, applicability. 



and those films which represent Jewish history. Schindler's List, for Sy as well as for 

many of my vernacular theorists, is an important Jewish history film (Sy, personal 

interview, 9704). Although Sy rnay not phrase his taxonorny as such, he does propose a 

functionalist schema: some films are important to teach Jewish history, some to teach 

about Jewish culhue. For Sy, as vernacular theorist, film's function is primarily didactic. 

This distinction between "Jewish History" films and "Jewish Culture" films is one 

possible categorization of these films. However, even with that distinction, there may be 

a great deal of overlap between the two. Any film about a period of Jewish history may 

also try and recreate aspects of the Jewish cultural life; conversely, films made about 

contemporary Jewish culture rnay become important as historical documents (Le. the 

Yiddish language cinema which 1 discuss in Chapter Five). 

The total of thirty-four different individuals 1 interviewed over the coune of this 

fieldwork cited a lengthy list of films to me. Frequently these people, as cultural 

practionen and as vernacular theorists, offered their own taxonomies of Jewish cinema. 

These films were categorized under a variety of criteria: generic, thematic, and 

nationdistic. On the one hand. this taxonomy reflects the divenity of "Jewish" cinema; 

while on the other hand, it also reflects the semipermeable nature of these categones. 

By far the rnost fiequently cited aspect which determines "Jewish Cinema" was 

the topic on which they based the film. 

What makes a movie Jewish? Anyihing that reminds us of who we are. 
Anything that talks about Judaism in a- that's the only thing that makes a 
movie Jewish. Something that talks about it (Mike, personal interview. 



1 trieci, unsuccessfully, to get Mike to elaborate on his comment. For Mike, a Jewish 

movie was a movie that dealt with Jewish topics. Although he does mention that some 

movies "remind us of who we are," an identifying aspect which 1 will deal with in the 

next chapter. Regardless, Mike ends his comment, and efféctively the entire interview, 

quite definitively: that in spite of everythmg else, a Jewish movie talks about king 

Jewish. 

Ma& a successful Toronto cornedian, similarly follows suit: "A Jewish movie is 

a movie about Jews. Or Jewish themes. Those are two different things" (Mark, personal 

interview, 970 1). 

Although Judith, above, had dificulty in remembering specific film titles, she had 

no trouble at al1 in attempting to characterize what makes a film Jewish. 

What it's about. 1 mean, certainly if it's the director, and the direction. and 
the- so on. But, it can be the- political film. 1 mean, who else is going 
to do films about the Middle East? Or about family situations that have to 
do with the Jewish culture? So, it's - a combination of content, - what 
they're trying to show. like mords (Judith, persona1 interview. 9702). 

Judith had difficulty in identifying specific films for citation", but was fully competent in 

interpreting, reporting. and repeating the appropriate thematic aspects of film for a Jewish 

'' Judith had dificulty in identifjhg specific films. The closest she came to succeeding 
in thinking up a title was refemng to the popular Israeli film, The Summer of Aviya 
(1 988). as "Something about Evita". getting the assonance of the fim word correct, but 
then confusing it with the Alan Parker film staning Madoma that was released a few 
months previous (Judith. persona1 interview, 9702). 



context This indicates not an "incompetent' cultural practitioner, but that emically the 

emphasis is not on the titles of the films, as much as it is on the thematic aspects of them. 

And yet, only one of the practitioners 1 spoke with identified the tangible 

importance of the writer's contribution: 

First of al1 1 would define [Jewish Cinema] as film which has a 'Jewish' 
type of subject Jewish M e  in generai, or Israeli life. Secondly, probably 
include films which have important Jewish writer - playwright, or 
director, so on - but that's secondary for me (Sy, personal interview, 
9704). 

Interestingly enough, Sy was the fim to mention Israel as an important aspect of Jewish 

cinema This aspect is nflected by the Toronto Jewish Film Festival's presentation of so 

many Israeli and Israeli-themed films. 1 noted in the previous chapter the relationship 

between the festival and Israeli consulate; that the Consul General hosts a reception 

during the festival itself to welcome the Israeli guests. Figure 3.1 shows the number of 

Israeli or Israeli-themed movies which the Festival showed during the festivals between 

1994 and 1997. 
- 

# of Israeli Films Perceotage 

1/27 films total 4% 
6/23 films total 26% 
9/30 films total 30% 
9/26 films total 35% 

~ i g u r e  3.1: Number of Israeli films shown at the Toronto Jewish Film Festival 

Of al1 the films mentioned by my infonnants. eight were either lsraeli or about Israel. 

Another informant noted to me "by their nature Israeli films tend to be Jewish" (Ron, 

personal interview, 9701). One can then chart the films cited to me as Figure 3.2, based 



on the topic of "Israeli" ~ inema '~ .  

Genre: Exam~ies: 
IsraeVIsraeli themed Avanti Popolo (1986) 

Beyond the Walls [Me 'A horei Hassor~gim] ( 1  984) 
Cup Final [Gmar Gavi'a] (1 99 1) 

Exodus (1 960) 
Hill 24 Doesn'r A m e r  [Giv'a 24 Eina Ono] (1955) 

I Love You Rosa [Ani Ohev mach Rosa] (1972) 
Sbllah [SaIIah Shabbati] ( 1  965) 

nie Summer of Aviya [Ha-Kayitz Shel Aviya] ( 1988) 
Figure 3.2: IsraeVIsraeü themed f h s  

Although films with Jewish topics are vernacularly considered "Jewish" by those 

expert practitioners who attend the Toronto Jewish Film Festival, there also exists a 

further category, 'Tilms of Jewish interest": 

To me [Leni Riefenstahl's 1935 documentary on Hitler's Nuremberg rally. 
Triumph des Willens is] a Jewish interest film. Made by a non-Jew. about 
a non-Jew . Um - but it's of Jewish interest. So I think that there can be 
anti-Semitic films - could be - 1 would find - if they showed it here [at 
the Festival] - that would be something I'd definitely want to see 
(Howard, persona1 interview. 970 1 ). 

Although Howard's comment again refen to the ethnicity of certain films being 

dependent upon context. that even an explicitly Nazi film could be considcred a "Jewish 

Film" depending upon the context that it is presented in. as a film of "Jewish interest," it 

is worth mentioning here first. 

l3 Perhaps it is worth noting that within film studies. or fiom an etic perspective, 1 would 
have limited the topic of "Israeli" cinema to include only those films made in Israel, and 
exclude films made elsewhere about Israel. 



Finally, just as Howard defines films of Jewish interest, or as Mike refen to films 

which talk about Judaism, as Jewish films, these expert practitioners are engaging in an 

advanced fom of vemacular theorizing by developing an inclusive taxonomic system 

predicated upon experience. As McLaughlin noted, "theory is not detached fiom 

expenence; it is a way of unmaking and remaking cultural and social sense within 

experience" (McLaughlin: 25). Simila. to many folkloristic discussions of genre, 

vernacular taxowrnic systems are a means by which a culture categorizes its own 

expenences through verbal, material, and cultural means. Dan Ben-Amos noted, ''the 

taxonomy . . . has becorne actuaily a categorization of cultural experience, which are 

represented in the overt cultural aninides toward themes and fom" (Ben- Amos. 1 976b: 

2 ~ 3 ) ' ~ .  1 asked Sy and his wife Barbara about films that they would recommend which 

14 Although folklorists. such as Alan Dundes. have noted that "the concept of genre in 
general impedes folklore research because it prevents scholars fiorn examining the folk 
ideas that underlie and penneate verbal expression" (quoted in Ben-Amos, 1976a: xii- 
xiv). it is my contention that vernacular taxonomic systems actually reveal more about 
"folk ideas" than they "impede". This approach is more in line with Abrahams view. 
which stated "genres are usehl not only because they help us focus on the relationship 
between perfonner and audience. but also because genres give names to traditional 
attitudes and traditional strategies which may be utilized by the perfonner in his attempt 
to communicate with and affect the audience" (Abrahams. 1976: 193). Paraphrasing 
slightly, if my expert practitioners have a narne for it, and they do, as 1 shall demonstrate, 
then there is reason to suspect a cognitive and sel f-reflective categorization process is in 
effect. As Sturtevant noted. "the main evidence for the existence of a category is the fact 
that it is named" (Sturtevant: 1 37- 1 38). Such an approach is basic to a study of 
ethnographie semantics. what ethnoscicnce calls "domains". which Sturtevant noted "is 
the necessity for determining in an nonarbitrary manner the boundaries of the major 
category or classification system being analyzed. i.e. for discovering how a domain is 
bounded in the culture being described [emic] rather than applying some extemal, cross- 
culnual definition [etic] definition of the field (Sturtevant: 135). 



wouid show an accurate portrait of Jewish culture: 

Barbara: The Schider's List thing was certainly - 
Sy: But that doesi't show Jewish culture. 
Mikel: So, if Schind2er.î List isn't about Jewish culture, what category 

would you -? 
Sy: It's a - that's a historical drama, and there would be other films of..  . 

or about the Second World War, or about the Nazis or whatever 
and 1 would put it into that category (Sy and Barbara, personal 
interview, 9704). 

Here we see, not only Sy's ability to understand the differences b e ~ n  different 

culnirally bounded distinctions of film within a culture, but also to apply those 

differences outside of the irnrnediate, text-by-text accumulation, into an active taxonomic 

system. Schindlerts List is not a film about Jewish culture, says Sy; it is a film about 

Jewish history". Even within the context of Jewish topics, M e r  emic distinctions need 

to be made. distinctions which I shall be making across the forthcoming chapters. 

Perhaps here is the point at which 1 should begin to discuss the vernacular 

taxonomies which emerged from this fieldworktb. As Sy above demonstrates, these 

expert practitionen categorize these films in such a way so they make cultural sense. 

independent of any etic genre distinction. 

15 Ben-Amos noted that "the functional approach [to genre] is concemed not with what 
genres are, but with what the memben of the society say they are" (Ben-Amos, 1976b: 
223). 

16 The importance of taxonomies is noied by Hyrnes: "The work of taxonomy is a 
necessary part of progress toward models (structural and generative) of.. . description. 
formulation of universal sets of features and relations. and explanatory theories" (Hyrnes, 
1972: 43). 



Ruby, another of my expert practitioners, likewise expresseci her own persona1 

taxonomie system: 

I'm a serious person, rd probably [recommend] The Quine1 [199 1 1. 1 also 
study Holocaust literature, so I might [recommend] something like The 
Summer of Aviya. [iaughs] Something like Halfthe Kingdom. 'Cause I'm a 
feminist, so . . . (Ruby, personal interview, 9705). 

H m  we see Ruby's distinction between what she calls b4serious" films, "Holocaust" films, 

and "ferninist" films1'. The Holocaust is also a major theme of the festival movies. 

Figure 3.3 shows the nurnber of Holocaust related films shown at the festival between 

1 994 and 1 997. 

Year 

1994 
1995 
1996 
1997 

# of Hoiocaust Films Percentage 

10Q7 films total 37% 
4/23 films total 1 7% 
6/30 films total 20% 
7/26 films total 27% 

Figure 33: Number of Holocaust films shown at the Toronto Jewisb Film Festival 

Ahhough. h m  an etic perspective, these figures may seem small, many festival attendees 

felt that there are too many Holocaust themed movies shown. One comment on my 

" Roger Abrahams noted "The group's conventions associate certain sets of problems 
with sets of expressive forrns" (Abrahams. 1976: 196). How, for example. Ruby or Helen 
(below) categonze The Summer of Aviyrr. or any film within the cultural repertoire. 
reveals not so much what the film, objectively, can be categorized into. but where the 
film's function for the individual. who as cultural practitioner may speak for the culture, 
c m  be described. 



survey fom noted: "The rnovies that 1 saw were excellent. But Toronto Holocaust Film 

Festival' would have been the right name for it [the festival] (judging h m  the selection)" 

(comment on survey form, 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). Be that as it may. the 

festival participants 1 spoke with identifid a large nurnber of Holocaust oriented movies 

as king of Jewish interest 

- - - - - - - - .- - 

Genre: Examoles: 

Holocaust Films Cabaret (1974) 
The Garden of the Finzi-Continis [Il Giardino dei Fimi-Contini] 

(1971) 
Judgement at Nuremberg (1 96 1 ) 

Julia (1977) 
M. Klein (1977) 

Les Misérables (1 994) 
The Pawnbroker ( 1 965) 
Playing for Time ( 1 980) 

The Quarrel( 199 1 ) 
Schindler's List (1 993) 

S h a h  (1985) 
Sophiek Choice (1982) 

The Summer ofAviya [Ha-Kayitz Shel Aviya] (1 988) 
Triumph of the Will [Triumph des Willens] ( 1 93 5) 

1 

Figure 3.4: Holocaust films 

It is interesting to note that Ruby classifies The Summer of Aviya as a Holocaust film, 

whereas Helen, within the context of the other films she cites as "favourite" Jewish 

movies mentions exclusively Israeli films: Sallah. I Love You Rosa. and Hi12 24 Doesn't 

..lnswer (Helen, personal interview, 9702). Although Aviya is certainly about Holocaust 

survivon trying to put their lives back together in Israel, some will classify the same text 

126 



as either a Holocaust film, or as an Israeli film, thereby demonstrating the semi- 

permeable nature of vemacular taxonomies'*. 

I noted in the last chapter that more than two thirds of the sweyed festival 

participants were women. Up until 1997, and the addition of Shlomo Schwartzberg to the 

Festival staff', the directors, pmgrammers, and employees of the Festival were also almost 

al1 women. In part, this was reflected in the number of films about woments lives, Ruby's 

'Yerninist" films, which the Festival programmed between 1 994 and 1 997. 

Year # of "Women's" Films Percentage 

1994 8/27 films total 30% 
1995 4123 films total 17% 
1996 7/30 films total 23% 
1997 5/26 films total 19% 

Figure 3.5: Number of "Women's" films sbown nt the Toronto Jewish Film Festival 

Likewise, enough films about women and their expenences within Jewish culture were 

cited by my infonnants to allow those films to be charted: 

l a  Hymes noted, with regards to language variation. that such taxonomic methodologies 
are useful in observing how one category can adapt to a different social context (Hymes. 
1973: 43). 



Genre: 

"Women's" films 

Examales: 

Crossing Delmcey ( 1  988) 
Halfihe Kingdom ( 1  989) 

Hester Street ( 1  975) 
I Love You Rosa [Ani Ohev Eina Ona] ( 1  972) 

Julia ( 1  977) 
Sophie's Choice (1 982) 

A Siranger Among Us ( 1  992) 
The Sumrner ofAviya [Ha-Ka@ Shel AviyoJ ( 1  988) 

Welcome to the Dollhouse ( 1  995) 
Yentl(1983) 

Figure 3.6: 'Women's" films 

What this semi-permeable nature of text and context reveals is that some other 

kind of criterion is required for the identification of Jewish "content" within these films. 

Following fiom Dundes' (1 980), 1 refer to these aspects as Jewish texture; rny infotmants 

refer to it as "Jewish sensibilities". 

M i l e  interviewing Parn and Janis during the opening night party. Parn's fiiend 

Mark came over and joined in our discussion. Parn introduced Mark and 1 to each other. 

and without missing a beat asked: 

Parn [to Mark]: What's your favourite Jewish film? 
Mark: A m i e  Hall [1977]. 
Parn: That's a good answer. How corne? [to Mikel] Is that the right 

question? 
Mikel: Sure. 
Mark: Because its - its about the matrix of self-destruction. Neurotic 

self-destruction. It's essential to the Jewish argument (Mark and 
Pam. personal interview, 970 1). 



When Mark identified "neumtic selfdestruction" as "essential to the Jewish argument," 

he began to identiS, some of the less contentual, but nonetheless significant, aspects of 

Jewish cinema, Further on in the sarne conversation, Mark begins to posit a definition of 

what he ternis the "Jewish sensibiiity," which 1 quote at length: 

Mark: And here's the litmus test: in the moment of greatest happiness, 
there has always got to be some sadness. Some melancholy. And 
that is what will make it a Jewish sensibility. 1 thllik. That's what 
makes a Jewish sensibility. 

Mikel: Ok, but if you're watching a rnovie, how do you know whether or 
not it's incidentally in the mix, or it has to be - in the mix? 

Mark: No, I'm saying - a Jewish filmmakex is most likely to include that 
in what he is doing because he c d t  help it. 'Cause it is so 
ingrained in the culture. You know, someone else could also have 
a melancholic point of view, it doesn't mean that its impossible for 
someone else to have - 

Jeannie: What about Russians? 
Mark: They borrowed it from the Jews. There were lots of Jews in Russia, 
Jeannie: Ok. no -! 
P m :  They killed them. they took it. 
Mark: They killed them. they rake their melancholy. 'Where's my damn 

melancholy? Ah no. Sartre took it again!' (Mark, Parn. and 
Jeannie, persona1 interview. 970 1 ). 

As McLaughlin noted: 

To huve a theory is to have a set of assumptions that make your 
interpretive acts possible. Anyone who produces or consumes discourse 
has such a set of assumptions. . . . To do theory is to pay conscious 
attention to those assumptions. to think cntically about how reading 
happens, how meaning is produced. how texts have their effects, etc. 
(McLaughlin: 34). 

Mark is a vemacular theorist par excr.llr.nce: he not only has a theory, a taxonomic system 

which he uses to interpret cinematic texts identified as Jewish. but what is more 

important, he can do theory. by applying those theoreticai assurnptions beyond the 



apparent rnanifest content of the film, in this case by exploring the thematic 

considerations of rnelancholy within the Jewish experience. Even when confronted with a 

challenge to his theory, thai the Russians are just as melancholic as the Jews, Mark cm 

fire back - even as a joke, that the Russians musr have stolen it h m  the Jews. 

Later in the same conversation, Mark and Parn began to apply this theoretical 

definition of a "Jewish Movie" M e r ,  to absurd degrees. h noting how few female 

pornographic movie stars were Jewish (Annie Sprinkle and Barbara Dare were the only 

two names they could think of), in cornparison with allegedly the large number of Jewish 

male porn stars and pornographic directors and producers, Pam wondered whether or not 

a film which stamed a Jewish female porn actress would then be a Jewish porn film. 

Mark: Well 1 think it depends on the amount of melanchoiy she brings to 
her orgasm. She goes 'I'm curnming! I'rn cumming! But - 1 don't 
know - 1 feel empty somehow.' You know. 'Oh! Oh! Oh! The 
temple is being destroyed! Oh! Oh!' You know. 1 think that maybe 
that is something - 

Parn: That would be a Jewish porn film. 
Mark: That would be a Jewish porn film. Actually 1 was working on a 

Jewish porn film once. it was called 'Debbie Doesn't do Anything'. 
And um - It was very successful - ba-doom. boom - Or the 
wonderful. wonderhl anal series. 'Butt Mitzvah'. 'Butt Mitzvah I' 
'Butt Mitzvah II' 'Butt Mitzvah III' - 

Mikel: Wasn't that in 3D? 
Mark: That was the one in 3D actually. Yes. that's right. When they do it 

on the sweet table - do you remember that scene? Wonderfùl! 
Wonderful! Erotic. sensuous. and yet with a sense of loss (Mark 
and Pam. persona1 interview. 970 1 ). 

Although Pam is playing "straight man" to Mark's improvised shtick. together they 

demonstrate how this kind of vernacular theory is not only taxonomic, but that those 

taxonomies are applicable elsewhere. even as the basis for comedy. 



That same balance of k i n g  theory and doing theory is emergent arnong a 

number of the expert practitioners with whom 1 spoke. Another exarnple: 

Rhonda: . . . FiMer on the Roof because it sort of shows - it depicts 
where the Jews corne h m  and how they evolved as North 
Americans and why they maintain the traditions that they maintain. 
Not necessarily for religious purposes. And that's just frorn a 
personal point of view, because when 1 talk to non-Jewish people 
and 1 explain about Judaism, 1 explain - because I'm not a 
religiour person - I'm more of a ~odiiionalist. So 1 explain it 
h m  that point of view. And I think that Fiddler on the Roof is a 
really good piece of art that depicts that. And it has a lot of 
comedy, so it - it - 

Mikel: It's palatable. 
Rhonda: Yeah. Yeah. And then SchidZer's List, I think, is - that's 

wmething that rediy gets t e  the depths of your soul, because - 
like everybody is going to feel something, no matter who you are. 
And there isn't much comic relief in that, and that's sort of on the 
flip side of Fiddler on the Roof; where it sort of - dso shows 
what brings Jews together and why we mite and what we have to 
fight for and what we've suffered and why we are so united and 
why we - you know are so strong as a nation. 1 mean that to me 
is a lot more what Judaism is about, rather than the actual religious 
aspects of it (Rhonda, personal interview. 9707). 

Rhonda like Mark. is able to distinguish between taxonomie distinctions. and then to 

apply those to her own expenence. By using both Schindler's List and Fiddler on the Roof 

as didactic tools to explain herself within the context of the assimilated and non-Jewish 

world. film becomes a means to a pedagogical end. And for Rhonda herself. this 

application is important. 

Finally 1 discussed the nature of Jewish humour with one expert practitioner. And 

herein. Debbie likewise demonstrates that she not only has a theory of Jewish humour. 

but she can likewise apply it. 



Debbie: 1 thllik that Jewish humour uses - it's very - it's not totally self 
deprecated. It's able to see two sides to an issue, and poke fun at 
areas of - wealmess and wrong - and injustice. And be able to 
play those two sides. 

Mikel: So, it's more satirical? 
Debbie: It's very, very satirical. And it's very biting. And it's able to see 

paradox - it's very paradoxical. It's able to see that. 
Mikel: 1s it safe to say that it avoids absolutes? Thaî it's playing off 

multiple sides -? 
Debbie: No, 1 think it - I think it's able to see more than one point of 

view. But it's able to see where is - what is the ethical stance. 
And what are the mord issues at stake. But that's not to say that 
Judaism always takes the high moral ground, but it is able to Say 
'these are the issues and this is the paradox' and you cut through to 
fiid some message of truth and human responsibility and 
behaviour. So it perhaps aims at looking at the high road whether 
one takes it or not (Debbie, personal i n t e ~ e w ,  9702)19. 

" There has k e n  a great deal of rnaterial generated on the topic of Jewish humour. 
especially by folklorists. 1 nfer to two ment  collections of essays. Amer Ziv and Anat 
Zaj dman eds. Semites and Stereotypes: Characreristics of Jewish Humor ( Westport : 
Greenwood Press, 1993). and Sarah Blancher Cohen ed. Jewish Wry: Essays on Jewish 
Humor (Detroit: Wayne State UP. 1 990). The quarterly journal. Humor: Infernarional 
Journal of Humor Research, ha published at least one special issue on Jewish humour 
(4.2 (1991)), which includes. among other articles O h  Nevo's "What's in a Jewish 
Joke?" (25 1 -260), Jay Boyer's "The Schlemiezel: Black Humor and the Shtetl Tradition" 
( 165-1 75). and Christie Davies' "Explorhg the Thesis of the Self-Deprecating Jewish 
Sense of Humor" ( 1  89-209). Major folklorists, such as Dan Ben-Amos has written on 
"Jewish Hurnor - The Concept from a New Viewpoint". published in Dov Noy and 
Issaehar Ben-Ami eds Folklore Research Center Studies. Volume 1.  Jenisalem: Magnes 
Press. 1970: 25-33. and his more famous "The 'Myth' of Jewish Hurnor" Western 
Folklore 32 ( 1  973): 1 12-1 3 1 ; Ellion Oring hm published "The People of the Joke: On the 
Concepnialization of a Jewish Humor'' Western Folklore 42 (1983): 261-271. as well as 
the book length study . The Jokes of Sigmund Freud: A Sfudy in Humor and Jewish 
Identiy (Philadelphia: University of Pemsylvania Press, 1984); and of course two very 
important pieces by Alan Dundes. "The J.A.P. and the J.A.M. in Arnerican Jokelore" 
Journal cf American Folklore 98 ( 1 985): 456-475. and "Auschwitz Jokes" Western 
Folklore 42 (1983): 249-260. Other classic studies in Jewish "jokelore" include Heda 
Jason "The Jewish Joke: The Problem of Definition" Southern FolMore Quarterly 3 1 
(1 967): 48-54. and Naomi and Eli Katz "Tradition and Adaption in American Jewish 



Although Debbie was not discussing any specific film, nor does she utilize the language 

and dixourse of academic fih snidies or folkloristics, she is able Mly to articulate her 

undentandhg of the cultural ma& within which Judaism o p t e s .  Like Mark and 

Rhonda, Debbie is able to identify, what for her, are salient aspects of Jewish film culture. 

One of the aspects, especially of Jewish humour, which has been missing so far, 

and surprised me while doing this fieldwork by its relative absence, is that of Jewish- 

American humour, which in film is most obvious in the films of Woody Allen and Me1 

Brooks. Although Mark cited Annie Hall, a Woody Allen film, he cites it apart fiom the 

humour aspects of Jewish cornedy. One of the few references to these films was as 

follows: 

Amos: Al1 the - Me1 Brooks movies. - AI1 the Woody Allen movies. 
They're al1 Jewish movies. 

Mikel: But what is it about those movies that makes them Jewish? 
Amos: They're funny . . . it's a different part of Jewishness. But, but there 

is a 1 don't know. I'm not much on Jewish movies. But it's very 
Jewish. What 1 would say - it has Jewish semibilities (Amos, 
persona1 interview, 9702). 

Although Amos was only able to identiQ the fact that Woody Allen and Me1 Brooks 

movies had an amorphous "Jewish sensibility" to them. he does recognize that this 

sensibility is another aspect of Jewishness. 

Hurnor" Journal of American Foikiore 84 ( 197 1): 31 5-320. Finally. in the context of 
vemacular theory and "expert practitionen". Rabbi Joseph Telushkin has published a 
book-lengih study, Jewish Humor: What the Best Jewish Joks Say About the Jews (New 
York: Wm. Morrow, Inc., 1992). 1 cite these sources here, rather in the body of this 
chapter, since Jewish humour is only an adjunct to the overall snidy. 



When 1 questioned some people about the absence of Woody Allen or Me1 Brooks 

h m  theu lists of significant Jewish movies, they were quite explicit about their Rasons 

for omitting them. Some infamants, like Randi, accuse stalwarts of Jewish-Arnerican 

popular culture, like Philip Roth and Woody Allen, as perpetuating negative Jewish 

stereotypes. 

Oh. 1s that what you mean by a Jewish film? Ya know what? That 
wouldn't have even occurred to me that those are Jewish films, but, by the 
sarne token, when 1 watch them 1 know that this depicts American Jewish 
humour. It's an expression of it. Like Philip Roth. Literature. Yeah. Ya 
know why? I've developed a pet peeve. I'm getting sick and tired of these 
- of seeing Jews stereotyped in Amencan films. You know? With the 
Matzo bail business? Over and over, ya know? Like "The Nanny" on TV. 
It's so f- bloody -fucking tiresorne and unimaginative (Randi, personal 
interview, 9702)". 

Here. although Randi clearly is in possession of a theoretical approach to Jewish film. 

Woody Allen and Me1 Brooks do not fit with it. In response, Randi, is able to point out 

exactly how Amencan-Jewish comedy does not fit with her definition of Jewish film. 

based on what she sees as an American stereotype, which in her words. she finds 

*?tiresorne and unimaginative". We can fùrther work fiom this brief statement to conciude 

that Randi demands a more rigorous performance and one which is less dependent upon 

' O  Phenomenology teaches that '2he manner in which the reader experiences the text will 
reflect his own disposition. and in this respect the literary text acts as a kind of mirror; but 
at the same time, the reality which this process helps to create is one that will be differenr 
from his own (since, nonnally. we tend to be bored by texts that present us with things we 
already know perfectly well ounelves). . . . it is only by leaving behind the familiar world 
of his own expenence that the reader can truly participate in the adventure the literary text 
offers hirn (Iser: 56-57). 



stereotypical iconography. The two films which she cites to me, both Amencan films, 

and also cited to me by others, Crossing Delancey and Hester Street, she characterizes 

thus: "so, ail those small, quirky films - it's a totally different story. Those films are 

rare. niey're not for the mass market" (Randi, personal interview, 9702). 

Lainie, another expert practitioner 1 spoke with, likewise is dissatisfied with 

Amwican-Jewish culture, or at least with how it is portrayed in Amencan films: 

They're ûying to - to - to - portray Judaism as a as like - 
mainstream culture views Judaism, rather than as genuinely is. Like I'm 
not saying that it's - it's sort of played up, or it's not genuine, but 1 think 
this [the Festival] is somewhat more genuine, and it's not - it's not geared 
at like m a s  culture, so it's not Mng to put on any sort of Front to appeal 
to everyone (Lainie. persona1 interview, 9703). 

Lainie demonstrates herself to be quite c m y  about the popular culture institutions which 

produce film. And her position. along with Randi's, vis-a-vis Amencan popular images 

of Judaism is another aspect of vemacular theory. 

But, neither is vemacular theory blind to the controveny which it generates. 

Scholars are not necessarily the only ones who engage in theoretical debases. Even 

among, especially arnong. vemacular theorizers. these expert practitionea recognize that 

emically produced and identifiable cultural products mn the risk of offending someone. 

within the community or without. 

Barbara: Some films make you ashamed of your culture - out there on 
the big screens. Some make you feel - 1 mean, like Portnoy's 
Cornplaint [197$]. And 'ou think 'Oh God. 1 don? want to be 
identified with rhut.' 

Sy: Although. at the rime. you probably would have. About the year when 
it was witten. that was what everybody did. 

Barbara: The excess. 1 mean al1 the excess and the - 
Sy: Goodbye. Columbus [1969]. same sort of thing. 



Barbara: That's what 1 meant. -Now what does it do? Ok. Particularly 
when they are controversial films, they cause a lot of debate and 
discussion. And whenever a gmup feels vuinerable. they ciose off 
debate and discussion. And they say we need a common front to 
the world and so we need not put those issues out here. Maybe in 
our backyard, but not in public (Sy and Barbara, personal 
interview, 9704). 

Perhaps partially to negotiate against furthgr antidemitic attacks, or to present an 

accurate view of what Judaism is, one of the stmngest vemacular aspects of what makes a 

film Jewish is the idea of an accurate and recognizable Judaism. This 1 shail discuss in 

more detail in the following chapter, but for now, when a film presents a not-so-flattering 

portrayai of the culture, undentandably, it becomes controversial. McLaughlin himself 

recognized this as a crucial aspect of vemacular theory. 

Practitionen also have to raise theoretical questions and take theoretical 
positions when their practice is subject ro criticism frorn outside its own 
institutions or, more generally. whenever the public's perception of the 
practice is an issue. In these situations the basic values of the practice 
mut be articulated in tenns that make sense to outsiders (McLaughlin: 
23). 

For McLaughlin. for myself. and for the Jewish cultural practitioners who attend 

the Toronto Jewish Film Festival. vemacular theory is more than just a means to pass the 

time away. or appear intelligent when a visi ting ethnographer cornes to call. Dan Ben- 

Amos. twenty years earlier than McLaughlin. noted something similar to vemacular 

taxonomies, a fusion of the anthropological "ethnoscience" and the sociological 

"ethnomethodology." that he called "ethnic genres": 



The ethnic system of genres constitutes a grammar of folklore, a cultural 
affinnation of the communication d e s  that govem the expression of 
complex messages within the culnual context. It is a self-containeci 
system by which society dehes  its experiences, creative imagination, and 
social commentary. It consists of distinct foms, each of which has its 
particular symbolic connotations and scope of applicable social contexts 
(Ben-Amos, 1 W6b: 225). 

Listening to the vemacdar, as the subtitie of McLaughlin's book indicates. allows the 

ethnographer access to the emic taxonornic systems of a p u p .  This reveals the interna1 

issues a culture stniggles with, be it the more serious issue of the esoteric/exoteric factor 

(Jansen: passim), or in a more benign sense, whether or not to classify The Swnmer of 

iiviya as a Holocaust movie, or an Israeli movie. Cultural practitionen operate within 

culture on an everyday basis, making sense of their world. They do not do this 

uncritically, or without self-consciousness. but engage with culture as aware. self- 

reflective and self-reflexive individuals. Scholars who dismiss vemacular theory as 

uninformed. or simplistic. create artificial distinctions between the critical theory done 

within a university context. and that done in a downtown Toronto movie theatre. As 

McLaughlin noted. cultural practitioners "have been doing vemacular theory al1 their 

lives. and not just in school settings" (McLaughlin: 154). 

There is yet another aspect to the vemacular articulation of popular cinema, so far 

only hinted at by those 1 interviewed. 1 now wish to tum to a discussion of the 

erperiential component in vemacular theorizing. 



C ~ R  FOUR: 
~ M E L L I N C  RIGHT?   ADER f ARTICIPATION AND THE CWATION OF TEX% 

in this chapter 1 wish to demonstrate how theoretical paradigrns, such as 

phenomenology and its offspring, reader-response theory, remove the objections of 

folklorists to recognize popular film texts as legitimate sites for ethnography that 1 

outlined in my introduction. 1 wish to follow this up by discussing how my informants. 

my expert practitioners, predicate their understanding of Jewish cinema within the 

boundaries of their own experience of k ing  Jewish. 

implicit in Robert Georges' definition of a storytelling situation, as noted in my 

introduction, was that the teller and audience mut be face-to-face for proper 

communication to occur, and this was the cnuc of the problematic relationship between 

folklore and film. This definition denied the applicability of popular film texts to the 

folklorist's field of discourse, since by their very nature. films are not face-to-face media 

of communication. With a film. the narrative is created/performed in one space and time. 

and the document of that performance is then able to be recontextualized atemporally and 

ahistorically. Althou&. as film theorist Vivian Sobchack noted: '?he direct engagement 

. . . between spectator and film in the film expenence cannot be considered a monologic 

one between a viewing subject and a viewed object. Rather it is ... dialogical and 

dialectical . . ." (Sobchack. 1992: 23). 

Peter Narvaez and Martin Laba also noted that "performance contexts of popular 

culture are usually characterized by significant spatial and social distances between 

perfonnen and audiences" (Narvaez and Laba: 1 ). In the introduction to their edited 



volume, Media Sense, the authors point out the similarity between the processes. 

structures, and fûnctions of both folklore and popular culture. Specifically, for the 

present study, the authors noted: 

With regard to the firnctions of folkiore and popular culture, both operate 
as orgaNzational modes of activîty in a social order, in that they serve to 
structure and provide repeatable expressive forms for individual and group 
experiences in everyday life. ln other words, they offer a muuis of 
rendering experience intelligible and graspable through recognizable forms 
that are both pleasing aesthetically and relevant in a social interactionalist 
sense (Narvaez and Laba: 2). 

It is, therefore, less the content of the perfonned text. than the social context within which 

that text is perfomed. 

Funher to that point, Linda Singer has noted that cinema going is a communal and 

social experience: 

. . . going to the movies is an activity with an explicitly social dimension. 
We go to the movies to be seen as well as to see others, and to see the film 
with and in the presence of others. We function. in such situations. not as 
solitary spectaton but as members of an audience, a cornmunity of 
perceiven (Singer: 5 5 -56). 

And to extend this proposition further, when that audience shares specific cultural 

similarities, say for example when they are gathered at a Jewish film festival. the nexus of 

cultural signification becomes emergent. To examine any form of cultural expression. 

s a  for example within the context of a festival. text becomes meaningful to the group as 

cultural performance. not based on the diegetic content of the text, but on its performance 

within set contexts. 

Peter Narviez noted that one of the locations for the nexus of text and audience is 



"the expressive use of communications media, rnass-produced goods, and mas-mediated 

texts in small group contexts" (Narvaez, 1992: 17)'. Alîhough Narvaez was refemng to 

faa-oriented groups who embrace a small series of mass-mediated texts as culturally 

significant, we can expand this paradigm to include ethnic groups as well, if we root our 

discussion within their lived experiences. 

In order to discuss the relationship between cinema audiences and their reception 

of ethnically bounded cinematic texts, even if the context oniy bounds those texts in 

which they are presented, we require a discussion of the nexus between phenornenology. 

reader-response theory. and reception studies. Tum-of-the-cenhiry G m a n  philosopher 

Edmund Husserl 

. . . set out to analyze human consciousness - that is, to describe the 
concrete 'Lebenswelt' (lived world) as this is expenenced independently of 
prior suppositions, whether these suppositions corne fiom philosophy or 
from common sense. He proposes that consciousness is a unified 
intentional act. By 'intentional' he does not mean that it is deliberately 
willed. but that it is always directed to an 'object'; in other words, to be 
conscious is always to be conscious of something. Husserl's daim is that 
in this unitary act of consciousness. the thinking subject and the object it 
'intends'. or is aware of. are interinvolved and reciprocally implicative. In 
order to be free of all prior conceptions. the phenomenological analysis of 
consciousness begins with [a suspension] of al1 previous suppositions 

' Jay Mechling also noted: "Folklorists need to look at cultural studies for help in 
understanding the crucial role of mass mediated expenences in modem lives. including 
modem folklore. Cultural studies critics need to Iook at folklore studies for 
ethnographically sensitive accounts of the discourses people bring to their mas-rnediated 
experiences" (Mechling: 1 8  1 ). 



about the nature of experience, and this suspension involves the 
'bracketing' (holding in abeyance) the question whether or not the object of 
consciousness is real - that is, whether or not the object exists outside of 
the consciousness which 'intends' it (Abram: 255). 

Phenomenology, as philosophical discourse, posits that the subject and object are 

involved in a muhial meaning-making relationship, and in order to access the actuai 

phenornena to be studied, as opposed to the perception of it, experiences are anaiyzed. the 

culhvaVsocia1 perceptions bracketed off, and the hypothesis is that what remains is the 

actual phenornenon experienced, free of any preconceived notions. 

Within the social sciences, phenornenology "takes as its main aim the analysis and 

description of everyday life - the life world and its associated States of consciousness" 

(Abercrombie, et al.: 158). Such studies are "carricd out by 'bracketing off judgments 

about social smicture. that is. making no assumptions about the existence or casual 

powen of social structure. Phenomenologists argue that. although people generally take 

the everyday world for granted. a phenomenological analysis must show how it is made 

up" (Abercrombie. et al.: 158). 1 noted in the last chapter how many of my expert cultural 

practitionen could identifi Jewish culture. and identib it in popular cinema determining 

whether or not specific films could be considered "Jewish". but many had great difticulty 

in expressing what those constituent pans werr. Such phenomenological approaches are, 

therefore. useful in an attempt to ascenain what are Jewish experiences. 

This is not entirely different from David Hufford's self-defined "pedestrian" 

phenomenology. which he defincd dong the diction- definition of the term: "the study 

of..  . appearances in human experience. dunng which considerations of objective reality 



and of purely subjective response are temporarily lefi out of the account" (Hufford: xv)'. 

In both the social scientific and the "pedestrian" approaches to phenomenology the 

experience behind narrative is centrai, and this approach requires that such experiences be 

isolated h m  within the narratives thernselves. What needs to be "bracketed off' within 

phenomenological studies is a distinction between the phenomena itself as object 

(noema), and the experience of that phenomena (noesis) (Sobchack, 1992: 34). The 

pragmatics of this approach are that 

knowledge is almost always characterized by typification and is essentially 
onented to solving practical problems [for those participating memben of 
the culture]. . . . [It is suggested] that this everyday knowledge is creatively 
produced by individuals who are also influenced by the accumulated 
weight of institutionalized knowledge produced by others (Abercrombie. 
et al.: 158). 

I have already demonstrated how cultural discourses experienced by the cultural 

practitioners themselves influence vernacular theory, but here 1 wish to point out that they 

M e r  influence this theorizing. perhaps even more deterministically by experience 

within the culture itself3. 

For an application of Hufiord's "pedestrian phenomenology" to popular cinema, see 
Koven, 1997. 

Sobchack stated that ". .. the radical reflection of phenomenology attempts to reunimate 
the taken-for-granted and the institutionally sedimented [we would say 'the everyday' or 
'vemacular']. And because i t tums us toward the origins of our expenence of phenomena 
and acknowledges both the objective enworldedness of phenomena and the subjective 
embodied experiencing them. such radical reflection opens up not only fresh possibilities 
for living knowledge and experiencing phenomenon. for seeing the world and ourselves 
in a critically aware way" (Sobchack. 1992: 28). 



Within literary studies, the phenomenological voice most cited was that of 

Wolfgang Iser. Im noted that "the phenomenological theory of art lays full stress on the 

idea that . . . one m u t  take into account not only the actual text, but also, and in equal 

masure, the action involved in responding to that text" (Iser: 50). in responding to the 

tex& be it litemy, oral, or cinematic, the action of reading "illumuiate[s the] basic 

patterns of red experience" (Iser: 56). 

We have the experience of a world, not understood as a system of dations 
which wholly determine each event, but as an open totality the synthesis of 
which is inexhautible. . . . From the moment that experience - that is. 
the opening on to our de facto world - is recognized as the beginning of 
knowledge, there is no longer any way of distinguishing a level of a priori 
mths and one of factual ones, what the world must necessarily be and 
what it actually is ([Maurice] Merleau-Ponty, quoted in Iser: 56). 

Both Iser and Merleau-Ponty had influenced a nurnber of M e r  theorists into the 

development of what has become known as "reader-response" theory, where scholars see 

the diegetic world as experience mediated through the readers own experiences. both 

diegetically and extra-textuall y. Develo pment of reader-response theory. along with its 

sibling, reception theory. meant the decline of phenomenology itself as a literary 

discourse (Abram: 257). 

Reader-response theory. proper. positions the audiencelreader as the loci of 

textual meaning. 

Reader-response cntics tum from the traditional conception of a work as 
an achieved structure of meanings to the ongoing mental operations and 
response of readers as their eyes follow a text on the page before them. By 
this shift of perspective a literary work is converted into an activity on the 
part of the reader. . . . Reader-response critics of al1 theoretical persuasions 



agree that, at least to some considerable degree, the meanings of a text are 
the 'production' or 'creationt of the individual reader, hence that the= is no 
one 'correct' meaning for d readers either of the linguistic parts or of the 
artistic whoie of a text (Abram: 269). 

Essentially, reader-response theory presumes that since we m o t  ascertain the authorial 

intention, focus should instead be upon the reader as the constmctor of meaning (Stahl: 

6). Neal and Robidoux argue certain folklore genres, M h h e n  and ballad specifically, 

encourage audiences to fil1 in the "gaps" with their own experiences (Neal and Robidoux: 

212). The suggestion is that "folk" narratives, be they Mikhen or ballad, have penisted 

specifically due to these gaps, and the genres' easy adaption to changing culniral mores. 

In the 1st chapter, 1 noted the films, which by relative group consensus. were 

specified as significant. In a much later article, Abrahams noted that the field of folklor- 

istics has ken  enriched "by reader-response literary critics through the notion of the 

inferpretive communiiy, one made up of a group which produces texts and goes on to 

delineate what and how those texts rnight be read and interpreted" (Abrahams, 1993: 

387)'. Deriving fiom Stanley Fish's 1980 work. Is There o Tex1 in This Class?. the 

interpretive corn muni^ "is composed of memben who share a particular reading 

'strategy,' or 'set of community assumptions'" (Abram: 27 1 ). Falling within this purview. 

one can begin to make some preliminary generalizations regarding specific group 

' Even earlier than Abrahams. Richard Bauman noted "fundamentally, performance as a 
mode of spoken verbal communication consists in the assurnption of responsibility to an 
audience for a display of communicative competence. The competence rests on the 
knowledge and ability to speak in socially appropriate ways" (Bauman, 1975: 293). 
These are leamed through cultural ex periences. 



aesthetics, and literal worldview, which I shall kgin to do in the next chapter. 

R E C E ~ O N  THEORY 

Reception theory, on the other hanci, emphasizes the impact of the historical 

audience, rather than the individual audiencdreader, on textual henneneutics5. 

Developed fiom the work of Hans Robert Jauss. reception theory 

like other reader-response cnticism, ... focuses on the reader's reception of 
a text; its prime intemt, however, is not on the response of a single reader 
at a given t h e ,  but on the altering responses, interpretive and evaluative, 
of the general reading public over the course of time. ... The mponse of a 
particular reader, which constitutes for that reader the meaning and 
aesthetic qualities of a text, is the joint product of the reader's own 'horizon 
of expectations' and the confirmations, disappointments, refutations. and 
reformulations of these expectations when they are 'challenged' by features 
of the text itself. ... [And since these readen are situated in both time and 
space], Jauss represents this tradition as a continuing 'dialectic.' or 
'dialogue,' between a text and the horizons of successive readen ... 
(Abrams: 272-273). 

Meaning for Jauss, and those scholars whom he influenced6, was determined not 

specifically by the positioning of an audience within a historical context (spatial contexts 

are but implicitly referred to). but by the changing dynamics across time (and by 

I am using the tetm "henneneutics" in the more benign sense of '?extual analysis", 
rather than as a fom of Biblical exegesis. Working fiom Abrarns definition, 
hermeneutics refers to "a formulation of the principles and methods of meaning involved 
in gening at the meaning of ... texts" (Abrams: 9 1 ). 

In film studies. Janet Staiger's lnterpreting Films. documented the changes in reception 
theory over time. although she did not make the sarne epistemological distinctions among 
the various foms of phenomenological theory that Abrams did. 



extension across space). 

FILM AND PHENOMENOLOGY 

As applied to film studies, phenomenology has a particular resonance. Although 

film phenomenology has a diverse and convoluted history as the different approaches 

above demonstrate, some consistency emerges: "phenomenology is a method for study ing 

any phenornenon: the world, the mind, or the cinema. Indeed, the cinema is a particularly 

apt subject for phenomenological investigation because it is so dependent on the 

explicitly visual experiences of time, space, perception, signification and human 

subjectivity" (Tomasulo: 2). Likewise, Vivian Sobchack stated: "what else is film if not 

'an expression of experience by experience'?" (Sobchack, 1992: 3). Harald Stadler noted: 

"A phenomenological film theory ... proposes a munially constitutive relationship 

between the viewer's life-world and the reality of the filmic world: nonfilrnic factors 

(everyday experience) motivate film reception and make it meaningful; filmic experience 

... modifies perception and behavior in the viewer's everyday life" (Stadler: 41)'. It should 

7 It should be noted that Stadler is not refemng here to experience in the sense of cultural 
worldview. as much as he means previous cinematic expenences. As he noted later on. 
"The complex interrelation between filmic and everyday experiences may be described in 
the following way: the inveniory of everyday experience and previous film expenence 
draws the horizon of undentanding and provides the schemata of interpretation for new 
film experience. The horizon and schemata available determine motivation. expectation. 
and selection regarding new film experience. Viewing a new film (or reviewing a known 
one) constitutes a meaningful event. i .e.. an 'experience' (in proper phenomenological 
terrninology) in that the viewer relates the new and unfarniliar to established sense 
schemata and in teptes  new sense data into the available sense context. As a result, the 
experiential inventory (the horizon) is expanded, and future expectation, motivation, and 
interpretation will be modified (Stadler: 45). But using experience in the sense of 
culhual worldview. as I am here. still validates Stadler's theory. 



corne as no surprise then to discover that among the culturai practitioners 1 interviewed. 

the definhg characteristic that they required for a film to be successfully ciassified as 

"Jewish" is predicated upon the vensimilitude of the film to their own experiences with 

Judaism outside of the cinematic. A position likewise supported by Stadler: 

What is particular about a given film . . . is not that it recorak a reality or 
crerrtes afzction - an eitherfor decision - but how itfuses a necessary 
d e p  of recognhbie reality with a desirable quantity of illuminating 
illusion. The tenn that supersedes actuality and fantasy in film analysis, as 
far as epistemology is concemed, is credibility: for any film to be 
convincing, it rnust to some extent be realistic (Stadler: 46, emphasis in 
original). 

When both filmmaker and audience share similar cultural experiences, a cultural 

"feedback" occurs: "the film experience is the that cinematic 'language' is grounded in the 

more original pragmatic language of embodied existence whose general structures are 

cornmon to filmmaker, film. and viewer" (Sobchack, 1992: 13). 

VERNACULAR THEORY AND THE ESPERIEKTIAL 

The basis of phenomenology is that at the hem of any textual representation of 

culture, we cm identiQ some form of experience8. The role of an "ethnography of seeing" 

is to identiQ in what ways popular cinema represents the cultural experience of the targct 

' Janice Radway quotes Raymond Williams as noting: "'in many societies it has been the 
function of art to embody what we cal1 the common rneanings of the society.' He asseris 
that 'the artist is not descnbing new experiences but embodying known experiences. 
There is great dander in the assumption that art serves oniy on the fiontiers of 
knowldege'" (Radway : 256). 



audience, often determineci by context, in this particular case study, that of Jewish 

cinema. We can rephrase the question to: in what ways does Jewish cinema reflet Jewish 

expenences? Obviously such a question is heavily bounded by a historical and spatial 

subject, in this case, Toronto Jewry. There are two essentially phenomenological 

dimensions to a vernacular definition of Jewish cinema: on the one hand, audience 

members must be able to recognize these characters and their situations as Jewish, based 

on their own cultural experiences; and on the other hand, they m u t  represent these 

cultural experiences with a sense of subjective, culturally experienced authenticity. 

Many of my informants identified "authenticity," which in turn is based on their 

own experiences of Jewish culture, as k ing  perhaps the single most significant 

determining factor in ascribing "Jewishness" to a film. Rachel states, that " ... the Jewish 

element cornes in, if there's some authenticity in the experience" (Rachel. personal 

interview, 9702). Here, Rachel is k ing  especially phenomenological: the experience she 

refers to is the cinemutic experience. and within her brief comment. she demands an 

equation between what she experiences in a film and the verisimilitude of that experience 

with her Lebenwelt, as detennined by her demand for authenticity. But Rachel was not 

the only one who demanded such verkirnilinide. 

During my research 1 had an off-the-record chat with one of my informants, Ron. 

This occumed f i e r  one of the evening screenings as we walked to the near-by subway 

station. We were discussing Jewish identity within a North Amencan context. and Ron 

asked me, if he were to walk into my apartment in St. John's, how would he know that 
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this was a "Jewish" howhold. 1 thought Ron asked an interesthg question. The only 

artifact which explicitly states that 1 am a Jew within the material culture of my decor, 

apart h m  my rather meager collection of Judaica books on my shelves, is the silver 

menorah in our fiont roorn. "There, you see," Ron replied, "1 would not consider that 

evidence of a Jewish home, but of a North Americun Jewish home." For Ron, within his 

own expenence, there exists a distinction between a proper Jewish home. determined by 

how he defines the culture based on his own experiences as a cultural practitioner, and a 

North Americcin Jewish home, which within his own cultural experience. violates the 

norms and tenets of the culture9. Earlier in the tieldwork process, Ron noted the following 

to me: 

you have - um - a film that - in the past couple of years - [Welcome 
to the] Dollhouse [1996]. And in the middle of the film, at a Party. there's 
somebody playing 'Hava Negilah'. Ok, so these characters are Jewish. 1 
guess (Ron, penonal interview. 970 1). 

Rather than the identification of a traditionai Jewish folksong. like "Hava Negilah. 

somehow transfoming the textual narrative into an ethnically bounded text. as Jewish. 

Ron interprets the film as part of the "mildly ethnic" quality which he finds particulariy 

womsome. 

For me. and maybe it's just a persona1 thing, where - where 1 have a 

' It is worth noting that Helen Zukerman. Toronto Jewish Film Festival director. noted 
something similar: ". . . sometimes we'll watch a film, the three of us [the Festival 
selection cornmittee]. and we say 'twenty minutes in. Where's the Jewish content? Oh. 
there's a menorah on the wall'!" (Zukerman, personal interview, 97 1 3). 



perspective on some of these issues, w h e ~  I think 'huh? That's not the 
kind of Jewish f a d y  I ever knew'. Or, 'that's not - that's not really about 
Jewish ideas,' or you know - maybe that people are not - it could be that 
a lot of people who become filmmilLers, were so much a part of the 

that for them they wouidn't know. They wouldn't know what 
necessady a Jewish family is going to feel or taste like. Because there is 
no particulariy authentic experience for them, that differentiates their 
family fiom the guy down the sûeet who is Italian, or Irish, or anything 
else. It is just something mildly ethnic (Ron, personal interview, 9701). 

This is the problem Ron found with my menorah king the only visible signifier of my 

own Jewish ethnicity; king so much a part of the mainstream, so assimilated into the 

hegemonic culture of North Arnerica, 1 have b e n  denied the knowledge about what a 

Jewish family 'Teels or tastes like". Ron delineates his own distance fiom the North 

Arnerican Jewish expenence: "1 have a bit of a different perspective on it, because 1 am 

the first North Amencan in my family - coming from sort of an Israeli/European 

background, and even going to a Jewish school . . ." (Ron, persona1 interview, 9701). 

Within Ron's own cultural expenence, he creates a gestalt whereby it M e r  mediates al1 

cultural expenences. My cultural experiences, mediated by my own up bringing and 

background, create a different gestalt: one whereby the simple display of a menorah is 

sufficient for Jewish identity to be negotiated. And when it cornes down to identifying 

particularly significant Jewish movies. these cultural experiences become significant in 

Ron's vemacular theorizing. Only one of the eight films Ron cited to me was supported 

by other cultural practitionea: The Apprenriceship of Duddy Kruvitr (1974). Two of the 

other films Ron cites as significant, Awnr i  Populo (1996) and Cup Final [Gmar Gmi'a] 

(1991). are Israeli. "By their nature. Israeli films tend to be Jewish," he noted (Ron. 

personal interview, 9701). In the context of Ron's own cultural expenence, k ing  the 



child of '41sraelilE~pean" parents, lsraeli films are considered to be more Jewish than 

the Arnerican films, like Welcome to the Dollhowe. One of the few exceptions which 

came to Ron's miad was The Plot Agoinst Hany (1989): 

[The Plot Agaimt Hcary] is a film about Jewish chanrcters who are - they 
are Jews. And 1 recognize these people. And they smell right. It's like 'Ok. 
1 know what this is about' (Ron, personal intmriew, 9701). 

In the last chapter, 1 identifiai Fidder on the Roof as one of the most cited film on 

my survey, in a second place tie with the Isnieli film The Summer of Aviycr. 1 asked Dave. 

another culturd practitioner I interviewe& why? Why Fiddler, when it was directed by a 

nonJew, and so apparently aimed at a mainstream audience, could he hold the film as a 

significant Jéwish cinematic text? Dave's response cuts directly to the point 1 am trying 

to make here: "it touched on everything that 1 envisioned infiuenced - what my 

perceptions of what my grandparents grew up with. So. for that reason, itts quite - 

inspiring" (Dave, personal interview. 9702. emphasis added). Dave succinctly iterates the 

subjective aspect of phenomenological discourse: that he draws "inspiration" fiom his 

own expenences of vensimilitude with his grandparents and the Tevye and Golde story. 

and c m  do a mental transposition replacing one with the other. thereby making the film 

personal. But that his grandparents' experience cannot be. for Dave at least, made distinct 

from their role as Jews. and the resulting gestalt is predicated upon the acceptance of the 

film as Jewish. 

Another expen practitioner 1 spoke with. Eddie. talks about Schindler's List fiom 

this persona1 experiential gestalt: 

And the Rason that 1 Say Schindler's List is because my mother went 
through that particular concentration camp, my mother's a sumivor. And 



she said that of al1 the movies she's ever seen, Schindler's List is the only 
one that even cornes close to depicting what it was actually like. Because 
most of the movies that she's seen, says it was like a picnic compared to 
what they really went through. Whereas Schindlerk List is the only one 
that she's seen, that cornes close to depicting what it was actually like 
(Eddie, personai interview, 9705). 

Within the Hymesian components of speech events, we can begin to situate authenticity 

of expenence with authonty of the speaker. Eddie, as cdhiral expert participating within 

the Festival (1 saw him there every day), cites the film Schindler's List with authority by 

invoking his mother's own expenences. The authenticity of Schindler's List. for Eddie. as 

for Ron above, emerges fiom the personal gestalt infonned from their own upbringings. 

Schindler's List is significant because it does not violate Eddie's gestalt of the 

Concentration Carnp-experience. as related to him by his mother. But a M e r  step is 

cornpleted. by Eddie's invocation of his mother's voice: although Eddie doesn't siip into 

an alternative performance mode. by emulating her voice. or any other instrumental 

paralinguistic aspect, semantically. he is able to speak for his absent mother by reiterating 

what she has told him about her own expenences as an Auschwitz survivor. Eddie's 

mother's expenence becomes his OHTI within his gestalt. and that. in turn is held up for 

validation with the Spielberg film. 

And yet the opposite can also occur - that the cinematic depiction of certain 

events violates the memory of that experience. Again in Schindler's List, some Auschwitz 

survivors did not see the film as an accurate depiction of the experience: 

When talking about the film to my owm parents. both Auschwitz survivors. 
my mother cnticized the Auschwitz shower scene: 'This is not how it 
happened; when we went in. we waited for the gas to corne out of the pipes 
and kill us; but after some minutes a little water came out of the pipes, it 



was dripping, really, not flowing like in the film.' TKhile to the rest of us 
this is a mere detail, a variant of the great mystery called Auschwitz, for my 
mother it was an dorgivable error - after dl, that is when her life was 
not taken; ... (Bresheeth: 205-206). 

This comment by Israeli filmmaker's Haim Bresheeth's mother demonstrates the centrality 

of verisimititude: a detail, as Bresheeth himself noted, even a seemingly insignificant 

detail, can mean the difference between recogniPng the film as king culturally relevant 

and not. And again, as Bresheeth noted, what we may understand as insignifiicant fiom an 

etic perspective, may not be insignificant for insiden. 

Although the personal gestalts of Ron or of Eddie lead them to their own aesthetics 

of reception, they are also able to abstract this gestalt into theory. For Eddie, the 

authenticity of cinematic expenence is essential. 

If they are going to be exposed to something, then at least they should be 
exposed to something that's as accurate as possible. So they dont get a 
misconception. You know. when somebody learns. especially by film. 
which is the quickest way they retain something rather than reading, - but 
you only have to see a movie once and you remember it for years. It's 
instant education. So if you're going to have instant education, then you've 
got to get accurate instant education. Because if you educate wrong, it's 
going to stay there. And to re-correct it. and to change it around, who 
.knows what you may have to go through in order to do that. Where in the 
meantirne it could 1st  for yean or generations that you have wrong 
information accepted. . . . Anistic license. if it contradicts the actual reality. 
then youlre not educating properly (Eddie. personal interview. 9705). 

Within Eddie's personal gestalt. as infonned by his mother's Auschwitz experience, which 

becomes his own in performance as a voice of authority. is predicated upon an accuracy of 

representation - a recognizable reality which. for Eddie was expenenced through his 

mother. and validated by Schindler's Lisr. Likewise. contained within Ron and Dave's 



gestalt, nIms like nie Plot Agaimt Himy or Fidmer on the Roof are validated by their 

own experiences within the nexus of Jewish culture. It is not enough to identiQ one's own 

experiences in a cinematic text, but that we require the accuracy of those experiences to 

validate them cdturaily. 

But within the Toronto Jewish Film Festival, a siightly different operation is in 

effect. To be sure, as both Dave and Eddie's testimony attests to, seeing one's own cultural 

expenences on screen has the effect of validating hem, of recognizing that one is not 

alone in one's expenence of Judaism. Zukerman noted that her personal approach to 

directing the Festival is not to duplicate readily what out experiences of Judaism within a 

North Arnerican context would necessarily imply we should see. She sees her role within 

the expenential nature of the Festival as going beyond the obvious cultural motifs which 

so easily becorne stereotypes. Randi's "Matzo ball business". Zukerman continues: 

So, thut's what the Jewish Film Festival - what I want it to be about. 
Showing people there are a thousand options. You know, you get kids who 
intermarry, and the parents - some parents, that's the end of the Jewish 
line. Well, you know what? No. There's r o m  for them in the cornmunity. 
And they need to see themselves onscreen and they need to see how they 
can be Jewish . . . (Helen Zukeman, personal interview, 971 3). 

Here. Zukerman notes the even more interesting didactic aspect of film phenomenology: 

that rather than seeing oneself, which she noted is not what she wants the Festival to be 

about. one can see alternatives within the cultural purview of the context. If one is 

uncomfonable with the bbMatzo ball business". with the existing paradigrns of cultural 

representation which so easily degenerates into stereotypes, then the Festival fulfills the 

cultural function of supplying alternative modes in which one can still be considered 



Jewish. 

CONCLUSION 

1 began this chapter challenging the views of folklorists who see popular 

cinema as a one-way system of commuaication, of passive spectatorship, denyùig 

the active reception of film as cultural narrative. Phenomenology, and its 

offspring, reader-response theory, put the emphasis back on the cultural audience 

as the site of textuai meaning. Stanley Fish's concept of the interprerive cornmunity, 

when the readedaudience shares a simila. cultuml context dong traditional "small 

group" lines, M e r  emphasizes the cultural impenis with which cinema may 

function. 

Turning to my expert cul- practitionen themselves, and listening to them. film 

apparently both reflects experience, so long as done with a degm of cultural authenticity, 

and cm expand the cultural repenoire of practitioners thernselves, by educating them 

about the variety of cultural experiences that they may be unaware. Ethnic film festivals 

are a prodigious way to begin to talk to cultural practitionen within those groups. and 

From these conversations to begin to l e m  what those salient aspects of a culture are. I 

used. primarily, but not mutually exclusive, two main theoretical approaches: vemacular 

theory and phenomenology. Vernacular theory teaches one to listen to how the cultural 

practitioners themselves characterize and cadi@ their cinematic experiences. and to begin 

to understand how those emic taxonomies are constructed and to what purpose. I used 



phenomenology, on the other hand, to understand the relationship between film texts and 

their verisirnilitude to other culturai experiences. 

In the next chapter, 1 shall discuss some of the central motifs withh Jewish culture 

as demonstnited by what some of rny informants identified as central "Jewish" films, the 

Y iddish-language cinema. 



In this chapter I shall engage in texhial analysis on an ethnically bounded categoty 

of Jewish cinema, the Yiddish-language cinema Yiddish, being the mumaloshen of the 

A s h k e d  people, Eastern European Jews, is exclusively "Jewish." Unlike any other 

conceivable national or linguistic cinemas. the Yiddish language can only be Jewish. 

While at the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival, 1 asked two women coming out 

of a screening to defme what they considered to be a "Jewish Film." 

Suzy: . . . I do feel a strong affiliation with anything which is Yiddishkeyt'. 
That's why I'm here. . . . 

Yom: Me? - I like - I really like the real Yiddish movies. In Yiddish. 
The ones fiom Poland, and fiom years ago. 1 love watching those 
(Suy and Yona. personal interview, 2 May, 1997,9702). 

1 mentioned to Yona that other people I had talked to during the Festival identified the 

Israeli films as "true" Jewish movies. She responded emphatically "No. But fiom lsrael 

isn't Jewish - it's Hebrew! I'm talking Yiddish" (Yona, personal interview, 2 May 1997, 

9702). Within Yona's vemacular theorizing. the linguistic distinction between Hebrew 

and Yiddish is a vital one. For Yona the distinction between what rnakes a film Jewish 

and not-Jewish is the languap it is presented in. "Yiddish and "Jewish" are synonyms, 

linguistically, and the resulting definition of what constitutes "Jewish" culture, including 

' Ruth Wisse defined Yiddishkevr as 30 th  the culture that is embodied in the Yiddish 
language and a standard of ethical conduct that preserves the essence of Judaism without 
the requirements of ritual and law" (Wisse: 29). 



cinema, is fkquently based on th&. 

If, as  Yom notes, there is a distinction between what is Jewish, that is Yiddish 

and what is not, Le., Hebrew, a political distinction opens up: only thox Ashkenazi Jews 

who are aware of and participate within Yiddshkyt cari be nnsidered Jewish. Those 

who engage within Hebrew or Sephardic cultures may practice Judaism, but within 

certain voices of vemacular theory, they are not considered Jewish. 

Three quarters of those respondents 1 surveyed during the 1 997 festival identified 

that they participated in other "cultural" and "ethnic" type events. Identiwng the 

"ethnic" distinction within Judaic cultures which these events spring fiom (i.e.. 

distinguishing Israeli, Religious. Sephardic and Ashkenazi cultural events), the majority 

of these events are Ashkenazi. 13% of those surveyed identified musical events, 

specifically klezmer concerts - the shtetl music of the Old Country. 7% specifically 

identified Asheknaz, an annual Toronto festival of Yiddish culture. Another 4% 

identified either the Yiddish language revival group. "Friends of Yiddish," or the 

"Yiddishland Café" - an occasional Yiddish laquage cultural event which perfoms in 

different restaurants around Toronto. Collectively. almost a full quarter of those Festival 

' ''The Yiddish word yidish (Jewish) identifies a people as well as a language and . . . a 
Yiddish cinema [would then identify a cinema] made by Jews for a presumably Jewish 
audience.. ." (Hoberman. 199 1 : 5). As well. "[Max] Weinreich . . . reminds us, 'religion' 
is a modem concept, one that assumes the existence of a sphere of life beyond the 
boundaries of religion. In Jewishness prior to the 18'"entury no such boundary existed. 
. . . At the same time. though the Jewish language . . . is based on Jewish religion. it 
resembles other Euro pean vemaculars in s e n h g  as the expressive instrument for the 
entire people in every facet of their lives. and is thus not bound by its religious sources" 
(Wisse: 30-3 1, emphasis in the original). 



attendees who participated in my s w e y  identified specific Yiddish cultural contexts for 

their other ethnic involvements. This revival of Yiddishkeyl also effects cinema Judith 

Goldberg noted that Yiddish language films 

have once again become popular because of the ment  acceptance and 
rediscovery of Yiddish culture and the growing interest in al1 types of film. 
The ethnic Yiddish heritage is no longer the embarrassrnent it was to the 
cecently assimilated Jews of the past few decades. Yiddish is once more a 
real language with its own artistic body of work. Those who once would 
have been homfied by the outright sentirnentaiity, the conservative ethics, 
and the technical crudeness of Yiddish films now attend them for their 
historical value as an excellent p i c m  of immigrant Jewish life, the superb 
acting, and the simple fact that most of these films are very good 
entertainment. T'here is now an annual Yiddish film festival in New York 
City. The fim Yiddish film festival in Los Angeles was so popular that it 
was re peated, and these films play to so Idsut theaters, synagogues, and 
mwums throughout the United States (Goldberg: I l ) .  

Film critic J. Hoberman noted in at the beginning of his book, Bridges of Light, 

that the Yiddish language had an ideological signification by its very utterance, and 

therefore a Yiddish language cinema would likewise contain that ideology. Hoberman 

noted that "this was not just a national cinema without a nation-state, but a national 

cinema that, with every presentation. created its own ephemeral nation-state" (Hoberman, 

199 1 : 5). Gonfned Herder's theories about the relationship between language and national 

unity are also applicable here. For Herder. "language [was] the expressive vehicle of the 

national soul" (Wise: 30)'. At the hem of this affection for Yiddishkeyt, is a nostalgia for 

the Old Couritries that many Nonh Amencan Jews immipted fiom in Northem and 

Eastern Europe, as well as a sense of mouming for those Jews and the Yiddish culture 
- - 

' Although as an anti-Semite. Herder was certainly not talking about Yiddish. 
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murdered by the Nazis. Professor of Yiddish, Dr. Ruth Wisse noted "beyond this kind of 

nostalgia, the mystique of Yiddish and of what is called Yiddishkeyr plays a signifiant 

role in Jewish culture at large, particularly among those uncornfortable with the religious 

definition of the Jew but nevertheless desirous of retaining thek Jewish identity" (Wisse: 

29). The language itself has replaceci the religious dimension of Judaism for certain Jews, 

and in the contemporary context of North Amencan Jewish culture, functions as signifier 

for the entire histoiy of modem European Jewry, their destruction at the hands of the 

Nazis, the massive immigration to the Amencas at the end of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, and of course each individual Jewish family's mernones of 

grandparents and their lifestyle. The Yiddish language, and by extension Yiddishke~. as 

signifier, has so much associative meaning attached to it, that it is not surprising that it is 

held to so dearly by North Amencan Jews. 

Mark Slobin began his review of J. Hoberman's study of Yiddish cinema Bridges 

of Light: Yiddish Film Between Two Worlh. with the following: 

What has film got to do with folklore? Quite a bit, in the rare case of an 
ethnic group that goes to the trouble of creating a homegrown commercial 
cinema in conditions of massive immigration and cultural change (Slobin: 
229-230). 

In addition to Hoberman's 199 1 book. two previous studies of this phenornenon appeared: 

Judith Goldberg's 1983 Loughter Through Tecirs: The Yiddish Cinema, and Eric 



Goidman's 1 983 Visions, Images, unù Dreamr: Yiddish Film Past and Presenf'. It is an 

impressive amount of work on a subject which Hobermm dismissed as "a novelty" 

(Hoberman, 1991 : 5) at the beginning of his own tome which runs more than 300 pages. 

On the most general level, a Yiddish film is one made in the Yiddish language. 

As Eric Goldman noted in his introduction 

When one attempts to provide a definition for what makes a film 
production Yiddish, the simplest common denomiaator is language. The 
picture may be made in Poland, America, or Russia, but if the language of 
expression is Yiddish, it fdls within the purview of this study. Yiddish is 
not a nationality, nor a religion, so even though a film may be totally 
Jewish in character, if it is in French, English, or Hebrew, or any language 
but Yiddish, 1 have not considered it (Goldman: xvii). 

Yiddish language is the prima niateria of these films, and as far as contemporary modem 

Jewry is concemed, its use in cinema is essential for these films to be considered Jewish. 

Yiddish writer Joseph Opatoshu noted: "Yiddish is synonymous with Yiddishkeyr in 

modem Jewish life just as Yiddishkeyt was synonymous with the Jewish faith thousands 

of years earlier" (quoted in Wisse: 34). For these films to be considered "Jewish." the 

language of expression need only be Yiddish. 

Hoberman, Goldberg, and Goldman's books dl approached the subject of Yiddish 

cinema fiom a diachronic perspective. that is, they examined these films from the 

perspective of a continuous historical development. To treat the subject synchronisticaily 

refines the definition of Yiddishkeyr from an arnorphous ethos. to specific exarnples 

' It is worth noting that Eric Goldman also founded Ergo Video, a video distribution 
Company which has been restorîng and distributing many of these Yiddish films, as well 
as other film of Jewish interest. 



demonstrated by this specific cinema And this is the approach 1 undertake in this chapter. 

The question 1 ask is what are the dinerent manifestations of Yiddihkeyt in a survey of 

these films? 

In this chapter I discuss the emergence of specific Jewish motifs in a bounded 

linguistically oriented cinema - the Yiddish language film. Between 1937 and 1940, in 

both Poland and the United States, this cinema came into full bloom - a "Golden Age" 

of Yiddish cinema (Goldberg: 73)'. Although none of the films discussed here were cited 

to me by specific culturai practitioners, other than cornments like Yona's citing the entire 

genre, 1 have selected four Polish made Yiddish language films (Yiddle with his Fiddle 

(1 937) [Yidl mitn Fidlj, The Jester (1 937) [Der Purimplieler], A Letter to Mother (1 938) 

[A Brivele der mumen] and The Dybbuk (1 93 8) [Der Dybuk]), four Amencan made 

Yiddish language films (Green Fields (1 937) [Grine Felder], The Cantor's Son ( 1 939) 

[Der Khazn ZindT], Tevye (1 940), and American Matchmaker (1 940) [Amerikaner 

Shadchan]). and one Austrian silent film, East and West (1924) [Ost und West]. as a 

"proto-example '." Taken together. these films were produced within an ethnically 

bounded context. and therefore should demonstrate the cultural motifs salient to the 

It should be noted that this "Golden Age" was prefaced by Yiddish language cinema 
produced in Europe. the Soviet Union. and the United States. But it is the cinema's 
maturation period which 1 shall be dealing with here. 

Missing from this survey is the entire contribution of Joseph Seiden, an Amencan 
producer who made some of the fint *?alkies" in Yiddish. The omission is based on film 
availability, as well as comments in Hoberman, Goldman and Goldberg that his films 
were not very good. 1 recognize this omission, and since I'm not writing a history of 
Yiddish film, but outlining the various motifs of Yiddshkep as expressed in Yiddish 
language cinema, 1 do not believe this omission detracts fiom my argument. 



By cdturai "motif" 1 am referrïng to those diegetic phenomena which are essential 

to the cinematic narrative8. This is in contrast to those "coded" attributes which are more 

texturally based, which 1 discuss in the next chapter. Since 1 noted across the two 

previous chapters, it is content that vemacularly detennines Jewishness in cinema, we 

require a methodology for identifying "Jewish content." 

EAST AND WEST AS PROTOIYIDDISH CINEMA 

An obvious contradiction immediately occurs when dealing with a silent film in 

the context of a 'hational cinema" based on linguistic distinctiveness: how can a silent 

film be considered "Yiddish" if it is silent? Goldrnan noted that the most important 

cnterion beyond language is the intended audience: "if the film was made specifically for 

a Yiddish-speaking audience then it is reasonable to consider it a Yiddish film" 

(Goldman: xvii-xviii). This is logical enough. and clear when the= are Yiddish sub-titles. 

but proving the intended audience can be a more difficult task. Secondly, Goldman began 

7 Each year the Toronto Jewish Film Festival has a programme of restored Yiddish 
language films From the 1920s or 1930s. Although my selection of texts to discuss is not 
predicated upon what the Festival has shown. in rwo cases (Eus1 and West dunng the 
1994 Festival. and American Matchmnker during the 1995 Festival) the films 1 am 
discussing were shown. What is significant about these films is not that they were show 
at the Toronto Jewish Film Festival. but their existence as a cultural expression in the pre- 
World War 11 period. and as demonstrative of the emergent cultural nanative motifs that 
they use. 

As Stith Thompson noted. "a motif is the smallest element in a tale having the power to 
persist in tradition. In order to have this power, it must have something unusuai and 
striking about it" (Thompson: 4 1 5). 



to identify the culturai motifs of Yiddishkeyt in these silent films. 

If intermamage and assimilation are sanctioned, it is not a Yiddish film 
because the future of Jewish life is threatened. Yiddish cinema intended to 
insulate Jews h m  assimilation and extemal change; it attempted to keep 
Jewish culture and peoplehood intact. Vit does not do this, then it is not a 
Yiddish picture (Goldman: xvii). 

Goldman appears to be working fiom a conservative position of cultural "purity". 

The opposition which Goldman sets up implies that any Jew who supports 

intenaniage and assimilation is not a Jew. Unfomuiately 1 recognize his voice 

as indicative of mainstrearn, North Amencan Judaism 9. This motif will become 

particularly relevant when I discuss the Amencan made Yiddish language films. 

But prior to that, 1 want to discuss an Auaian film, East and West (1 924) [Ost 

und West], directed by Sidney Goldin". Easr and West is in Yiddish insofar as the 

intertitles are bilingual - English and Yiddish (and frequently the filmmaken accent the 

English - that is written in a kind of "Yinglish..' or Judeo-English. as Joshua Fishrnan 

calls it). However. given the contemporary practice of insening intertitles in the language 

of the country the film was being presented in. allowing films to be much more 

"international" than when sound was added. one needs to question the original context of 

9 As an ethnographer. 1 feel the need to become personally involved with this research, 
and as a Jew. 1 find Goldman's comment particularly offensive. His charactenzation of 
cultural purity is predicated upon a generalization which 1 personally reject. for the 
record. 

'O Known as the "father of Yiddish movies" (Erens. 1 976: 49). 



the print of the film 1 saw. The distributors intended this particular print for a Yiddish 

speaking audience, but we do not have texnial evidence about the audience fiom the film 

text. Beyond that though, East and West is here presented as proto-Yiddish cinema, in 

that it brings forward much of the "Jewish Content" which the "Golden Age" films 

explore. 

East and Wesr tells tbe comic story about Moms (Goldin) and Mollie (Molly 

Picon) Brown [fonnerly Brownstein], father and daughter assimilated Jews who go back 

to the Galician shtetl to visit Moms' brother, the Orthodox Mottle Brownsiein (Saul 

Nathan). Once there, the tomboy Mollie gets henelf into d l  sorts of trouble culminating 

in her "mock" rnarriage to Jacob. the Yeshiva boy (Jacob Kalich - Picon's real-life 

husband). When Mottle announces that in reality Mollie and Jacob's wedding was 

oficial. according to Jewish law. Mollie and Morris are horrified. Jacob, who is deeply in 

love with Mollie and defies a rabbinical order to give Mollie a divorce, goes off to live 

with his rich uncle, Mr. Freed (Johannes Roth). in Vienna for five years to make his 

fonune. If he is not a success afier five years. he'll give Mollie her divorce. 

The polarity between assimilation and tradition is a neat and simpiistic dichotomy. 

even for 1924. To be sure the Browns are set in opposition to the Brownsteins. and much 

of the first half of the film's comedy cornes from the distinctions between Moms and 

Monle. For example, dunng the Yom Kippur services, Monle asks Morris to lead a 

prayer. but becomes confused when he sees that the prayer book is in Hebrew. which he 

cannot read. Mollie meanwhile. overcome by hunger fiom fasting on the Holy Day, 

sneaks off into the Brownsteins' kitchen and helps herself to a feast of food, leaving none 



for the breakhg of the fast. Before this violation of Jewish Law, we have seen Mollie in 

synagogue hiding a romance novel between the pages of her prayer book. Mollie further 

demonstrates her assimilation into mainstream American culture by her hobby of boxing, 

occasionally knocking out rnembers of the Brownstein household who she is angry with, 

and at one point disguishg herself as a Yeshiva boy". So assimilated are Mollie and 

Moms that they refer to Mollie as "the American Shiksa". When it turns out that Mollie 

and Jacob are indeed wed, Mottle feels the need to point out to Morris that "according to 

our law [Jewish law], they are mamed", so alienated is Moms h m  the traditional shtetl 

life in which he grew up. The use of "our" in Mottle's statement implies that Moms too 

is no longer considered a Jew. 

But the film also holds up Jacob to ridicule, and by his connection to the Brown- 

stein family, so are his patrons. Once in Vienna the shtetl born Yeshiva boy looks out of 

place in this cosmopolitan city. Upon arriving at his uncle's door, he is mistaken for a 

beggar and chased away. Uncle's religion, although also a pious Jew, is more of a 

modemized Judaism, lying equidistant between the assimilated Browns and the 

traditional Brownsteins. Jacob moved by Uncle's faith. and impressed by his modem 

ways. decides to try and blend into Viennese society. A shot of a clean-shaven Jacob, 

who has cut off hispaye:. follows an iniertitle which reads "progressing". The next 

intenitle reads "nearing perfection", and we are presented with a newly barbered, clean- 

" Picon was known, both fiom film and the Yiddish stage. for her cross-dressing: "some 
of Picon's best-loved theater vehicles featured her cross-dressed, a routine that led one 
reviewer to dub her the 'Yiddish Peter Pan"' (Sicular: 41). Picon will don men's clothes 
again in Yiddle with his Fiddle. 



cut, suited (rather than wearing a Chassidic h c k  coat) Jacob. This new Jacob becomes a 

fmous writer, and wiiis Mollie's heart. Resisting a binary opposition between 

assimilation and anti-assunilation, Eïzs~ mrd West presents a Hegelian synthesis of the two 

other Jewish types. That tension between assimilated and traditional Jews is fairly central 

in this film, and at this stage is offered up as one of the major motifs in the Yiddish 

cinema, which the other films in this chapter will bear out. In Chapter Seven 1 discuss 

these motifs as they are emergent in the films cited to me by my Festival informants. 

Another central motif is the role of book-based knowledge versus experience- 

based knowledge. The figure of Jacob, and the role his Yeshiva education plays in the 

narrative is also significant: partially it acts as opposition to Morris' experience-based 

knowledge (probably in business), but also lends the character a connection to authority, 

specifically Tdmudic and Mosaic authority, and therefore gives him a closer co~ec t ion  

to God. Under his pen-narne of Ben Alli in Viema, Jacob becornes somewhat of a cause 

celebre. drawing the attention of al1 the local available Jewish women, including Mollie. 

Smart is sexy in Yiddishkeyr. Patricia Erens noted "basically, the narratives are thinly 

disguised moral lessons, natural enough for people whose book of laws (the Torah) has 

remained the basic text for three thousand years" (Erens, 1976: 50). 

A third motif of the Yiddish film is the importance of ritual: the p a t e r  majonty 

of these films use specific Jewish rituals at moments of diegetic significance. Judith 

Goldberg noted 

Religious ceremonies were a common inclusion and were treated as part of 
everyday life. They included everything fiorn the lighting of the Sabbath 
candles to the mernorial service for the dead (Goldberg: 79). 



Within Easi and West, several Jewish rites are performed. The mock wedding between 

Mollie and Jacob occurs parallel to the "d wedding of Mottle's daughter, Zelda. The 

"guests" of the mock wedding are the household servants excluded h m  Zelda's wedding, 

which is how the error of actudly getting married couid go undetected. 1 have already 

mentioned the= is a Yom Kippur service where the film developed the assimilated 

characteristics of the B m w  within the diegesis. But h m  the very beginning of the 

film, when the Brown's first amve in Galacia, a traditional Shbbes dinner welcomes 

them. Although ritual plays a minor role in East aid West, we shall see how important it 

is in many of the other Yiddish films. For the Goldii film, however, as proto-Y iddish 

cinema, Jewish rihial plays a more vital role with regards to the main motif of the Yiddish 

cinema - that of the farnilyi2. 

Without a doubt the Jewish farnily is the centerpiece to Jewish identity; it is 

through the family that the continuity of the Jewish cornmunity is assured. At the Yom 

Kippur service, Brownstein blesses the "golden link which binds [farnily] together". the 

eastern and the western sides of the one fmily. Throughout Yiddish cinema, the family is 

ar the heart of every Jewish ritual performed, and the two. family and ritual. must be seen 

in tandem as Yiddishkeyt. As historian Irving Howe noted, "the survival of a penecuted 

'' Patricia Erens saw, in Yiddish film's use of rituai, a more sociological dimension: 
"Another common feature of most films is the inclusion of religious ceremonies. Bar 
Mitzvahs, Purim celebrations. and fûnerals were depicted side by side with Sabbath and 
daily prayen, and the ever popuiar wedding ceremony. . . . For a people steeped in ritual, 
the appeal of such scenes is understandable. especially in a period when many Orthodox 
customs were falling to the wayside and were mere mernories of another way of life" 
(Erens, 1976: 5 1 ). 



minority r e q d  an Ùon adberence to traditional patterns of family life" (Howe: 495) 

and the family becornes the locus of Jewish ritual, while ritual is always focused on the 

Jewish family. Overall though, ". .. the films concentrate on family conflicts and 

economic problems, on parent-child relationships rather than male-female ones, on 

parental-platonic love and not marital-romantic" (Ems, 1976: 49). Although Eust and 

West does focus on male-female relationships (the Mollie-Jacob relationship) more 

centrai for the film's Jewish content is Mollie's relationship with Moms, Moms' with 

Mottle, and Jacob's with his Uncle. Other readings, such as that of b'romantic comedy", 

extend beyond the present focus on the Yiddish motifs, but such readings would be more 

etic. 

JOSEPH GREEN 

Although Jewish filmmalcers made some archaic Yiddish language films in the 

United States, the Soviet Union. and elsewhere in Europe in the early 1930s, the "Golden 

Age" of Yiddish language cinema came out of Poland in the late 1930s. And it is these 

films which 1 wish to deal with in greater detail. Before I do, however, 1 should 

contextualize this "Golden Age." The flounshing of Polish-made Yiddish language 

cinema is pnmarily due to one person. the Amencan born Joseph Green. Legend has it 

that while working as a production assistant on Wamer Brothers' landmark film The Jrr;s 

Singer (1927), Green heard more Yiddish k ing  spoken than English on the set. It was 

from this expenence that the drearn of a Yiddish language cinema was bom (Goldrnan: 

89). 

Green's normal procedure was to take a small group of Amencan-Yiddish 



acton to Poland to star in his f i h .  Supporting actors and crew were 
drawn fkom local sources. Working in fïrst class Polish studios, Green 
was able to tum out polished productions for $40,000 - $50,000 (Erens, 
1976: 51). 

It was these films which YOM identifies as the quintessentially "Jewish" movies that 1 

noted at the outset. But more important than location or nationality of the actors, 

YiddishReyt permeates Green's Polish made films. As Eric Goldman noted 

Green searcheci for authenticity. He attempted to produce as realistic a 
picture of Jewish life in Eastern E m p e  as was possible and felt that only 
in Poland couid he do this. If he could not film "on-location" in a shtetl, he 
had a shtetl built (Goldman: 91). 

The ethnographie verisimilitude which Green sought was not so much a desire to preserve 

a culture at nsk, fiom assimilation and annihilation, but in order to mate a cinema which 

was both "authenticaily Jewish". and with a technical quality that would be "universal in 

appeal" (Hoberman, 1991 : 339). If the Yiddish language was a problem for other 

cultures, Green dubbed his films into the languages he needed to for world-wide 

distribution (Erens. 1 975 : 5 1). The authenticity which Green sought derives from the 

inclusion of the cultural motifs which lie at the hem of the Jewish expenence. some of 

which 1 have already identified in East and N'est. 

The most obvious cultural motif within Green's Yiddish cinema is the attention to 

ritual. 1 have already noted the importance of such Jewish rites as the marriage ritual, 

Yom Kippur, and the Sabbath in Eusr und Hésr: that it is these moments of documenting 

Jewish ritual which are frequently moments of importance for the diegesis. Goldman 

noted the fûnction of ritual in Green's Yiddish cinema: 



Maintaining one's connection with Judaim and one's ties to custom and 
tradition is the message of the fiùn[s]. Even in times of despair, there is 
hope that tradition wiîi keep families together. It is no mistake that each of 
the Green's pictures has at l e s t  one major Jewish custom in it. There is the 
weddiig in Yidl miin Fidl, îhe seder in A Brivele der Mamen, a sukkah 
(booth) celebration in M ' e  [1939], and the purimshpil (Purim play) in 
Der Purimplieler. A comection with the Jewish people is the major 
thut  of A Brivele der Mamen and al1 the Green films; in fact it is the 
goveming force of al1 Yiddish cinema (Goldberg: 1 04). 

Jewish rihials do play a vital role in A Letter to Mother, and these roles need to be 

explored. 

A Letter to Mother is a meiodrarna about the suffering of the quintessential Jewish 

mother, prior to her viiification in contemporary Jewish-Amencan fiction and cinemaI3. 

Dobrish Berdichevsky (Lucy Gehrman) is the long-suffering wife of schlimazel Duvid 

" It is worth noting that rather than the term "melodrama" within the context of 
Yiddishkeyr, the more appropriate term would be to charactenze films such as A Letter to 
Mother as shund - a term that is frequently used to descnbe al1 Yiddish language films. 
Hoberman noted shund is "a term of contempt indicating literary or theatrical 'trash' and 
denoting variously an inept mishrnash. a vulgar display. a mas-produced trifle. or a piece 
of sentimental claptrap. Shund encompasses the full range of Yiddish kitsch . . ." 
(Hoberman. 199 1 : 206). Jewish historia. Irving Howe. on the other hand, noted that "for 
whatever else shund may have been, it was not 'escapist' in any obvious sense: it 
coarsened and comipted. but it drove nght to the center of 'the Jewish heart'" (Howe: 
482). This aspect of shund. Howe earlier noted. derives fiom the theahcal tradition of 
Yiddish stage plays, predominantly those produced in New York for immigrant 
audiences. For these audiences, Howe noted. "realism seemed dry, redundant, without 
savor. What stirred their hems was a glimpse of something that might transcend the 
wretchedness of the week . . ." (Howe: 46 1 ). Continuing. "vast outpourings of creative 
energy made the performance of a Yiddish play an occasion for communal pleasure - 
the kind of pleasure that audiences took in seeing their expenences (or more ofien. their 
mernories) minored back at thern in heightened form" (Howe: 493). In this respect, shund 
M e r  underiines what 1 was saying in Chapter Four. 



(Alexander Stein). She carries the burden of the f d y  herself without cornplaint, 

including begging for credit at shtetl merchant, Reb Hersh's (Samuel Landau). Duvid is 

just plain unlucky, and is relatively unawafe of the dire financial straits the family is in. 

Son Meyer carmot focus on what he wishes to study (he changes from law to medicine to 

dentistry), daughter Minam (Gerüude Bulman), engaged to the engineer Yudke, but runs 

off with her dancing instnictor Solomon, leaving the ody hope of the family to the 

youngest son, kele.  Dobrish faces al1 of these hardships with a brave face to the outside 

world. The face becornes increasingly dificult to put on as Duvid gws to Arnenca in 

order to become a success, having to lie to Shimen (Max Boyk) and Malke, Yudke's 

parents and Dobrishs neighbors about Minam's whereabouts. Duvid sends for Arele to 

join him. Meyer dies in World War One. Obviously the Jewish family is central to this 

film, but before discussing the family, I want to discuss the centen of ritual activity 

which the fiim presents. 

As Goldrnan noted above, the central ritual in A Letter to Morher is the Passover 

seder. ï he  sequence occurs not long after Duvid has lefi for Amenca but before they 

have sent for Arele. Duvid's chair at the head of the table remains empty, and Dobrish 

advises her family just to pretend that Duvid is there. Arele atternpts to ask the "four . 

questions" but is unable to without Duvid present. Without the presence of the father. 

Arele cannot ask the "four questions", and it follows that if he cannot ask the questions, 

there is nothing to be answered. The answering of these questions is the ba i s  of the 

Passover celebration. The word "sedei' means "order". in the sense that Jews bring the 

foods out in a specific, rinialized, order; without Duvid as head of the family, there 

efiectively is "no order" - no seder. 



Contained within the liturgy of the Passover seder itself, narrating of the story of 

Moses and the Exodus h m  Egypt, is the celebration of Jewish survival. Without 

recounting the story of the Exodus, Passover is moot. The ritual is not completed with 

Duvid's absence, which calls into question the survival of the Jewish people. Also central 

to the Jewish celebmtion of Passover is the notion of sacrifice, a practice tha? 7vent dark" 

with the destruction of the second temple (Wouk: 48). The seder sequerice echoes this 

signifier of sacrifice, with Dobrish hctioning as paschal lamb. Ironically, the film was 

made in 1938, the year before the Nazis invaded Poland, effectively bringing an end to a 

majority of European Jewish culture. The connection between ritual and family and 

cultural survival is fairly explicit, especiaily in a film like A Letfer to Mother, however, 

there is another Jewish ritual which occurs toward the end of the film which is equally 

significant. 

Toward the end of the film, Dobrish is finally able to travel to America and hopes 

to be able to find Arele, who she has lost contact with dter receiving the news of Duvid's 

death. The Atlantic crossing occun during Rosh Hashanah. and the Jewish passengen 

celebrate the New Year festivities on board with the requisite optirnism about the future. 

Throughout the narrative of the film. America functions as a new land of opportunities, 

especially for Jews. It is therefore in keeping with the dramatic irony of the film to have 

the Dobnsh's new life begin on the New Year. Although the new life-new country-new 

year parallelism may be trite. its consistency within the Jewish calendar is a significant 

recognition of the culture which produces these films. 

m e r  Joseph Green films also use n t d  like this, but not necessady in so explicit 

a manner. For example, in The Jesfer, Purim is obviously the central celebration. 
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Deriving h m  the Book of Esther, Purim celebrates the defeat of Penian d e  over the 

Jews, with a carnivalesque celebration of reveds,  plays, suiging and dancing. One of 

the centrai aspects of the Purim celebration is the Purim Play, a theatrical reworking of 

the Book of Esther. Much like a cross between a Mummers play and a medieval Passion 

Play, in the Purim plays the acton (pzuimspielim) are disguised and given a certain degm 

of licence in parodying and satirking their patrons. Gestel (Zygmund Turkow) is an 

itinerant actor who takes up temporary residence in the home of a shretl shoemaker, 

Nukhem (Ajyk Samburg). Gestel fails in love with Nukhem's daughter, Esther (Miriam 

Kressyn), but she is in love with another itinerant actor, cailed Dick (Hi Jacobson), who 

comes dong after Gestel. Meanwhile, Nukhem inhents a great deal of money, and 

desiring a better life for his family, arranges for Esther to marry a rich half-wit, Yossel. 

Nukhem. forgetting his humble roots alienates his oid fiiends in favour of his newly 

acquired rich ones. During the Purim feast, which doubles as an engagement party for 

Esther and Yossel, Nukhem calls upon Gestel to present a Purim play for the wealthy 

guests. Gestel's performance goes too far satirizing the tom's elite and they banish him 

from Nukhem's sight. This is the opportunity that Gestel has k e n  waiting for. and he 

helps Esther nin away and find Dick. Like with Eust and West, the Purim celebration is 

important more as a part of the film's narrative stnicture. than in its religious signification. 

Of course the most dominant ritual in the Yiddish cinema is the wedding. Al1 of 

Green's films made in Poland have. at some point in their narration. a wedding ceremony. 

Sometimes these weddings are central for their ritualistic importance. sometimes for their 

narrative importance. 

Yidde with his Fiddle features an important diegetic wedding sequence. Yiddle 



tells the story of two poor itinerant musicians, Arye (Simcha Fostel) and his daughter 

(Molly Picon). Mer they are evicted fkom their home shtetl, N e ' s  daughter gets the 

idea to disguise herself as a boy, Yidl, and have the two of them travel the countryside. 

Yidl and Arye team up with two other itinerant musicians, Isaac (Max Boyk) and Froym 

(Leon Liebgold). Yidl falls in love with Froym, but of course this love is unrequited, 

since he believes Yidl to be a boy. At one point the four musicians are hired to play at the 

wedding of a rich old man, Zalmen Gold (Samuel Landau), and his much younger bride 

Tauba (D. Fakiel). Tauba is unwilling to rnarry the old man since she loves another, 

Yosele. The four musicians help Tauba escape, and she, in r e m  joins their orchestra as 

a singer. Like in The Jester the ritual fiinctions more as narrative progression than as 

cultural validation, as the Passover seder or the New Year celebrations in A Letter to 

Mother. It is through the wedding ritual that the idyilic relationship among the four 

musicians becomes strained. Yidl becomes jealous of the fiendship that Froym has with 

Tauba, not realizing that their fiiendship is based on Froym's promise to find Yosele. It is 

worth noting, parenthetically. that Yidl was so successfûl. that within weeks of the film's 

release in Poland. the score to the film had already entered the repertoires of Eastern 

Europe's kelzmorim (Hoberman. 1 99 1 : 23 8). 

In Green's two musical comedies that 1 have surveyed, a unique narrative structure 

emerges fkorn the various relationships. In both Yidl and The Jester there is a central love 

triangle involving a young woman. the wealthy man her nch father wants her to marry, 

and the poor man who the woman loves. The narrative's leading players help the young 



wornan to escape and ihd her tme love14. Within the Jewish tradition, especially among 

the more traditional sects, the practice of a m g e d  marriziges was frequent. The Green 

f i s  seem to posit a critique of this overtly traditionalkt view of marriage, in favour of a 

if not assimilated, then more modem Jewish wedding. Thepoorer, true-love, may not be 

the father's choice for a husband, but he is always Jewish. No one in these Yiddish films 

even questions manying outside of the f& a primary ciifference with the American 

made Yiddish language films. This is a particular attribute of Green and his desire to 

represent a more insular, although modem looking Judaism. Green wanted to present to 

the world, both Jewish and nonJewish. a Jewish community that was self-sufficient and 

not womed about the outside, Gentile world. His aim was to "avoid the goles yid 

[literally, "goyish Jew"; one who is so assimilated as to be no different from a Gentile]" 

(Sicular: 41 -42). It is perhaps one of the most noteworthy aspects of the Polish Yiddish 

films; that there is not a nonJew. or even a recognition of non-Jews existing, in the 

diegetic world of the films. 

The Dybbuk, although not a Joseph Green film. but made in Poland at the sarne 

time Green was making his films. has a different view of the wedding celebrations: that 

of its ntual dimension in the spiritual life of Judaism. Based on the play by Sh. Ansky. 

14 Although this narrative s t m d  has the feel of an international tale type (or an 
international motif). 1 could find no specific allusion to it in the Aarne-Thompson index. 
The closest 1 could find was the internat ional motif R225.2 - Lovers elope to prevent 
girl's marriage to undesiredjiancé: the problem with this motif is that the emphasis is on 
the lovers' active decision to elope. rather than the actions of the trickster figures - 
Geste1 in The Jester or Yidl. Arye. Froym and Isaac in Yidl. In both films, the male 
fiancé is absent, and the female fiance is  bound by duty to her father's wishes. 



The Dybbuk "the greatest of al1 Yiddish fiW according to film historian Patncia Erens 

(Erens, 1976: 52) is kind of a Jewish version of The Erorcist: two young Yeshiva 

scholars make a promise to each other that should their unbom children be a boy and a 

girl, that their children will wed15. Young Nison (Gershon Lemberger) dies in a boating 

accident on his way home to attend his wife's delivexy of his son K h o ~ o n .  Meanwhile, 

young Sender's wife dies delivering him a daughter, Leah. Khonnon (Leon Liebgold) 

grows up to be a Yeshiva scholar like his father, and wanders from shtetl to shted. 

Sender (Moyshe Lipman), having left the Yeshiva, becomes a shrewd business man. 

Khonnon e v e n d l y  arrives in Sender's shtetl, and as was the practice then, he takes the 

young man in. Of course, Khonnon and Leah (Lili Liliana) fa11 madly in love, but Sender 

looks to a richer man for his Leah. In order to prove himself a worthy husband to Sender, 

the young scholar abandons his Talmudic studies and embraces the Kabbalah (Jewish 

mystical texts). K h o ~ o n  becomes so obsessed with his desires for both Leah and the 

powers of God, which the Kabbalah promises, that he dies, just as Sender rememben the 

promise he made to Nison. that Leah and Khonnon were betrothed to one another. In 

grief. Leah invokes Kho~on ' s  spirit never to leave her. and on the eve of her wedding to 

the man Sender most recently promised her to. Khonnon spirit possesses his beloved. 

What is central to The Dybbuk is the traditional Jewish belief that promises are never to 

be made lightly. Throughout the film wanden a strange messenger figure, who 

admonishes Sender and Nison never to make this kind of a promise without "proper 

l5 International motif Mî46.2 - Covenunt offriendship: no matter how poor son ofone is, 
daugh~er of other will accept him as groom. Interestingly enough, this motif is identified 
in the Motif Index, not as Jewish. but as Indian. 



deliberation." It is unclear h m  the film what "proper deliberation" includes, but in 

context of the diegesis, one can speculate in general one should never take vows like this 

for granted It is also worth noting that in The Jester, the belief is voiced that at birth 

one's mate is already chosen for yod6. Therefore, in films like The Dybbuk and nie  

Jester, as well as in Yid ,  where they show father-chosen grooms to be at best 

inappropriate, at worst blasphemous, one can argue against the practîce of amged 

mariages based on the belief that since God chooses one's mate, man should not interfere 

with God's decision. 

Another belief tradition the film presents involves Judaic supernaturai beliefs. The 

opening shot of the film is in a synagogue. The camera slowly pans down from the ark. 

which contains the Torah scrolls, to a book lying on the bima (alter). The book opens 

revealing Hebrew lettering. Title cards infom us that what the book says, "as it is 

written": "When a man dies before his time. his sou1 r e m s  to earth/ so that it may 

complete the deeds it had left undone,/ and to experience the joys and griefs it had not 

lived through." It is worth noting that the film ends in a parallel action. as the camera 

pans upwards from the book to the ark. before the final blackout. This of course further 

underlines the motif 1 onginally identified in East and West regarding the distinction - 

between book-based and experience-based learning: the Yeshiva, which both Nison and 

Sender went to as young men, and that K h o ~ o n  currently studies in, is the center of 

book-based learning. When Sender moves away fiom the books to a more experienced- 

I b  International motif TZ.4 - Lovers fated to murry each other born at same time. This 
motif is fiom the Jewish tradition. and the belief itself is expressed in 7'he Dybbuk by 
cross-cut editing between the births of Leah and K h o ~ o n .  



based form of leaning, his role as a business man, he forgets everything that he held dear 

to him, including his daughter. In a series of temporal jumps, indicating approximately 

twenty years of elapsed time, we see Sender and Leah getting older, but they remain 

fxed in the sarne positions of the miseen-scene - Sender sitting at his table counting 

his money, while Leah stands nearby m g  to get his attention. Aithough Khonnon 

embraces the dark side of study h order to win his beloved, his motives are pure. 

knowingly predicated upon the vow Sender and Nison made years earlier. 

Although the book vs. experience baseci leaming polarity does not function within 

Green's two musical cornedies, neither, Yidl nor The Jester have scholarly characters in 

them, 1 believe the function of this motif is not so much a mandatory requirement of 

Jewish culture, but one which frequently occurs. 

It is worth noting that An-sky, the author of the original play "The Dybbuk", was 

himself, an early Yiddish folklorist. 

Between 19 1 1 and 19 14. Sh. An-sky headed an expedition for the Jewish 
Histonc-Ethnographie Society of St. Petersburg. Amed with carneras and 
recording equipment. An-sky and his associates plumbed the tiny hamlets 
of Belonissia and the Ukraine. transcribing Jewish legends, noting spells 

. and remedies, collecting songs and proverbs, photographing old 
synagogues and cemetenes. and purchasing old ceremonial objects, 
jewelry, and clothing (Hoberman, 1 99 1 : 8). 

And to be sure. the film The Dybbuk is filled with ethnographie detail: from minor 

household belief traditions ('Lthe dead pray in the synagogue on Sabbath nights") to 

Chassidic dancing". And throughout al1 of the Polish-made Yiddish language cinema 

" Michael Alpert discussed the portrayal of Chassic Dancing in the Yiddish cinema 
Regarding The flybbuk, Alpert notes: "The movements and style are traditional (arms on 



one can examine this footage with ethnographie eyes. If, as Yiddiskyt  assumes, religion 

and culture are inseparable, both must influence each other, and within the context of 

Jewish culture specificakly, the inclusions of various rituai behaviours make manifest the 

belief traditions and cultural nexus of Jewish iife in Poland. 

The family motif identifieci in East und West is also evident in these Polish made 

films, although perhaps not as significantiy as in A Letter to Mbther. in Letter we see the 

family as the locus of Jewish culture quite explicitly. Arele's inability to ask his father's 

empty chair the 'Tour questions", which makes it impossible for the seder to continue, 

thereby challenging the signification of the ritual, and the continuation of Jewish swival. 

is explicit. Also in Letter, Miriarn's marriage to Yudke, strengthens the Berdichevsky 

family's relationship with their neighbon, Shimen and Malke, and it is to her new in-laws 

that Dobrish tums to for help. Like in East and West, family and ritual are inextricably 

linked within Jewish culture. The Purim-play in The Jester is likewise a family affair. as 

is Esther and Yossel's wedding - the linking of two Jewish families through matrimony. 

Even in The Dybbuk, it is only when the great Rebbe is able to remember his own farnily. 

his own lineage from a long line of great rabbis. that he can find the strength to defeat 

Khonnon's spirit, by reciting their narnes. invoking their swngth ritualistically, into his 

own power. 

But most ohen the function of the farnily is context for these movies. Yidl begins 

with Yidl playing in the streets by henelf so she cm provide for her elderly father, Arye. 

shouldeo, small steps to the left in duple meter, right foot passing in front of the left, 
etc.). and the feeling is restrained. A sense of ecstasy is comrnunicated without 
exaggerated gesturing typical of postwar interpretations of Hasidic dance" (Alpert: 6). 



AU of the heartache that Dobrish experiences is h m  the family. Nukhem adopts Geste1 

into his family when he first arrives, which fbrther rhetorically makes his winning over 

Esther an impossibility because of the incest taboo. Further in The Jester, Nukhem's 

father, Zurekha, lives within the smail shoemaker's shop, and stays behind to keep the 

shop going when Nukhem's newiy found weaith takes the shoemalcer away from his 

ongins. As Nukhem becornes M e r  assimilated into the wealthier world he aspires to, 

he, like Sender in nie Dybbuk, forgets what is most important to him as a lew - the 

Jewish family. He is willing to give his only child to an obvious half-wit, and alienates 

his own father. Upon returning to the shoemaker's shop after a visit with Nukhem. 

Zurekha ernbraces a glas  of tea with relish. Remembering the tea Nukhem served him, 

he cornments "Rich people's tea doesn't even taste Jewish." 

1 have held off discussing one of the most important motifs until now. for it is an 

essential in Jewish discome, whether spintual, cultural or cinematic. Within Yiddish- 

keyt, the totality of Yiddish experience. one attribute of the culture emerges as primary: 

mentschlekhkeyt. Ruth Wisse defines rnentschlekhkeyt as "humaneness, an ideal of 

behavior in which the whole religious discipline of Jewish life is transmuted into the 

practice of kindness and decency*' ( Wisse: 29). Rabbi Joseph Telushkin notes: 

Because many observant individuals erroneously assume that Judaism 
believes that God cares more about ntuals than about how people mat one 
another, Haskell Lookstein, a prominent Orthodox rabbi in New York, has 
written that Jews today need a new slogan: "Mentschlikhkeit [sic.] before 
Godliness" (Telushkin. 199 1 : 5 14). 

As expressed in the Yiddish cinema. Joseph Green himself in an interview noted "While 

[a Yiddish movie] should have folklore and ethnicity, it must . . . expose social injustice. It 



can do this artisticaily, without heavy-handed propaganda" (quoted in Hobernian, 1991 : 

239; emphasis added)". P a c i a  Erens also addresses the primacy of mentschlekhkey, 

which she noted: 

. . . is the heart of dl Jewish literatuxe, Yiddish films emphasized man's 
obligation to his fellow man, faith in the goodness of dl human beings, 
and a belief in dtimate justice. At its most sublime, menischlekhkeyt 
dictates great ~e~sacrifice; at its most banal, the necessity of bringing 
chicken soup to a sick fnend (Erens, 1976: 48). 

When lwking for examples of mentschlekhkeyt in these Yiddish films, they likewise run 

the gamut from the sublime to the ridiculous. 

On the smailer scale, we cm see examples of menischlekhkeyt expressed within 

the family. So many distant relations and fiiends are welcomed as immediate farnily 

members into a central household: Morris and Mollie are welcomed into the Brownstein 

house and Jacob is welcomed into Uncle Freed's in East and West, Isaac's girlfiend in 

Warsaw wekomes al1 the klezmorim into her home in Yidl, Geste1 is wekomed into 

Nukhem's in The Jester. and Khonnon is welcomed into Sender home in The Dybbuk. In 

the two musical cornedies. Yidl and The Jester. the protagonists' interference in the 

central love-triangle, by spinting off the bride (or bride to be) to their own true loves also 

falls into acts of menfschlekhke~t. In Yi&. Tauba is welcomed into the ersatz family of the 

klezmorim, just as the klezmorim are welcomed into Isaac's girlfiend's home; in The 

18 This approach of decrying social injustices becomes central in many of the Jewish 
films I discuss in Chapter Seven. I t is wonh remembenng Mark's comment in Chapter 
Three about "melancholy"; that within a Jewish film it hm to be "in the mix". Likewise 
with mentschlekhkeyt. 



Jester, Gestel, who helps Esther escape h m  marryllig Yossel, is then adopted by Esther 

and Dick in their own showbiz family. 

The act of doing a mitrvoh, the individual expression of mentschlekhkeyt, within 

Jewish thought, draws on the belief that because one God has connected d l  things, 

kindness to another is kindness to oneself, based on this intercomectedness of al1 things. 

A mit& which frrquently occm, and cm also be seen in connection with the motif of 

book-based knowledge, is the adopting of a Yeshiva boy into one's home while they are 

studying: the Brownsteins and Uncle Freed adopt Jacob, and Sender adopts Khonnon. In 

East and West, we are presented with a titie card explaining this practice as "according to 

custom" wealthy merchants acted as patron to young Talmudic scholars. In the same 

film. Jacob's fnend, Menashe, also gives the scholar sanctuary, when Jacob defies the 

rabbinical demand that he divorce Mollie. 

The centrality of guest-friendship within Yiddishkeyt is actually predicated on 

Mosaic authority: the Torah notes this no less than four separate times, al1 noting that the 

Jews were once strangen in Egypt. and how God responded to the il1 treatment the 

ancient Hebrews received there. Therefore. the proper treatment of a stranger is with 

kindness (Exodus 2220, Leviticus 19~34. Deuteronomy 10: 19 and 24: 17-1 8)19. 

19 "You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him. for you were stnuigers in the land of 
Egypt" (Exodus 22:20); "The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as one of your 
citizens; you shdl love him as younelf. for you were strangers in the land of Egypt" 
(Leviticus 19:34); "You too must love the stranger. for you were strangers in the land of 
Egypt" (Deuteronomy 10: 19): and T o u  shall not subven the nghts of the stranger or the 
fatherless .... Rernember that you were a slave in Egypt and that the Lord your God 
redeemed you fiom there; therefore do 1 enjoin you to observe this comrnandrnent" 
(Deuteronomy 24: 17- 1 8). (Al1 quotes from Telushkin, 199 1 : 502). 



A Letter to Mother perIiaps best exemplifies all the levels of mentschlekhkeyt. 

The merchant Reb Hersh, although reluctant to do so, extends Dobrish's credit in his 

shop, even though he's f d y  sure that hell never see any money fkom her. During World 

War One, the residents are forced to evacuate the shtetl to the city, and we see the severe 

food shortages they expenence. In the breadiine, Dobrish is the last person served and 

Reb Hersh is the first to be told that there is no more bread. Dobrish, on the spot, cuts her 

loaf in two and shares it with Reb Henh. That is mentschleRhkeyt. Mr. Shein, the local 

representative of HIAS, an American Jewish Aid Agency, whose role is to act as mediator 

for Jews who imrnigrated to the States with their families back in the old country, and to 

negotiate potential future emigrants, parallels the mitzvahs that Dobnsh and Reb Hersh 

make. So do Shirnen and Make, Dobrish's neighbors and hture in-laws. The 

bureaucratic system the local HIAS office has set up. appals Shein as impersonai and 

alienating. "Instead of brotherly support [Le., mentschlekhkeyt], 1 see only fonnality," he 

admonishes his worken, "Open your hearts to those who come for help." Dobrish's 

sharing her bread with Reb Henh might be "banal mentschlekhkeyt", as Erens calls it 

(although 1 think Reb Hersh might disagree). but we also see Erens' "sublime 

rnentschlekhkeyt" in Shein's restruc~uring of the HIAS office. Performing a mitzvah. . 

acting according to mentschlekhkeyf. is the backbone of Yiddishkeyt. 

YIDDISHKEYT, MADE IN THE USA 

It should not be surprising that some of the motifs identified in the Polish Yiddish 

films are also in evidence in the Arnerican made Yiddish language films, and some are 

not. Nor should it be surprising that Amencan Yiddish films have a different set of 



concems than the Polish made films. Joseph Green wanted to produce accunite 

expressions of Jewish cultute for world consumption. And as such, the portraits of Jewish 

culture he painted, express a very different ethos than those films made in America at the 

same tirne. The Yiddish-American films of the late 1930s were produced exclusively for 

an immigrant population living in the large urban centers of North Amenca (Hoberman, 

It was in partial response to this gradual disappearaoce of Jewish themes in 
Hollywood cinema that independent Yiddish filmmaking arose. Written, 
directed and acted by Jewish talent, with many stars h m  the Yiddish 
theater, and financed by Jewish capital, these works were aimed at an 
immigrant and fîrst-generation audience and filled the need not met by the 
dominant commmial cinema. This need combined a delight at hearing 
spoken Yiddish and Hebrew melodies with a desire for seeing narratives 
with specifically Jewish content (Erens, 1984: 1 63- 164). 

The Y iddish-Arnerican films, still maintaining a desire to present Yiddishkeyt, present a 

different meta-narrative to their Polish counterparts, due primarily to the differences in 

experience and the condition of living in America. 

Let me begin discussing Yiddish-Amencan film with what is considered the best 

of the.Yiddish language films made in the United States. Green Fields. The film was so 

popular arnong the immigrant populations in the States that legend has it audiences 

refûsed to leave the cinema d e r  the first screening so they could watch it again (Gold- 

berg: 86). Based on the classic Yiddish play by Peretz Hirshbein, Green Fiel&, is a 

'O As Sarah Cohen noted. "by recreating shretl life and types, the Yiddish theater [and by 
extension, Yiddish cinema] preserved the familiar within the unknown and made the new 
aliens less homesick" (Cohen, 1983: 1 ). 



gentle pastoral comedy about a quiet f m  in Europe (actually filmed in New Jersey). and 

the arrivai of a young Yeshiva scholar, Levi-Yitskhok (Michael Goldstein). Levi- 

Yitskhok is on a search for, what he calls, 'kal Jews", aiter having found the urban 

Yeshiva stultifjhg. He arrives at the farm of Dovid-Noyakh (Isidore Cashier) and is 

asked to stay on as  the children's tutor. Dovid-Noyakh's neighbor, Elkone (Max Vodnoy), 

offers to assist with Levi-Yitskhok's upkeep, so he can likewise educate his own children. 

Elkone's daughter, Stere (Dena Drute), is madly in love with Dovid-Noyakh eldest son, 

Hersh-Ber (Sad Levine), but with the anival of Levi-Yitskhok, Elkone thinks the scholar 

would be a better match for his daughter. Dovid-Noyakh's own daughter, Tsine (Helen 

Beverley). has fallen in love with Levi-Yitskhok, and consults with her mother, Rohe  

(Anna Appel), about how to be a "good Jewish wife" fit for a Yeshiva scholar. Al1 of 

these romantic intrigues obviousiy c a w  fiction between the two neighbors, and they 

catch poor Levi-Yitskhok in the middle. 

Rhetorically, however, the film functions as a discussion about what makes a 

"good Jew"; a question none of the Polish-made films asked. Levi-Yitskhok's whole 

reason for leaving the Yeshiva is to find what he cdls "real" Jews. sort of an idealized 

notion of the "folk" within a Jewish context. Twice in the film. Levi-Yitskhok notes 

"Rabbi Eleazar says: a man without land is not a man. As it is written . . . the heaven is 

the Lord's heaven and he has given the earth unto man." For Levi-Yitskhok, those who 

toi1 and till the land are therefore doser to God than those who experience the relative 

luxuries of the city. Yet. Levi-Yitskhok is embraced and welcomed as a scholar. a rabbi. 

by Dovid-Noyakh's family, as someone leamed in Jewish law. As Dovid-Noyakh says to 

Levi-Yitskhok, "in the country, it is hard to be a good Jew." Later on in the film, Dovid- 



Noyakh says again, "City Jews are real Jews. They can go to the synagogue, give [to] 

chanty [mentschlekhkeyt]"; these activities are not available to nual Jews. Beside the 

already noted motif of book-based knowiedge (Levi-Yitskhok) versus the experienced- 

based knowledge (David-Noyakh), which in this film is fairly obvious, a new motif 

begins to take shape which we begin to see hquently in the Yiddish-American cinema: 

expressed as a cliché, "the grass is always greener on the other side." Both Levi-Yitskhok 

and Dovid-Noyakh view the other, and the accompanying lifestyle, as somehow more 

Jewish. While Dovid-Noyakh is closer to the land and cultivates that which God gave to 

Man, Levi-Yitskhok can go to synagogue and give to ch*. 

This "grass is greener" motif can also be seen in the film Tevye, based on the 

writings of Shalom Aleichem. Unlike the more famous characterization of Tevye in 

Fiddler on the Roof, Maurice Schwartz's ~ e ~ e "  is a testament to the prevention of mixed 

marriages. The famous shretl milkrnan's life is desnoyed when his daughter Khave 

(Miriam Riselle) marries the Christian Fedye (Leon Liebgoid). As Eric Goidman noted: 

Schwartz and his audience were troubled by the problem of intermarriage. 
To them. it posed the single greatest threat to the continuation of Jewish 
life. Intermamage had become synonymous with a renunciation of 
Judaism. and Schwartz centered his 1939 film on Khave's aory to 
emphasize the point that intemaniage is unacceptable to the Jewish com- 
munity. In the film. Tevye tells a priest who intimates that Jewish children 
are joining the church through intermamage. "1 wouid rather see them 
perish than see them betray our faith." No such comment appears in the 
Shalom Aleichem original. and one can only wonder whether Schwartz is 

" Schwartz was the founder of one of New York's premier Yiddish language theatre 
production companies. the Jewish An Theater. that was responsible for increasing the 
quality of Yiddish theatre in New York (Erens. 1976: 49). In addition to directing Tevye. 
Schwartz also played the title role. 



asking his audience to agree with it (Goldman: 126). 

Of al1 the Yiddish American films surveyed, Teyue contains the strongea anti- 

assimilation argument, but Goldman did not interrogate why Khave marries Fedye. and to 

a large degree her motivations denve h m  this "grass is grenier" motif. Although 

Fiddler's Tevye is semi-literate, for comic purposes, misquoting Talmud and voicing 

proverbs with authority, Schwartz's Tevye is well versed in the Talmud (a hait in keeping 

with Aleichem's literary character). Fedye, on the other hand is a student of secular 

literature, introducing Khave to such writers as Gorky and Tolstoy. For Khave, the "grass 

is greener" on a more intellectual level; she finds her father's scholarship dull, and 

embraces the secular literature of Gentile world. Goidman's observation regarding 

Schwartz's anti-assimilation argument, which after watching the film is pretty hard to 

argue against. seems to posit also that it is dangerous to even intellectually assimilate. by 

prefemng Tolstoy to Talmud. Gorky to God. 

The Cantor's Son also rnediates the discourse between assimilation and tradition 

via this "gras is greener" motif. "Der Khuxs Zundl . . . was based on singer/cantor 

Moishe Oysher's life story: how he left his home in Eastern Europe to attain success as 

one of Arnenca's finest voices" (Goldman: 81 ). Young Shlomo, back in the shtetl. defies 

his Cantor father's orden and nins off with a band of itinerant actoa. The acting troupe 

gets its big break, and is brought to Amenca. But the troupe soon disbands, and Shlomo 

(Oysher), rather than return to Europe. stay on as a sweeper in a nightclub. One night he 

gets his big break. an opponunity to sing in the night club. the sarne night that Yiddish 

ndio impresario, W. H. Rosovitch (Isidore Cashier) is in the audience. Of course, 



Shiomo is a success and becomes a regular on Rosovitch's radio show. Meanwhile, 

Shiomo is developing a relationship with former headliner Helen (Florence Weiss). As 

Shlomots success increases, he is able to send more money back home. Just before Rosh 

Hashanah (one of the few uses of ritual in the Yiddish-American cinema), he sends his 

Cantor faîher (Juda Bleich) money for a new prayer shawl. His mother (Bertha 

Guttenberg) cries with delight: "Our boy didn't forget hets a Jew!", while his father weeps 

with joy. That ni& Rosovitch wants Shlomo to sing Rossini's "Figaro" aria, but 

Shlomo instead wants to sing "Av Harachamim" - a Hebrew chant about the 

penistence of memory and the resilience of the Jewish faith, using his father's own 

melody. Shiomo whs out, and "Av Harachamim" is as big a hit as Shlomo's (and in real 

life also Oysher's) "Mine shtetele Belz"? Shlomo travels the country to sold out houses. 

Upon his retum, he receives a lener from his parents requesting that he come home for 

their Golden Wedding Annivenary. Helen, with whom he is now living, does not want 

Shlomo to go away again. But he does. Back in Beir his childhood sweetheart, Rivka 

(Judith Abahanel), is ail1 waiting for him and the two seem to pick up where they lefi 

off. Back in the shred Shlomo rediscoven his tme self - his heritage, his farnily. Rivka 

- al1 the things which made him feel complete. and regardless of his American success. 

what he lacked in the States. Helen. worried about Shlomo, follows him to Belz. Shlomo 

is forced to choose between the assimiiated Heien and the traditional Rivka. As Malke 

makes the traditional prayer "on this Sabbath may everything evil depart fiom this 

77 - Cantonal singing was as popular amonp Jewish immigrants. as folk melodies or 
popular songs. Some canton were farnous as other singen of contemporary popular 
music. and like Oysher, some made movies. 



house," we see Helen return alone to the States. Unlike the Yiddish-Polish films, The 

Cantor's Son rejects the assimilated life for the more traditional one. 

Likewise does American Mutchmukr propose a retum to more traditional Jewish 

life. Matchmaker tells the story of another schlimorel, Nat Silver (Leo Fuchs), who has 

just broken his eighth d a g e  engagement. Lost and without direction, Nat's mother 

(Celia Brodkin) tells him how similar he is to an old country uncle, Shya (also played by 

Fuchs). Shya too was a romantic schlimmel. 

Mother: One day he got an idea. He became a shadchnn - a matchmaker. 
Nat: For hirnseif? 
Mother: NO. For others. He could make others perfectiy. He thought by 

helping others he might help himself. 

in a flashback we see Shya, alone at a table, but addressing off screen people around him, 

rhetorically addressing the film audience. 

Don't make fun of matchmakers. A shadchan does good. He brings 
strangers together - and knits the bonds of friendship closer. 

Nat not only becomes a shadchan. but "an advisor of human relations" using 

contemporary psychological techniques to make perfect matches. "Shadchanology" he 

calls it. 

In the musical comedies from Poland. Yidl and The Jester as well as in more 

serious films like The Dybbuk. the shadchun is presented as an archaic institution. It is 

the father of the bride who consults the matchmaker in order to find an appropriate match 

for the girl. The Yiddish-Polish films reject this tradition. by either having the 

protagonists help the bride escape. or by having the tme match sanctifieci by Cod in the 



form of a promise. The Polish films argue for a more assimilated existence, moving away 

fiom certain archaic practices in the shterl. The Arnerican films, on the other hand, 

reverse this: in arguing against assimilation, they advocate embracing the traditional way 

of life, including such things as matchmaking. The Cantor's Son likewise argues for a 

rehini to more traditional values by rehunllig to the shtetl itself and rejecting al1 

assimilated culture - "may everything evil depart . . .". Not only does Tevye disapprove 

of Khave matriage to Fedye, he sits shiva for her - not only does he treat Khave as 

dead, but unlike an actual death in the family, Tevye commands that Khave only be 

moumed for an hour, and then never to speak of her as deaci, but to treat her as if she 

never existed! 

Although the differences between the Polish and Amencan Yiddish cinemas are 

large and noteworthy, the two also share a nurnber of similarities, similarities which begin 

to point to some generalizations about Jewish culture. For example, the Jewish family is 

still at the heart of these films. Ln Green Fields, the nuai life becomes attractive to Levi- 

Yitskhok, in part because of the closeness of Dovid-Noyakh's family. With the 

engagement between Hersh-Ber and Stere. Dovid-Noyakh and Elkone become more than 

neighbon. As in A Letter to Mother. Dobrish and Shimen become in-laws, that is family. 

By becoming engaged to Tsine. Levi-Yitskhok likewise joins this agrarian family. By the 

end of the film, everyone has become family. 

Family is so important to Shlorno. in The Cantor's Son, that although he originally 

defies his father and becomes a performer. rather than a cantor, at the top of his career he 

goes back to the shteil and takes over as cantor of the shul. Like with the Polish-made 

films. they make the connection between k ing  a Jew and the Jewish family explicit: it is 



through sending his father a new tallis on Rosh Hashanah that Shlomo seesses his 

cornmitment both to the Jewish faith and to his family. Likewise does he demonstrate 

this by himing his fathws melody to "Av Harachamim" into a popular hit. The faith and 

the family are inseparable within Yiddishkeyi. 

We also see the farnily as central in Tevye; beyond Khave's expulsion £iom the 

family, we ste Tsyetl, the eldest da~ghter (Pada Lubelski), corne back to Tevye's houe 

after her own husband has died. Tevye takes on the education of Tsyeti's children 

himself. So important is the Jewish family in these narratives that Khave's "death" for the 

family is too much for mother Golde (Rebecca Weintraub) to talce, and effectively. dies 

fiom a broken heart. But even Khave's death cannot deter her cornmitment to her own 

family: as Golde lies on her death bed, we are presented with a shot of Khave outside 

Tevye's house. in the min, paying her last respects. When Khave attempts to retum to 

Tewe's house. after abandoning her Gentile family, Tsyetl intercedes on her behalf. As 

Tsyetl defends Khave to Tevye, her arguments are predicated on Khave's cornmitment to 

the Jewish family. "Khave's sou1 was always with the family", she tells her father. 

Furthennore. she informs him that unbeknownst to Tevye. Khave moumed at Golde's 

grave. and always fasts on Yom Kippur. Tevye accepts Khave back into the family. as 

the film ends. in an emotional demonstration of the persistence of the Jewish famil?' 

'' Goldman made an interesting observation: "Aspects of the original Tevye stories are 
chosen and adapted to suit each audience. In the lsraeli version [Tevye and His Seven 
Daughters], pursuit of economic wealth is the ovemding theme; the Jewison film 
[Fiddler on the Roofj focuses on the generational differences in values. Interesting to 
contrast is the conclusion of each film. At the close of Schwartz' film, Khave deserts her 
Gentile fmily and retums to the cornfort of her Jewish home. The Israeli, [producer 
Menachem] Golan, focusing on the Jewish calamity, shows a disgmtled Khave who, 



Even in a comedy like American Matchmakr, the farnily plays an important role. 

One could argue that a shadchan's role is building Jewish families. It is Nat's mother who 

tells him about Uncle Shya, since she's womed about her schlimarel of a son. More 

important, it is Nat's sister, Elvie (Anna Guskin) who goes to Nat's "Shadchanology 

clinic", not for herseif, but because she is womed about the loneliness of her brother - 

she is unaware uiat the clinic is Nat's, or that he has anythmg to do with it. His sister's 

plea so moves Nat that he finds hirnself a fiancé, and the film ends with their wedding. 

Finally, mentschlekhkeyt is in these films, since it is an essential dimension to 

Yiddishkeyt itself. At the moa basic level, in Tevye, we hear about Golde's charity, that 

"whatever she had, she s h e d . "  In The Cantor's Son, Rivka welcornes Helen to her 

engagement p q ,  even though she knows who the other woman is, and what she's doing 

in Belz. 

A film like American Matchmaker is predicated upon rnentschlekhkeyt. Nat. like 

his Uncle Shya, hopes that by doing good things for othen, good things will happen to 

him. By that Nat means the "bringing of strangen together", and continuing the Jewish 

fmily is one of the greatest mitzvah one can do. Nat's Shadchanology clinic, however. is 

further steeped in mentschlekhkeyr. in that Nat does not charge for his services. 

Independently wealthy, Nat changes from a life of leisure, to a life dedicated to making 

realizing that she ha no place in a Gentile world. prepares to leave for Palestine (Israel). 
In Fiddler, Khave and her Gentile husband. choose to leave behind a community where 
bigouy is condoned; as they leave. Tewe mumbles under his breath his belated blessing, 
'Peace be with you,' as if to finally accept their maniage. Whether seen by Greek, Italian, 
or Japanese audiences, Tewe symbolizes an ethical and moral hwnan k i n g  who refuses 
to ignore his roots and traditions" (Goldman: 127). 



people happy by brhging them together. When this bothers the other shodchanim in 

tom, those who charge for their services, Nat hires them to work for him, but still does 

not charge for the matchmahg service. 

There is a moment in Green Fields, benign to be sure, but also with great 

resonance, of menrschlekhkyt. Tsine, flirting with Levi-Yitskhok, fdls out of a tree and 

h u .  her a m .  Tsine sulkily, asks Levi-Y itskhok why he should care if she "alrnost killed 

henelf", since the young scholar has not shown the slightest interest in her prior to this 

moment. Levi-Yitskhok is taken aback, and says, "Of course 1 care. I have a Jewish 

heart." The center of king for Jews, that which keeps Jewish blood flowing, is caring 

what happens to othen - mentschlekhkeyi. 

Mark Slobin noted, 

Cementing the alliance between the filmmalcers and the community, the 
plots and themes of the movies themseives served as kind of cultural glue. 
This involved creative use of two cultural resources: the huge repertoires 
of heroes, stories, and symbols that the long history of Judaism provides; 

. and the modes of popular entertainment pioneered since the 1870s. most 
notably the Yiddish theaue. itself a skillful arnalgam of folk and popular 
materials. The age-old tendency of Jewish folklore to be didactic and to . 

incorporate current events inio allegorical, time-tested forms provided a 
helpful base for creating movie mythology (Slobin: 230-23 1). 

In addition to using phenomenological approaches in order to understand the relationship 

between cinema and the experieniial. one can also used a more literary phenomenologicd 

approach on the texts themselves. By "bracketing off' the motifs that reoccur in bounded 

cinematic categories (whether etically or emically - but preferably emically bounded), 



those narrative issues salient to the community should emerge. This was utilized in an 

attempt to ascertain the specific "etbnic" content within a filmic text. 

So far 1 have identified a number of motifs which occur in these films, motifs 

which rue seen as culnually specific to Ashkenazi Judaism, within the context of Yiddish- 

keyt. Some motifs are exclusive to the Polish-made f i h ,  and others are exclusive to the 

American-made films. The differences appear to be basai on pmctices of either cultural 

exclusion or cultural inclusion. 

Green was aware h m  the outset that these films would be seen not only by Jews 

outside of Poland, but also by non-Jews. Therefore, he was aware of their ethnographie 

importance. These cinematic shtetls offer views of a mythical homogenous and 

hamonious existence whereby the stereotypes of the older, more traditional Jewish 

identity, exemplified by the Chassidic groups. are gradually becoming more assimilated 

into a modem Judaism - still pious. still devout, but abandoning some of the more 

traditional cultural behaviours of which "othen" (Gentiles. Amencan Jews, urban Jews in 

other European centers) may disapprove. The traditionality of some Jews is the only 

negati,ve aspect of the culture presented. and it is presented with an understanding that 

these practices are in fact changing. The other cultural motifs the Polish made films 
- 

develop are al1 exceptionally positive. The Jewish emphasis on book-based education. 

the attention to ritual. and the integration of the religion and the lived culture, al1 put a 

very positive face on a culture that has been subjected to dispersion. pogroms. and 

attempted annihilation for its five thousand year history. These cultural motifs answer the 

question of Jewish survivai. 

The American films introduce some different cultural motifs, which reflect the 



differences in experience across the ocean. Assimilation, even modemization, is rejected 

and vilified. These filrns posit a desire to r e m  to the more traditional values wfüch the 

Polish films advocate a moving away hm. Where the Polish Nms demonstrate that 

Jewish survival is base& in part. on the Jew's ability to adapt, the American films argue 

that such acculturation is the death of the culture. Goldman even argued, as noted above, 

that if a film advocates assimilation, it is not a Yiddish film, for it would mean the death 

of the culture. Aithough Goldrnan is r e f e d g  to intermatriage, and as 1 also noted above 

that the Polish films exclude any reference to Gentile existence, the cultural logic is in 

evidence from the author's unfair total rejection of assimilated Judaism as Yiddishkeyt. 

Furthemore, and not entirely unrelated to the assimilation question, the cultural motif of 

believing that "the gras is always greener on the other side of the fence" fkquently pops 

up in these film narratives. Whether it is in the context of believing that urban Jews are 

more Jewish than rural Jews, or that Gentile literature is better than Jewish literature. the 

American Yiddish films present Jews as looking over the fence and seeing what other 

people are doing, and coveting their freedom. 

But, finally. there are motifs that both the Polish and the Amencan Yiddish films 

share. One of these is the centrality of the Jewish family; whether celebrated in ritual or 

not. it is through the farnily that they transmit Yiddishkeyf. 

There is one final motif which 1 have discussed al1 the way through this chapter, 

and 1 wish to end with iü  reiteration: the very basic commonality among dl of these films 

is that their language of performance is Yiddish. As Wisse noted, "Yiddish . . . was the 

collective expenence of al1 that Jews thought and felt and dis' (Wisse: 30). To speak 

Yiddish is to engage in several thousand years of Jewish identity - at once the 



vernacular lmguage, the f d y ,  the religion, the culture. It is this nexus of signification 

which is what allows me to cal1 Yiddish an essential motif - even the character of the 

West in Torye speaks Yiddish, making the whole world Yiddishkeyt. This is why an 

informant like Y ona can say "but to me, a Jewish Nm is a Yiddish film. The Yiddish 

films ore the Jewish films" (YOM, persona1 interview, 2 May 1997,9702). 

Although many of my informants cited to me the importance of Jewish content, of 

those explicit motifs, like the ones observable in the Yiddish language cinema, my own 

experience with the discourses of film and culturai studies leaves me aware that there 

may be other aspects in operation within these films which may not be readably 

observable to most people, aspects where M e r  textual analysis is required in order to 

excavate them. It is to those aspects 1 now wish to tum. 



Within this chapter, 1 discuss "codingn as a form of intragmup communication. 

In addition to those aspects of an ethnography of seeing 1 have already outlined, an 

alternative dimension exists which may not be readily observable to the vemacular 

theorist. 

Reniming once again to Georges's primary postulate on the nature of storytelling 

events, he noted a series of points which are equally relevant when discussing cinematic 

narration. "In every storytelling event, there is at l es t  one encoder and at least one de- 

coder," wrote Georges (Georges: 3 17). Language, as a communicative medium, requires 

the message transmitted to be fim translated into a fom which is understandable to both 

sender and receiver. At the most pnmary level. this translation is fiom the cognitive to 

the uttered by means of a cornrnon longue. If there is something 1 wish to Say, I must fint 

think of what it is, and then translate it into language in order to speak it. To translate the 

idea into language is to encode the message for transmission. Another agency must then 

receive. and decode the message from language into idea. And as Georges noted, each 

message that is transmiaed. ro be transmitted. must first of al1 be encoded (Georges: 3 17). 

Further to the point. such encoding includes a variety of linguistic. paralinguistic. and 

kinesic codes, and that we transmit these codes via both audio and visual channels 

(Georges: 3 1 7). There is an impi icii sense within Georges schema that such 

encoding/decoding musi be. a priori. within a face-to-face context (Georges: 3 17), and 

therefore is predicated upon the exclusion of cinema as a storytelling event. 



Withh the discourse of Cultural Studies, Stuart Hall, likewise noted that al1 

communication is in some way encoded. 

Before [the] message can have an 'effect' (however defïned), satisfy a 
'need' or be put to a 'use', it must first be appmpriated as a meaningfbi 
discourse and be meaningfully decoded. It is this set of decoded meanings 
which have an 'effect', influence, entertain, hstruct or persuade, with very 
complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioural 
consequences (Hall: 130). 

This is the most general and pragmatic levels of reception, however. When both sender 

and receiver share culture, when they both claim membeahip within a particular category 

of groupness, the clarity of textual transmission increases. Through the implied shared 

cultural identity other foms of discourse have the potential to be transmitted. This is not 

to say such M e r  discourse is necessarily in contradiction with the surface-level- 

discourse. but that when the encodeddecoder relationship is predicated upon shared 

cultural values, the transmission process is more definite. What Hall called equivalence. 1 

further specify as cultural equivalence (Hall: 13 1). "What are called 'distortions' or 

'misunderstandings' arise precisely from the lack of equivalence between two sides in the 

communicative exchange. Once again. this defines the 'relative autonomy' but 

'determinateness' of the en- and exit of the message in its discursive moments" (Hall: 

13 1 ; emphasis in original). 

Hall, in rejecting the more sirnplistic distinction of denotation/comotation as 

literallfigural language, pmposed the distinction as a question of degrees of observable 

ideological discourse (Hall: 133). Put differently. denotation in visual discourse refen to 

the expiicit operation of ideology within the transmitted message and that "connotation of 



the visual sip" would then be predicaîed upon "its contextuai referwce and positioning 

in different discursive fields of meaning and association" (Hall: 133), thereby allowing 

the potentiai for counter-hegemonic readings of ideological texts to emerge. 

Hall then hypothetically identified three positions for the decoding of the 

transmitted text: 1) the dominant-hegemonic position, "when the viewer takes the 

connotated meaning . . . full and straight, and decodes the message in ternis of the 

reference code in which it has been encoded . . . " (Hall: 136); 2) the negotiated code. 

which recognizes the operation of hegemonic encoding, and furthet connects the 

connotative message to a larger, globally operational superstructure (Hall: 137); and 3) 

the oppositional code, whereby the receiver "detotalizes the message in the preferred 

code in the order [sic.] to retotalize the message within some alternative framework of 

reference" (Hall: 138)'. Within Hall's schema and this in turn has influenced the entire 

field of Culturai Studies and its derivative disciplines. one is engaged with cultural texts 

at the surface level. unuware of the hegemonic discourse presented, one is in support of 

such dominant discourse and can apply it outside of the irnmediate cultural context. or 

' ~ e r e '  lies an implicit problem within the discoune of Cultural Studies: Hall identified 
that there are only two possibilities of discursive positioning within hegernony: either one 
is culpable with the ideological position of the dominant cultural order, or one is in 
opposition to it. This discursive position automatically precludes the existence of non- 
oppositional, yet non-hegemonic. cultural entities. iike ethnic identification. Or as Robert 
Klymasz noted, "it is the dominant. mainstream culture itself that dictates and h i s h e s  
the appropriate escape rnechanisms and makes available the various generative tools and 
productive vehicles with which to reshape and refine the old folklore legacy. In effect, 
then. the reconstructed folklore complex allows its assorted carriers and enthusiasts to in- 
dulge in a fmtasy of ethnic separateness and individuality without tmsgressing the limits 
and patterns prescribed and sanctions by the surrounding English-speaking culture" 
(Klyrnasz: 1 3 9). 



one is actively in opposition to the culturai discourse. 

Hall's schema negated the potential for a multiplicity of traditional readings of any 

cultural context, where an ethnic reading rnay be neither unaware, nor in support of, nor 

in active opposition to, the dominant culturai discourse. in a Bahktinian sense, the 

reception of culturai texts must be seen as polyphonous: "a plurality of voices which do 

not fuse into a single consciousness, but ratber exist on different registers and thus 

generate dialogical dynamism" (Stam: 262). The multifaceted experiences of culturai 

audiences operate within a pluralistic reaiity; that each different audience member, with 

hisher own cultural background and experience, is going to approach texts differently. 

Some may in fm be, as Hall argued, unaware of the hegemonic operation, othen may 

agree with this operation, and still others may in fact be opposed to it. But Hall's 

approach disregarded the existence of the polyphonous audience, whose experience rnay 

be neither unaware, supportive, nor oppositional '. 
A more concrete analysis of the operation of coded meaning in cultural texts is put 

forward by Joan Radner and Susan Lanser. in their highly influential "Strategies of 

Coding in Women's Culture". The authors' goal is to identiS, the techniques that women 

utilize in order to exciude the hegemonic male audience from their private discourse. 

Although dealing with 'bwomen's culture", an analogous operation is observable in Jewish 

Roland Barthes, Hall's mentor. undentood the polysemic nature of textual analysis: 
"The interpretation demanded by a specific text, in its plurality, is in no way liberal: it is 
not a question of conceding some meanings. of magnanimously acknowledging that each 
one has its share of truth; it is a question. against al1 in-difference, of asserting the very 
existence of plurality, which is not that of the me, the probable, or even the possible" 
(Barthes: 6). 



culture. In maq respects, to replace the signifier 7vomen1s" with "Jewish" mates. with 

some modification, a similar interpretive dynamic. 

Radner and Lanser saw a m e r  application of the concept of code. 

Coding occm in the context of complex audiences in which some 
members may be comptent and willing to decode the message, but others 
are not. In other words, coding presumes an audience in which one group 
of receivers is 'monoculturai' and thus assumes that its own interpretation 
of messages is the only one possible, whiie the second group, living in two 
cultures, may recognize a double message - which also requires 
recognizing that sorne fom of coding has taken place (Radner and Lanser: 
3 1- 

Within this current study, the assumption here is that Jewish audiences are going to have 

a different understanding of the cultural dynamics in operation within specific film texts. 

than is readily observable by non-Jewish audience members. In many respects, this latter 

"monocultural" audience will. like Hall's "negotiated code" audience. interpret my 

"difference" to their own cultural experience through the dominant worldview which their 

group represents3. "Coding, then. is the expression or transmission of messages 

potentially accessible to a (bicultural) community under the very eyes of a dominant 

' It should be noted that this kind of coding is not rnyopic: if we take for example a film 
like Hulfthe Kingdom, a film about Jewish women, a non-Jewish woman may still 
empathize or understand the coded discoune within the film, not as a Jew, but as a 
woman. Likewise, a Jewish man watching the film. may understand the cultural 
discourse of Judaism, but not catch the coded feminist discourse. Barre Toelken 
discusses "the multiplicity of traditions" that 'the probability that most people belong to 
more than one folk group is a consideration that must remain central in the study of 
folklore dynamics; it requires us to recognize that a given person rnay have a wide 
repertoire of potential traditional dynamic interactions, each of which is set in motion by 
particular live contexts' (Toelken: 72). 



community for whom these same messages are either inaccessible or inadmissible" 

(Radner and Lanser: 3, emphasis in original). 

in order for such senses of "groupness" to exist, this cultural opposition requires a 

"cultural bilingudism" . As Radner and Lanser likewise commented, hegemonicall y ruied 

classes must be fluent in the dominant culture, as well as fluent in the cuiture of its own 

community, "because dominated people need this knowledge to survive" (Radner and 

Lanser: 2). 

Radr.er and Lanser noted that plurality does not exist within multicultural 

contexts: hegemony, at one very basic ievel, denies the existence of Bakhtin's 

polyphonous culhual expression. Any culture different fiorn the dominant one, in 

ideology, in praxis, in belief system, is inherentiy subservient. Radner and Lanser note 

that parallel cultural spheres do not exist as equals, but in a dominant/subservient 

relationship (Radner and Lanser: 2). The existence of ethnic cornmunities within cultural 

or national borden is proof of the resistance to this hegemony. 

In order for ethnic identity to continue to exist. small groups must continually 

renegotiate their own identities in opposition to the cultural hegemony within which they 

exist. Hall impiied, above. that alternative frameworks of the interpretive communities 

were govemed by some kind of oppositional consensus - that al1 resisting groups agreed 

on their forms of alternative readings. in what Raymond Williams called "alternative 

hegemony - a new predominant practice and consciousness" (Williams: 1 18). Radner 

and Lanser offered a more precise reconfiguration of this cultural operation. In 

discussing the existence of "wornen's culture", the authors noted that 

In using the concept women's cultures, we do not mean to suggest that 



women share a universal set of experiences or any essentidy 'female' 
understanding or worldview. Rather, we understand gender itself to be 
constructed through the social relations of particular communities. We 
assume, thmfore, that women's experiences, material circumstances, and 
understandings - hence women's identities - vary fiom culture to 
culture, cornmimity to community, and individual to individual (Radner 
and Lanser: 2). 

By replacing the signifier "women" with uJewish" in analogy, then we can observe a 

s imik dynamic in operation: that, although we cannot refer with any accuracy to 'the" 

Jewish community, we can assume that Jewish "experiences, material circurnstances, and 

understandings", although diffenng from group to group, will share some kind of 

commonality, even if only the opposition to the cultural hegemony. 

It is worth noting here some huidamental differences between how Stuart Hall and 

Radner and Lanser understood the concept of coduig. Within Hall's schema, the text 

itself is not much more than a medium for hegmonic maintenance. One is positioned 

before the message in either a purely denotative position, or if sensitive to the subtleties 

of connotation. either in suppon of or in opposition to the hegemonic social order. This 

schema ignored the performative affect of the cultural producer. The assurnption was 

predicated upon a monolithic cultural industry which denies the existence or life of small 

group resistance at the production level. Hall only recognnized resistance at the reception 

4 Janice Radway charactenzed this binary opposition between rejection and acceptance of 
mass mediated texts: "Because readers are present in this theory as passive, purely 
receptive individuals who can only consume the meanings embodied within cultural texts. 
they are understood to be powerless in the face of ideology. The text's irreducible 
givenness prevents thern from appropnating its meanings for their own use just as it 
thwarts any desire on their part to resist its message. ... In this theory of mass culture, 



To reduce the process of cognition and meaning-making within popular culture to 

a simplistic binary opposition between acceptance and rejection, Janice Radway 

commented, was '?O petrify the human act of signification, to ignore the fact that 

cornprehension is actually a process of making meaning, a process of sign production 

where the reader actively attributes significance to signifiers on the basis of previously 

learned cultural codes" (Radway: 7). In Radway's ethnography of women mance novel 

readen, she demonstrated that the ideology within popular culture could be interpreted in 

a multitude of ways, and, much like Barthes polysemic codes (Barthes: passim), was not 

quite as simple as a polar rejection/acceptance dynamic of the industrial patriarchal 

hegernony . 

Radner and Lanser offend a difTerent paradigrn. They likewise offered a tripartite 

schema. but in this case the emphasis is not on the text, but on the cultural producer - 

the encoder. Just as Hall subdivided his schema into connotative and denotative codes, 

Radner and Lanser divided their schema into complicit, explicit, and implicit codes. The 

authors recognized complicit coding as those culturally agreed upon code words and 

syrnbols as identity signifien. We require some emic knowledge to understand that any 

kind of coded message is there at al1 (Radner and Lanser: 5). Explicit coding. on the 

other hand, is evident even to those who do not understand the coded message (Radner 

and Lanser: 5). "In complicit coding. an unwitting receiver has no idea an act of coding is 

taking place; in explicit coding. any receiver knows the code exists, even if she or he 

ideological control is thought to be all-pervasive and complete as a consequence of the 
ubiquity of mass culture itself and of the power of individual artifacts or texts over 
individuals who can do nothing but ingest hem" (Radway: 6). 



cannot crack it" (Radner and Lanser: 6). In both these modes of coding, ethnographie 

studies are rquired in order to assess the rhaorical function of the codes themselves. 

At a m e r  level there exists codes which Radner and Lanser identified as 

"implicit" codes: "preckely those acts whose very codedness is arguable" ( M e r  and 

Lanser: 6). The centrality of implicit codkig is that the sender may be unaware of 

anythuig but a denotative message in tht text. ft is this level that requires hexmeneutic 

approaches. 

At the same tirne, the suggestion of implicit coding m u t  ultimately remain 
an act of inference - one that has potential consequences for individuais 
and communities and therefore should not be undertaken without care. 
Who is to say whether coding has taken place in a given context? Who is 
to say what the decoded meaning is? M a t  are the relations of power in 
which such judgrnents are made? If coding is a strategy adopted 
(consciously or not) for concealmeni, what will be the consequences of 
uncovering an act of coding? These are not merely acadernic questions; 
they involve the safety. reputations. and well-being of individual(s1 . . . 
and entire communities (Radner and Lanser: 9). 

This brings up what 1 feel is the most contentious aspect of the Radner and Lanser 

paradigrn of coding: the notion of risk. Radner and Lanser distinguished between groups 

at *~ i sk"  and groups at "play". 

By situations of risk we mean those occasions when the code has been 
adopted to provide safety or freedorn rather than simply pleasure or play. 
Coding may be undertaken for a variety of purposes. not al1 of them 
involving real or perceived danger to the encoder or the encoding 
community . . . Such cases involve a 'bicultural' context but not 
necesarily an operant context of dominance: there is thus no need to 
suppress the fact that coding might be embarrassing or uncornfortable but 
not of serious consequence (Radner and Lanser: 4-5. emphasis in 



Although all communication is coded by Wiue of the fact that language is a series 

of signifiers in itself, members of s d e r  communities within a larger hegemony can 

comrnunicate arnong themselves by means of cultural codes that rnay or may not be 

observable or cognizant to the larger society. Some of these codes are explkit, that is 

understood as coded even if the code camot be "cracked", while othen are complicit, 

understood within the community itself as significant marken of identity or meaning, and 

of which outsiders rnay not be aware. 

Jewish historian M g  Howe noted that when Jewish comics of the early 

television age used Yiddish expression, they encoded them as "waving to the folks back 

home" (quoted in Shandler: 20). Shandler noted that within later American popular 

culture too. which supported a kind of bland generic ethnicity, as opposed to specific 

ethnic expression rooted in the lived experiences of cultural groups. ethnic audience 

members would try and identify their own countrymen. 

Some chancten who would appear to be beyond ethnicity are open to the 
projections of viewen' idiosyncratic assertions. Siar Trek's Science 
Onicer Mr. Spock is a perfect example. When I worked on a screening 
and discussion senes on ethnic portraiture on prime-time television for the 
Jewish Museum of New York in 199 1, Spock came up several times in 
discussion. Author Jewelle Gomez. who was the series discussant for 

Radner and Lanser ignore Jeremy Benthem's notion of bbdeep play" aitogether. Benthern 
proposed the concept of "deep play". where '%e stakes are so high that it is ... irrational 
for men to engage in it at d l .  ... [But] in such play. money [or whatever is at stake] is less 
a rneasure of utility, had or expected. than it is a symbol of moral import, perceived or 
imposed. ... In deep [play] ... much more is at stake than material gain: namely, esteem, 
honor. dignity, respect - in a word ... status" (Geertz: 432-433). Their differentiation 
between "play" and "risk" is qualitative, based on etically denved pnsumptions. 



science fiction pro-, noted that many AfEcan Americans identified 
with Spock, who was stigmatized as 'othei because of his skin color and 
his mdtiracial background @is mother a human, his father a Vulcan). 
Charlie Chin, then of the Chinatown History Museum, told me that many 
Asian Americans feel an affinity for Spock - skin color again, as well as 
those slanted eyebrows, while the character's Vulcan logic was understood 
as the equivalent of Confucian philosophy. 1, of course, explained to them 
that Jews lay claim to Spock as a figure! of their own sense of 'othemess' 
and 'between-two-worldliness' - besides, the actor who plays hirn is 
Jewish, his Vulcan hand salute is derived h m  the gesture made by 
kohanim when they offer a p n d y  benediction, he works for the 
Federation (rabbis love to point this out) and - as I have ken told by a 
member of the Jewish Science Fiction Society - if Vulcan logic is 
symbolic of anything, surely it must be Talmudic sophistry ! (Shandler: 20) 

It is m y  contention that coding does occurs within films, specifically within ethnic 

cinema as a means of intragroup communication. Coding excludes non-members fiom 

total understanding of the cinematic text. By utilizing a variety of linguistic, 

paralinguistic, iconographic, and musical signifien, ethnic cinema sends a not 

necessarily contradictory, but certainly more holistic textual, and therefore cultural, 

By code, 1 do not mean. necessarily a subversive. or "hidden", message within the 

text to avoid the kind of physical risk Radner and Lanser warned oc but 1 do mean that by 

using a medium of mass communication. whereby anyone muy have access to the 

narrative. in order to prevent the risk of psychic alienation, these films use coded meaning 

to bring about intragroup cohesion. Perhaps. by using the Toronto Jewish Film Festival 

as a begiming point for this research. 1 choose a "safe" environment in which to conduct 

this study. The assumption working within such a context is that 1 am. like the Festival 

attendees, Jewish, and therefore the films cited to me were more explicit in their Jewish 



content than $1 had conducted this research outside of such a context. If the  cul^ 

producers explicitly intend a film for an ethnic, or Limited market, then the need for coded 

messages is less than if they intended the film for a larger market. When a film produced 

for a mainseeam audience, and is based within a specific ethnic tradition, the existence of 

coded messages within the text is more Iikely to occur, llikewise, the more specialized the 

film, suchas documentaries, like the often cited Halfthe Kingdom (1989), or Shoah 

(1985), or low-budget independent films like Joan Micklin Silver's Hester Street ( 1  975) 

or Crossing Delancey (1988), or even non-Amencan films like those h m  Israel (The 

Summer of Aviyu ( 1  988) and I Love You Rosa ( 1  972)) and Canada (The Quarrel(l99 1 ) or 

The Apprenticeship ojDuddy Kravitz (1974)) are less likely to use implicit coded 

messages. The evidence presented in Chapter Seven bars this out. 

LANCUACE CHOICE CODING 

A number of socio-linguists have noted that although Hebrew remains the officia1 

language of Jewish religion, Yiddish is a language of Jewish culture (Fishman: 1. 1 1). I 

have already noted the centrality of Yiddish for some people to determine a film's Jewish 

identity, but other examples of Jewish language usage go beyond any specific cinema 

framed by language choice. 

Speaking in a counter-hegemonic language, which for a North Amencan is any 

language other than English. explicitly exciudes anyone who does not speak that 

language. Even with the use of English-lmguage subtitles. many people within Canada 



and the United States actively eschew non-English language films6. When Pve mentioned 

to others, Jew and non-Jew alike, about my interest in Yiddish-language cinema, they 

have almost to a one, concludeci that 1 must speak Yiddish 

One of the strategies of coding which Radner and Lanser pointed out to be 

operating in women's culture is that of "distraction". "Usually distraction involves 

creating some kind of 'noise,' interference, or obscurity that will keep the message h m  

being heard except by those who listen very carefully or already suspect it is there" 

(Radner and Lanser: 15). The avoidance of risk within Jewish cinema cm also utilize 

counter-hegemonic language in order to discourage attack by preventing non-friendly 

audiences from attending. The use of languages outside of the cultural context of 

presentation, in English-speaking Canada, for exarnple, are films whose prirnary language 

is Yiddish or Hebrew, distracts those potentially hostile toward Jewish culture. fiom 

attending. 

For example, in Schindler's List (1 993)7, as a prologue to the film, we see, in 

6 Perhaps the vemacular response to English sub-titles is most explicitly expressed by a 
fiiend of mine in Toronto. who when 1 invited her to see a foreign language film. replied 
that she does not pay eight dollars to "read a rnovie". 

7 Schindler's List is the story of Oskar Schindler (Liam Neeson). a Nazi profiteer. who 
saved the lives of 1 100 Jews who worked for him from the death camps. One of the 
things which makes Schindler'r List so significant, however. is the radical split between 
the scholarly criticism and the popular support for the film. For example. Miriam Braîu 
Hansen, in a men t  article noied: "The first and obvious argument is that Schindler's List 
is and remains a Hollywood product. As such it is circumscribed by the economic and 
ideological tenets of the culture industry. with its unquestioned and supreme values of 
entertainment and spectacle; its fetishism of style and glamor, its penchant for 
superlatives and histoncist p p  ai any and al1 experience . . .; and its reifjbg, leveling, 
and tnvializing effect on everything it touches. In this argument, Schd1er.F List is 
usually aligned with Spielberg's previous mega-spectacles, especially Jurassic Park, and 



colour, as opposed to the black and white cinematography the majority of the movie is 

filmed in, an orthodox family (signified by their clothes and payer on the men) reciting 

the brutha over the wine which begins the shubbes meai. The prayer, familiar enough 

even to those Jews who have only a cursory knowledge of their f a  is in Hebrew, 

sanctifying the wine in a prayer of thanks. Although one may take for granted the 

knowledge that Hebrew is the Jewish language of prayer, we cannot assume the apparent 

obviousness of this language choice. 

Jews understand the religious context of Hebrew; among North American cultural 

Judaism (that is, non-practicing, or secular), the ody t h e  one is lilcely to corne into 

contact with Hebrew is in the religious context. Taking a clip like this one h m  

Schindler's List, which is presented in another language without the benefit of subtitles. 

out of the context of an English l a n p g e  movie, demonstrates how this "distracting" 

technique of coding operates. M i l e  watching Schindler's List, the non-Jewish audience 

mernber may be aiienated. made to feel as an outsider, befon being sutured into the 

diegesis of the English languap movie. since they may not have the cultural knowledge 

of that prayer. 

When one level of coding is inaccessible to the audience. in this case Radner and 

Lanser would have argued it is an explicit code since the nonJewish audience is aware 

is accused of having turned the Holocaust into a theme park" (Bratu Hansen: 80). The 
problem with approaches like this to Spielberg's film is that it assumes a priori that 
because Hollywood produces fluff movies. everything it produces is. ergo. fluff. There is 
no recognition of the possibility that Hollywood. or Spielberg, could produce anything of 
substance. Bratu Hansen went so far as to refer to Schindler's List as "Shoah-business" 
(Bratu Hansen: 80), in a pun which is more vulgar than any Hollywood film. 



that the language is not immediately understandable, they must resort to other codes with 

the cinematic fÎame in order to cornprehend wtiat is going on. As can be deduced from 

the context of a film about the Holocaust, h m  the somber tenor of the benedictioa and 

the seriomess of the perfonned litany, the prayer itself might be eticaily interpreted as a 

song of mouming. Unaware tbat the brokha over wine is a prayer of thanks8, thanking 

God for givhg the Iewish people "the h i t  of the vine," an outsider could "rnirread the 

culturai codes. 

This distinction between prayers of mouming (etic) and prayers of thanks (emic) 

relates to one of the comments on my survey from the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival: 'Tm a sou1 reborn from the Hoiocaust. 1 love hearing Hebrew" (comment on 

s w e y  fom, 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). The comment is quite revealing: the 

penon refers to themselves as "a sou1 reborn from the Holocaust", nameiy someone who 

survived Hitler's genocide. But more than that. the comment also has a connotation of 

cuiturai/religious renewal - that being a "survivor" of the Holocaust has renewed this 

individual's Iewish identity. That renewal is also directly linked with the Hebrew 

language. This person is prabably refemng to lsraeli cinema. Hebrew is the language of 

Israel. and hearing Hebrew rebom (like themselves. after the Hoiocaust) in the modem 

Jewish state, is likeiy going to have a greater resonance for himher. than even Jews who 

had not been touched by the Holocaust could undentand. Tying this comment back into 

Schhdler's List. this opening sequence irnplies that the brakha is likewix testimony to 

'"Blessed art thou our Lord. our GodJ King of the Universe J who gives us the h i t  of 
the vine." 



the persistence of Hebrew, and by extension, the Jewish people. 

Films in Hebrew (i.e., films made in Israel) or in Yiddish, even if supplied with 

subtities which allow non-Hebrew or Yiddish speakers to feel less "distracted" by the 

unfamiliar language, do not give the audience full immersion into the cultural experience 

of the language, or nom the culture whence that language emerges. As 1 noted in the 

previous chapter, the Toronto Jewish Film Festival always shows a Yiddish language 

film. One of the people I spoke with at the festival commented upon the importance of 

understanding the language choice which cannot be translated in subtitles. 

'Cause if you'll notice when they had the Yiddish movie, people who 
understand Yiddish, such as myself, a few things that are very difficult to 
translate, some of the things that werentt translated at dl, were absolutely 
hilarious. And it has so much more taste and feeling to it when you 
understand it fiom that perspective (Eddie, personal interview, 9705). 

Funher evidence to this point cornes from the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival. I noted 

in the last chapter that each year the festival screens a classic Yiddish language film. In 

1997. the film was The Vow [Tkies Khan (1 938) and was an unprecedented success. 

Helen Zukerman tells the story: 

You know, when I sat in the theatre Sunday, and peoples' reaction to The 
Vow - 1 couldn't believe it! I expected 250 people to show up. Maybe 
300 people. [the show sold out - over nine hundred people] So in the 
office, when ticket sales were happening, 1 look at the ticket sales, and 
thought 'this is really interesting'. But then 1 thought 'well, they're coming 
to see it 'cause it's a new version that 1 happened to get,' and al1 that stuff. 
When 1 sat in the theatre. 1 didn't expect to watch that whole film. 1 
wanted - 1 started watching it because I wanted to see if the print was any 
good. And the people we so involved. 1 sat there and watch this film. 
And when the wedding happened. and everybody started clapping [and 
shouting 'mazel tov?] - 1 mean, if 1 had been sitting with Ginger 
[Minleman - the festival administrative assistant], 1 would have gotten 



up and hnced. 1 though, this is unbelievable. This is a whole generation 
- and in the audience, where people were laughing, 1 would suggest that 
half of them cuuld speak Yiddish because they were laughing in different 
places. So you figure 300 and some odd people could speak Jewish and 
the othm didn't But the people who couldn't were so into it. They le& 
they loved it (Zukerman, personal intemiew, 7 May, 1997,971 3). 

"Y iddishologist", Leo Rosten, has likewise noted the near impossibility of translating 

Yiddish into English, since the language is so-closely tied into the culture itself. 

To translate is to re-create portions of a culture to someone not raised in 
that culture. To translate Yiddish is to translate an entire style of life. a 
construct of perceptions, a complex system of values, subtleties of 
thinking and feeling which are imbedded in the history of European Jews 
and the life of theu decedents (Rosten, 1982: 14). 

The Jewish languages, Yiddish and Hebrew, are not as readily translatable as pure 

vocabulary: within each language is encoded the cultural history of the people. and that 

one must understand culture for the language to be decoded. 

Other surveyed festival participants also confinned this dimension of language 

choice as essential to Jewish film. For example. one peaon noted on their survey form: 

"It gives me a special feeling to hear Hebrew spoken in the movies (Le.. Israeli films) 

even though 1 don't understand it at all" (comment on survey fonn. 1997 Toronto Jewish 

Film Festival). Here the festival participant. although not a Hebrew speaker, finds cultural 

solace in hearing the language spoken. Other festival participants go specificaily for the 

Yiddish films: "1 love hearing Yiddish spoken. Hope you have more than one film in 

Yiddish next year" (comment on s w e y  form, 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival). Many 

of the Toronto Jewish Film Festival goers attend explicitly to immerse thernselves within 



these linguistic codes of Jewish languages9. 

The Schider's Lia sequence 1 noted above, although in Hebrew, is still within 

the context of an Amencan produced, English language fikn. It exists within the film as a 

culturally significant linguistic moment. Within North American films, it is these 

isolated moments of spoken Yiddish or Hebrew which are the nom. In Me1 Brooks' 

BIating Saddes (1973)1°; African-Amencan sheriff, Bart (Cleavon Little), remembers his 

family crossing the bn t ie r  in a wagon train when he was a child. At one point they meet 

a tribe of Native-Americans, whose chief is played by Me1 Brooks himself. In addition to 

speaking stereotypical broken English to these homesteaders, Brooks's Chief dso speaks 

in Yiddish. Film scholar Lester Friedman noted that the sequence "seems comically 

appropriate that the West's most conspicuous outsider, the indian, should speak in the 

AS an interesting aside. it is worth noting the ideological definition of Yiddish as the 
mamaloshen of Ashkenazi Jews. Leo Rosten noted that "Hebrew was the father's 
language, since the holy books were in Hebrew. and only Jewish males were taught to 
read. Yiddish became known as 'the rnotherfs tongue.' the language of the home" (Rosten, 
1 968: 223). Charles Ferguson noted the distinction between high literary foms of a 
language and the more vemacular. dialect based speech patterns. and the code-switching 
between the two (what Ferguson called "diglossia"): "arnong speakers ... adults use L 
[low foms of speech, or dialect] in speaking to children and children use L in speaking to 
one another. As a result. L is leamed by children in what may be regarded as the 'normal' 
way of learning one's mother tongue. H [high foms of speech] may be heard by children 
from time to time, but the actual learning of H is chiefly accomplished by the means of 
forma1 education, whether this be traditional ... schools, modem governrnent schools. or 
private tuton" (Ferguson: 239). Given Ferguson's schema., it seems apparent that Hebrew 
is H, and Yiddish is L for Ashkenazi Jews. 

'O Cited to me by one informant (Yona persona1 interview. 9702). But Blazing Saddles 
dong with Brooks' entire oeuvre was cited to me others in context as a significant 
reflection of American Jewish humour in film. 



tongue of history's traditional outsider, the Jew" (Friedman, 1982: 228). 

But for a non-Jew, there could be some confusion between hearing Yiddish 

spoken outside of an explicitly Jewish context, and German. 1 note this because of one of 

my early mernories of Blazing Sadiles. When the film was first released, the teievision 

advertisement made a comment dong the lines that in Me1 Brooks's version of Wie Old 

West" the Indians spoke "Geman". Whereas a non-Jewish response to hearing Yiddish 

and identifjing it as German may be an error based on cultural unfamiliarity, to propagate 

that error through Warner Brothers's own publicity department is more ideological. 

Radner and Lanser's "distraction" becomes paramount here: by publicly identi e ing  the 

language as German, creates this sense of "noise" around the Jewish content of the film. 

This distraction allows the Jewish content to be encoded, complicitly, thereby alleviating 

the nsk of, if not Anti-Semitic attack. then non-exclusion of the potential Anti-Semitic 

audience. If one has already identified the language as Geman, then the Indian ceases to 

be necessarily Jewish. and remains abstractly "Other". much like Bart's African-Amencan 

family. 

A much more complicated level of coding is centered around Judeo-English 

(JE)". At one point in the film Crossing Delancey ( 1 988)". young Issy (Amy Irving) is 

l ' Judeo-English (JE) is the socio-l inguistic terni for the more vemacular "Y inglish" - 
the vemacular speech pattern of English speaking Jews. 

l 2  Crossing Delancey is about Issy. a successful book store manager, who is madly 
infatuated with a charismatic Dutch author who lives in her New York neighbourhood 
(Jeroen Krabbe). Several times a week. Issy "crosses Delancey," one of the streets in the 
Lower East Side of Manhattan. the old Jewish immigrant neighbourhood, to visit her 
Bubee. Bubee is upset that Issy is in her thinies and ail1 not manieci, and hires a 
shadchan, Hannah Mandelbaum. to find her granddaughter a match. Mrs. Mandelbaum's 



invited over to her Bubee's (grandmother - played by Reizl Bozyk) for supper only to 

discover she's been set up by the neighbouthood shudchn, Mrs. Mandelbaum (Sylvia 

Miles), to meet a potentid husband. Mrs. Mandelbaum is the embodiment of the 

stereotypical elderly Jewish lady: brassy, loud, and obnoxious. In fact, those familiar 

with the stereotype mark Mrs. Mandelbaum as a "Delancey Street Jew", h m  

Manhattan's Lower East Side, the immigrant neighbourhood where many Jews settled in 

the early parts of the 20m Century. But that characterization has corne to act as a metonym 

for Amencan Judeo-English. Some of my Toronto Jewish Film Festival infomants 

identified this use of Judeo-English as a significant aspect of the Jewish character in 

Amos: Well, - it's a different part of Jewishness - But it's very Jewish. 
What 1 would say - it has Jewish sensibilities. 

Toni: Yes. 
Amos: There's that whole - Jewish language. 
Mikel: 1s that Yiddish or Hebrew? 
Amos: No, it's English. 
Toni: New YO-rk. 
Mikel: The New YO-rk. OK. 
Amos: It's English. Thats English - English language (Amos and Toni. 

persona1 interview. 9702). 

I've shown Crossing Delmcey to a number of non-Jews. and rnost compare Mrs. 

Mandelbaum with the Fran Drescher's character on the television show "The Nanny". 

Drescher's character of Fran Fine. also a New York Jew. has perpetuated this stereotype 

choice is the local pickle merchant Sam (Peter Riegert). This romantic comedy asks 
whether or not Issy will choose the traditionally Jewish Sam, or the Gentile writer. and by 
extension, will Issy choose between fùlly assimilating into Gentile New York culture, or 
stick to her roots? 



M e r .  Here is another person I spoke with at the Toronto Festival: 

Ruby: 1 don't watch television, so it's only by chance, 'cause someone told 
me that 1 remindeci them of The Nanny,' that 1 h o w  about The 
Nanny'. 

Mikel: You don't look a thing like Fran Drescher. 
Ruby: No, it's my accent. i'm fiom New York. So 1 did watch The Nanny' 

(Ruby, personal i n t e ~ e w ,  9705). 

Although stereotypical, this New York accented fonn of Judeo-English is marked as 

Jewish only through the cornplicit coding based on cr priori knowledge of the code. It is 

an agreed upon shorthand for Amencan Jewish culture. Even if knowledge of this code is 

available to those outside of the culture, based on prolifemtion of the code through the 

mass media, its clear and intentional communication is in jeopardy without knowledge of 

the onginating cultural context. This misreading of the coded discourse may be, in part, 

how stereotypes become disseminated as reality. 

Stereotyping though can aiso be considered a form of irnplicit encoding: Radner 

and Lanser referred to "indirection" as a code which women's culture fkquently applies 

in to order for their "feminist messages" to be comrnunicated (Radner and Lanser: 16). 

The authon cited the use of metaphor within women's culture as a means of discussing 

forbidden subject areas (Radner and Lanser: 16). Within Jewish culture, if we see 

esoterically produced stereotypes as metaphoric. the stereotype then functions as 

indirection for the Jewish discourse encoded deeply within a film like Crossing Deluncey. 

Lt is easy to dismiss Mn.  Mandelbaum as a cmde stereotype of the Jewish matron: 

however she is the mouthpiece for traditional Yiddishkeyt. a cultural aesthetic which feels 

like an anomaly in modem New York. 



Non-Jews can see, and enjoy, Jewish customs within a film without fully 

understaadhg the rihial significance of the actions. It is worth reiterating again. that 

while Jewish spectators are likely to see such customs as obvious. non-Jews do not 

necessarily even "see" the actions portrayed. 

In the final sequence h m  Schindler's List, the =tu81 survivors of the Holocaust 

saved by Oskar Schindler, the so-called "Schindler Jews", and the m o r s  who portrayed 

them in the film, file past the real-life grave of Schindler in Israel, placing stones on his 

grave. Again, this sequence is in colour, not black and white, and functions as a h e  to 

the brakh sequence which opens the film. 

The question why Jews place rocks on gravestones is a matter of some debate. 

Al1 Jews recognize the practice as  k i n g  "Jewish", but there are perhaps as many 

explanations as to why this is done as there are types of Jews. For exarnple. according to 

the Intemet's soc.culture.jewish newsgroup's "F.A.Q." [Frequently Asked Questions 

document] : 

. Originally. there were no e n p v e d  tombstones like we have today: 
instead, visiton to the gravesite would each put a stone on the grave. Over 
the years, a mound of stones would accumulate. memonalizing the 
deceased through the hands of hislher loved ones. Although Jews now 
follow the common practice of putting up tombstones (generally unveiled 
rleven months following the actual funeral and burial), many people still 
hoid to the eariier custom of a more personal monument (Faigin: [np]). 

Stili another, perhaps more pragmatic. reason behind the practice is put forward by Judith 

Doneson: "It is customary in Jewish tradition to place a stone, or a piece of grass. on a 

gmve, a sign to the departed that he or she has had a visitor" (Doneson: 148). And yet, 



within my own Jewish upbringhg, 1 was taught the custom was symbolic of reburial; that 

every thne one visits a grave of a loved one, one must ntualisticaliy re-bury them. Rabbi 

An Shishler gives a M e r  explanation: 

Jewish mysticism teaches of four levels of iife forms: human, animal, 
vegetation and inanimate. A stone appears inanimate yet also has a G- 
dly" life-giving force in it that keeps it in existence (a sou1 of sorts). We 
place a stone on the grave as an indication that even that which appears 
dead, is in fact dive. The symbolism is most appropriate (An Shishler, 
personal communication, 26 Febniary, 1998). 

Regardless of the reason for the custom, it is widely recognized as a Jewish practice. at 

least among Jews. 

Within the seder sequence. in A Letter to Mother, as  1 noted in the previous 

chapter, the chair at the head of the table, presumably Duvid's, rernains empty. Duvid 

functions as a "stnictured absence" in the sequence; his patriarchal influence felt by its 

absence in the failure of the seder to run effectively. At one narrative juncture, when the 

youngea son, Arele, is to ask the "Four Questions", Arele breaks down in tears because 

his father is not there to answer the questions. As 1 noted above. if the father is not able 

to answer the questions. then the Passover Seder cannot be completed. 

In order to arrive at a complete undentanding of the Exodus through the 
Seder, we must first ask the questions of the 'Ma Nishtana.' and then 
proceed to the explanation of the 'Avudim Hayinu! These are the rungs of 
the ladder which must be climbed in sequence. Understanding is achieved 
through perception which leads to conceptualization. The 'Ma Nisittand 
corresponds to the raw perception of events, while 'Avadim Hwnu' is the 

l 3  In more traditional Jewish circles. it is considered blasphemous to even write the 
Engiish name of God. Instead. within the Iewish tradition, the "O" is replaced with a dash 
- "G-d." Out of respect to Rabbi Shishler, I have not altered his usage. 



concephialization of what has o c c d  (Cohen and Brander: 4). 

Without the questions being asked, and those questions answered, the Jewish family 

cannot fûifîll the commandment to retell the Exodus h m  Egypt at Passover. This is the 

Jewish understanding of the impact of Duvid's absence on the rite. 

in Leon, the Pig F m e r  (1992), a strictly kosher young Jewish man (Mark 

Frankel) fiom North London discovers not only is he the product of artificial 

insemination, but that due to a lab error, the sperm used to conceive him was actually that 

of Bnan Chadwick (Btian Glover), a pig farmer from North Yorkshire. Leon travels to 

Yorkshire to meet his biological father and his family. Once there, he begins to get 

homesick, but the Chadwicks decide to try and behave a bit more like his Jewish family. 

The resuit is an exceptionaily h y  montage of clips which particularly point out the 

differences between Gentile and Jewish cultures. Because the narrative of the sequence is 

buiit upon learning the codes of Jewish culture. the cultural items themselves are obvious. 

but there is a further level of meaning which is esoteric. 

The sequence begins with the removal of the decorative pigs' heads which the 

Bnan Chadwick had above his mantel - pigs being trayf to the strictly kosher. A framed 

picture of Leon replaces one of the heads, reflecting the cultural stereotype of parents who 

are overly proud of their children". A small Israeli flag replaces another. A tacky 

chandelier replaces an antique lighting fixture. looking quite incongruous with the rural 

motifs of the Chadwick farm. reflecting the stereotype of conspicuous consurnption 

" A recent joke I heard reflects this stereotype: "What is the definition ol'genius'? An 
average student with a Jewish mother." 



among Jews'? 

This montage of visual gags leads up to a visuai "punch line": the Chadwick's son. 

Keith (Sem Pertwee), is lying in bed reading Philip Roth's Portnoy's Complaint with one 

hanà, while with his other hand, he is practicing his g i p  and looking under his bedcovers. 

A non-Jew who was familiar with the film, noted that she felt the look of intense 

concentration on Keith face was the basis of the visual joke. Non-Jews may correctly 

identi& any individuai icon, but the cultural significance lies in the combination of icons. 

Roth is an important Jewish-Arnerican writer, Portnoy's Complaint is perhaps Roth's 

most famous book, many people read in beci, and Keith's concentration may be his 

dedication to leaming about Leon's culture. But when we combine these icons, through 

the medium of cultural experience, the filrnrnakers successfÙlIy comrnunicate the joke: 

Roth's controvenial novel. is in part controversial for its focus/obsession on 

masturbation; hence, Keith practicing his grip and looking under his bedclothes. Roth's 

second chapter in Portnoy's Cornplainr. titled "Whacking Off." opens with the following 

l 5  Dan Ben-Amos noted this stereotype of Jewish conspicuous consumption: "A rabbi told 
me the following story: 'The story is told in this regard of the pnest and the rabbi who . . . 
and a minister, who are walking down the Street and they saw a new family moving into a 
new house in the suburb. And so they said: 'Mmmm. a new farnily. 1 wonder what religion. 
who is going to get them. which church.' so they said. 'Well, the shades are up, let us take a 
look and see if we can recognize by the house. you know, whose it is.' So the Catholic 
looks into the house, peeps in. then says: 'Oh. no. it is not one of my flock.' So the minister 
loo ks in and says, 'Well, 1 don't see any Bible that 1 cm recognize, it is not one of my 
flock.' The rabbi says, 'Well. let me tzke a look.' The rabbi takes a look and then says, 'Oh 
yes. it is one of my flock.' ïhey Say. 'What is it. you see a Jewish star or a menorah or 
something like that?' 'No,' he say S. 'Wall to wall carpet." . . . This contrast between 
conspicuous consumption and traditional observance expresses the particular antagonism 
the rabbis feel toward their congregation" (Ben-Amos, 1973: 126). 



sentence: "Then carne adolescence - half my waking life spent locked behind the 

bathroom door, h g  my wad d o m  the toilet bowl, or into the soiled clothes in the 

laundry hamper, or splat, up agagainst the medicine-chest mirmr, before which I stood in 

my dropped drawers so I could see how it lwked coming out" (Roth: 17-1 8). The 

context in which Keith reads Pormoy's Cornplaint is culturally significant for those who 

are familiar with Roth's novel. The masturbation joke does not work without a degree of 

knowledge about the author and that particular work. Here is Radner and Lanser's 

"complicit coding" par excellence: there is no masturbation joke without understanding 

the complicit encoding of Roth as a "masturbatory" author, or the stereotype of the 

sexually obsessed Young Jewish male. 

'Ihis dimension of the combination of specific icons as king the locus for cultural 

meaning is essential to an understanding of cinematic coding. There is another shot in 

Leon. a benign moment focusing on the Chadwicks' dinner table. We had seen this table 

pnor to this shot, a beautiful hardwood table. but now is covered with a white table cloth. 

On the table are two dark candlesticks. with white candles burning, a bottle of wine. and a 

bread on the table. The Chadwicks each have a crystal/glass wine cup in front of them. 

but it is the placement of a silver wine goblet in the center of the table which appears . 

significant. and changes the entire meaning of the table setting. 1 showed this clip to a 

knowledgeable Gentile. one who is married to a Jew. and she instantly identified the 

significant icons of the candles. the "Kiddush" cup. and the bread. I then asked her what 

about those icons made them "Jewish. She noted that it was not anything in particular 

about the items themselves (save for maybe the "Kidduîh" cup), but the combination of 

items which was significant. The shot then tmcks to the ri& in order to reveal someone 



walking in the fmnt door, but this camera movement reveals that the bread is in fact 

under a chllah-cover, fbrther particdarizhg the table setting as Jewish. 

The characterization of Keith in Leon the Pig Fmmer also has an example of 

Radner and Lanser's "implicit coding", where the existence of the code is arguable: Keith 

is studying to be a cordon bleu chef, and in an earlier sequence, attempts to tum chicken 

soup into some kinà of nouvelle cuisine. Perhaps the most famous (infamous) moment in 

Roth's Portnoy's Cornplaint is Portnoy's confession that he used a piece of liver to 

masturbate in: 

My first piece 1 had in the privacy of my own home, rolled arormd my 
cock in the bathroum at three-thirty - and then had again on the end of a 
fork, at five-thirty, dong with the other rnembers of that poor innocent 
fmily of mine. So. Now you know the worst thing 1 have ever done. 1 
fucked my own farnily's dimer (Roth: 1 34). 

The image of "liver" retums in Leon the Pig Farmer a few minutes after we see Keith 

reading Roth's book. M i l e  at the dimer table, eating chopped liver, Leon chastises the 

Chadwicks for 

... just h l  filling stereotypes. Y ou don? understand the fundamental 
concept of guilt. Without guilt it's meaningless. 'Guilt' isn't a word - it's a 
way of life. 

Keith replies: "1 think 1 do - understand the concept of guilt. 1 just realized - 1 uh - 

used pig's liver." At the explicit level. the humour cornes from the accidental violation of 

the kosher laws; but the implicit level could be a pointed reference to the liver use in 

Roth's novel. 

Another of the encoding techniques which Radner and Lanser identified as 



"cornplicit" is that of "incompetence", that when someone appears to be inept at spccific 

tasks, they rnay in fact be demonstmting their resistance to it (Radner and Lanser: 20). 

Jews may interpret the Chadwicks "incompetence" at reproducing the codes of Jewish 

behaviour as  resistance to understanding Jewish culture in anything other than the 

stereotypical manifestation. As Leon himclelf comrnents, 'you're just fuifilling 

stereotypes". The Chadwicks do not understand the cultural concepts which lie beneath 

the surface of the manifested cultural traits. The incompetence with which the 

Chadwicks reproduce the codes of Jewish culturc expresses their implicit resistance to the 

changes Leon requests. Textually, we see Brian Chadwick's resentrnent on his face as he 

takes down his pig-head plaques f?om over the mantelpiece. As Radner and Lanser noted 

above, one of the problems in identifjhg the encoded cornplicit discourse, is that it may 

nved cultural aspects the memben of the culture would rather not have revealed. Jewish 

paranoia about the motives or sincerity of non-Jewish interest in Jewish culture beyond 

the stereotypical is perhaps not sornething most Jews would like revealed; it is something 

we would rather keep to ourselves, even subconsciously. 

. Although in some respects many of these clips could be classified as more icono- 

graphie than "customary", it is the customary use of these icons which is significant foi 

the encoding of Jewish identity. However. it is the icons which are identifiable to non- 

Jews. even if they do not understand their customary uses within the culture. 

ICONOCRAPHIC CODINC 

The use and meaning of specific icons within Jewish traditions likewise may not 

be identifiable or accessible to non-Jews. Some of these icons are obvious, some are not. 



There is a moment in Exodtls (1960)16, where young Dov Landau (Sa1 Mineo) is 

king initiateci into the Israeli terrdst organkzation, the Irgun". Akiva (David Opatoshu), 

the fictional leader of the Irgim, holds a Bible (one assumes an Old Testament), on top he 

lays a pistol. He takes Dov's left hand and places it on top, with his nght hand picks up a 

six-stemmed menoruh, and gets Dov to swear an oath of dlegiance. Here we have the 

crux of Exodus' use of Jewish iconopphy in its narrative: it in no way attempts a cultura1 

verisimilitude which is emically understandable, but instead ritilizes iconography which is 

exoteric - that is, it uses icons which non-Jews are likely to identify as Jewish. 

Although the icons utilized in the sequence are recognizably Jewish - the Old 

Testament, the menorah - the swearing of an oath on hem appropriates the standard 

(Christian) Arnencan practice of "swearing on a Bible", and the inclusion of the 

menorah for apparently "Jewish colour". The gun is symbolic. diegetically, of the 

l6 EXOdus, the classic epic film of the establishment of Israel and based on the novel by 
Leon Uns. tells the story of Haganah member, Ari Ben-Kanaan (Paul Newman). who 
heroically smuggles in Jewish Holocaust survivors to British Mandate Palestine. and 
helps to establish the State of Israel. The film is Hollywood produced (United Artists), 
and is considered by many to be a particularly superticid gloss on the Israeli War of 
Independence. In part this is due to the film's attempted appeal to a '2uiiversal" market, 
and that it is not geared toward any kind of particular Jewish context. 

l7 Telushkin noted: "in January of 1 944. as Allied victory over the Nazis became 
increasingly certain, the Irgun, under the leadership of Menachem Begin [CO-wimer of 
the 1979 Nobel Peace Prize], renewed its battle to chase England out of Palestine. The 
Irgun opposed terrorism against civilians. generally restricting its attacks to British m y  
ofticen. ... The irgun's most famous tenonst act was the bombing in 1946 of the King 
David Hotel in Jerusalem. a wing of which served as British army headquarters in 
Palestine. ... Not only was the whole wing of the hotel demolished, over ninety people 
were killed" (Telushkin, 1 99 1 : 278). The bombing of the King David Hotel is 
represented in the movie Exodus. 



Irgunts cornmitment to violent overthrow of the British controlled Mandate in Palestine. 

1 asked some people on the Intemet newsgroup so~.culture.jewish, about Jews taking 

oaths; Dov's swearing his allegiance to the Irgun interpolates as encuiturated for Amer- 

ican audiences of the film, and does not 'Yfeei" very Jewish. Douglas Jones noted to me 

that "1 befieve that a Jew could properly refuse to swear to God, since this rnight be seen 

as a vane [sic.] oath" @ouglas Jones, personal comspondence, 25 February, 1998). 

However, Zev Sem noted to me that "Jewish tdition ceaainly includes oaths . . . 

including oaths holding a sefer torah" (Zev Sero, personal correspondence, 25 Febniary, 

1998). Elsewhere, Zev Sero noted 

Some prefer to &rm, but so long as its a Jewish Bible, i'm not sure what 
the advantage of afTïrming is. An affirmation has the same legal statu as 
an oath, afler dl. 1 think the jewish preference for affirming came mostly 
fiom the days when Jewish Bibles weren't available (Zev Sero, personal 
correspondence. 24 February, 1998). 

More pragmatically, Herman Rubin, a professor of Statistics at Purdue University, wrote 

to me saying that "there is no legal requirement [in the United States] of using a Bible, 

and Jews should rehse to use anything containing the Christian portions of it" (Herman 

Rubin. personal correspondence. 25 February, 1998). In most of these cases, they 

defened the acnial religious proscription ro taking oaths to rabbis. Only one rabbi 

responded to my query. and as far as his knowledge of matten in Jewish law are 

concemed, he can be considered an authority: 

Jews do not take oaths on a bible or using G-d's name. When the Temple 
stood, the Sanhedrin (Jewish high court) had the authority to make a 
penon take an oath. using Ci-d's name. This was only used under certain 
circumstances and was viewed as an exceptionally senous process (after 
dl, it is one of the ten commandments not to take Gd's narne in vain). 



During this process, the person taking the oath would hold a Tomh scroll, 
not just a bible. Today, we do not use this process (we are not authorized 
to do so). Judaism does view taking oaths or making promises in a 
serious light. So, even when asking a promise, without using Gd's name, 
we are very careful to adhere to it. If we feel we may be unable to live up 
to our assurance, we add the phrase 'bli nedef, irnplying, 1 will do such 
and such, but I'm not binding myself with the forw of a promise (An 
Shishler, personal correspondence, 26 Febniary, 1998). 

Perhaps it would have been more b4ethnographically accurate" to have Dov swear on a 

sefer torah, but because of the unfarniliarity of the non-Jewish world with that visual 

icon, director Otto Preminger substitutes the Westemized standard of a "black book". a 

Bible. 

On the other hand, Radner and Lanser noted that "appropriation" is a legitimate 

technique of implicit coding. The appropriation of the legal "swearing on the Bible" for 

an emerging Israeli loyalty oath. and the requisite replacement of iconography. could be 

argued is intentionally drawing attention to its own absurdity for the Jewish audience. 

Based partially on Luce Irigaray's concept of "ironic mimicry," within feminist studies. 

"in which a patriarchally desipated feminine position is repeateed with exaggeration in 

order to expose it" (Radner and Lanser: 10). this sequence fiom Erodus, reveals the 

absurdity of the icons with which Jewish identity is  expressed exoterically vis-a-vis 

Jewish "mimicry" of the Christian hegemony's perception of the culture. If so. then 

Dov's initiation into the Irgun. is an intentionally absurd moment for the Jewish 

audience; and its absurdity is implicitly encoded. Therefore it can be argued the 

sequence is an explosion of the exoteric perceptions of Jewish ritual icons. 

in yet another sequence from Schindler's List, we see a bourgeois family being 



forced out of their 1- apartment in a Nazi appropriation of Jewish property. As they 

pars the doorway, the man stops, and removes the m e d "  h m  the doorpost, kisses it, 

and places in his pocket as he leaves. The action of taking this artifact with one when 

moving interpolates at a further level for the Jewish spectator. At one, diegetic level. the 

man leaving his home is just t a h g  this k t  personal effect with him. However esotenc 

cultural knowledge 1eads one to a larger and more emotionally effective act of decoding. 

For those conversant in the culture of Judaism, the removal of the meruiah fiom 

the door signifies that the next owner of the apartment will not be Jewish. Rabbi An 

Shishler notes: 

If . . . you sel1 to a Jew you are not allowed to remove the Menizot. 
Acnüilly, the Torah teaches that one who does not l ave  their Menirot for 
the next Jewish tenant, brings misfortune on oneself, G-d forbid (An 
Shishler, personal communication, 26 Febniary, 1998). 

The removal of the meanah in the context of Schindler'r List signifies quite clearly that 

no Jew will be movhg in. Understanding the mezwah icon, and its cultural meaning 

when removed is encoded as "complicit", since anyone familiar with the meaning will 

understand its significance. 

We can take this issue even further, approaching an encoded message of 

"irnplicit" meaning, with regards to the context within Schindler's List and the 

'' Folklonst Judith Neulander defined the mexzah as: "a small. usually tubular case ... 
[which] holds a rolled parchment inscri bed on one side with biblical verses ... and is 
inscnbed on the other with amuletic fonnulae. The amuletic tradition probably reflects 
the ancient practice of affixing protective channs to the doorfiame, to keep demons fiom 
the house" (Neulander: 28). 



Holocaust. The family vacaîing their apartment has not "sold" it to the Nazis; the Nazis 

"repaûiated" it for a Gentile German. Foreknowledge of the Holocaust, of what is li kely 

to befall the family in question, signifies not only that a non-Jewish family will be 

moving into that apartment, but in addition, no Jewish family will ever live in that 

apartment again, shce there will be no more Jews. 

Music also has a strong cultural association to it, and to be aware of those 

associations reveals a deeper level of meaning in the cinematic text. 1 have already 

noted, in Chapter Two, the importance of music for the Jewish community with the 

context of the Toronto Jewish Film Festival. In this section, 1 will discuss the encoded- 

ness of music with the Jewish film. 

In Annie Hall (1977), Alvy (Woody Allen) and his fnend Max (Tony Roberts) 

are walking d o m  a Manhattan Street. Alvy, as usual, is ranting - this time about the 

Anti-Semitism he expenences everywhere he goes. To prove this to his fiiend he tells 

him the following anecdote: 

You know, I was in a record store - listen to this - so 1 know - 
therets this big. tall. blonde. crew-cutted guy and he's looking at me in a 
h y  way and smiling. And he's saying 'Yes. we have a sale this week 
on Wagner.' Wagner, Max! Wagner! So I know what he's reaily trying to 
tell me. Very significantly! Wagner. 

Knowledge that the German composer Richard Wagner was botb a vehement Anti- 

Semite and Hitler's favourite composer is not Jewish per se. but is significant within 

Jewish expenence to think that someone suggesting Wagner to you is also aware of the 



cultural associations the composer evokes. The joke about selling an album by an Anti- 

Semitic composer to a Jew can only work if one is apriori aware that Wagner was Anti- 

Semitic, and much appreciated in the Third Reich. Those associations are "complicit" 

- if one is unaware of the association that Wagner has, one is unaware of a joke even 

k ing  told. 

The musicai number "Sunrise, Sumet'', from Fiddler on the Roof (1 97 1 )19, is also 

informative. The context of the song within the diegesis occurs during a wedding 

celebration as Tevye's (Chaim Topol) family watch his oldea daughter get married. The 

lyrics function as intemal monologues for the family members loa in their memones of 

growing up together, an aspect I discuss in more detail in the next chapter. It is a highly 

sentimental song; some could say nawating - and many do. 

The characters in the Fiddler on the Roof wedding are Jews. The clothes the 

characters are wearing are stereotypically Old World Jewish: nineteenth century, peasant 

clothes - fiocks on the women, and men in dark suits and black overcoats. But more 

specifically, the women appear to be wearing wigs, and the men are wearing dark fur 

hats., traditional of the Chassidic Jew. It should be noted that if these characters are 

l9 Based on the writings of the Russian-Jewish hurnourist, Shalom Aleichem, Fiddler on 
the Roof tells of Tevye, a poor Jewish milkman in the tiny village of Anatevka, 
somewhere in the Pale of Senlement. an area ninning from Lithuania down to the Black 
Sea where the Russians restricted Jewish settiement. F M e r  on the Roof focuses on 
changes in Jewish culture which Tevye observes, primarily with regards to his three 
oldest daughters marriages. Fiddler on the Roof is an important film to discuss here. On 
the one hand, the songs reflect many of the narrative motifs and significant attributes of 
Jewishness this cunent smdy is trying to identify. On the other hand, director Norman 
Jewison (despite his Semitic sounding name) is a non-Jew, and makes a number of odd 
directorial choices which are uninformed by Jewish culture. 



Chassidic Jews, it was odd that none of the men had poyer. Yet there are other Jewish 

icons within the sequence: the inclusion of a wedding canopy, the bride and groom 

sharing a silver goblet of wine, and then the breakhg of the glass upon king declared 

husband and wife, to the shouts of " M m 1  Tov" - the traditional cheer of 

congratulations. These customary and iconographie items, taken together, implied the 

wedding was among Jews. If the wedding were a Jewish wedding, than the music, 

logically, would also be lewish. 

Yet, as a "Hollywood musical", Fiddler on the Rocfis able implicitly to encode 

its Jewish discourse through a technique that Radner and Lanser identi fied as "trivial- 

ization": 

Tnvialization involves the employment of a fonn, mode, or genre that the 
dominant culture considers unimportant, innocuous, or imlevant. When 
a particular fom is conventionally nonthreatening, the message it carries. 
even if it might be threatening in another context, is likely to be 
discounted or overlookea (Radner and Lanser: 19). 

Fiddler on the Roofs depiction of the Old World Jewish family, with its cultural gender 

inequality and the patriarchal discoune of Tevye. the father, as the center of the Jewish 

family is able to be expressed through a ''trivial" genre. the rn~sical*~. The opening 

sequence of the film, the diegetic musical nurnber "Tradition", encodes the narrative 

world we are about to spend the next three hours within as one based on tradition; a 

cultural aesthetic which may not be too popular in 1971's United States, a period where 

"Refemng to Fiddler on the Roof. or any musical film, as 'Mvial" is not meant as my 
pejorative or cntical comment; 1 use ' ~ v i d "  here in the sense that Radner and Lanser do: 
as a "nonthreatening" and "easily" dismissed form. 



the traditionai values were king challenged. Although, within the diegesis of the film, 

Tevye eventually l e m  to accept certain modem practices, including intermamage, 

rejection of the shadchan, and the leaving of the home for America, it is presented with a 

kind of melancholy over the loss of these traditions. The imposition of moàernization 

on the traditional Jewish family, and its reluctant acceptance is a fairly serious topic to 

discuss. But within the context of a ''trivial" genre, like the musical, it is able to be 

encoded for those with the culturai background to decode it 

Finally, turning again to Schindler's List, there is a sequence of intense musical 

coding. This sequence, which depicts the liquidation of the Krakow ghetto. is shot fiom 

Schindler's perspective, high on a nearby hill. Schindler watches in horror as the Nazis 

massacre the Jews in the streets. Instead of a cliched, b4dramatic" kind of music, film 

composer John Williams utilizes the Jewish lullaby "Oyfn Pripetshok" Sung by the Li- 

Ron Herzeliya Children's choie'. At a very basic level, there is a tonal juxtaposition 

between these images of carnage and a soft song Sung by children. This act of 

juxtaposition, is itself. a technique of implicit coding according to Radner and Lanser 

(Radner and Lanser: 13), where the juxtaposition between music and image attempts to 

encode a further message. The juxtaposition is textual: "Oyf'n Pripetshok", whic h 

translates from Yiddish as "The Hearth." is a song about the safety of home and the 

family hearth, while the images show the destruction of Jewish households. Scholar 

Maurice Yacowar refen to Spielberg's irony in using this song as a "cruel inversion" 

" Music that occurs on the soundtrack of a film that is not emanating fkom the onscreen 
action, but is ofien reflective of it. is called "non-diegetic" music: music that is not part of 
the "diegesis". 



(Yacowar: 43); that the smoke h m  the family "hearth" becomes the smoke fiom 

Auschwitz's fimaces. 

But at a very personal level, this sequence was one of the few moments in the 

film where 1 was ovenwhelmed. Although Sehider's List is a moving film, it was this 

sequence that really upset me. My heartache was not so much because of the violence of 

the images, unfortwately one becomes inured to images of violence in the media, but 

because of the music. "Oyfn Pripetshok" is the one lullaby I remember rny mother 

singing to me as a small child, and that cultural association, of feeling safe in a mother's 

m s  as a small child, compounded by having the song Sung by a children's choir, created 

an even stronger juxtaposition with the violent images, where mothea were helpless in 

protecting their children. 1 happened to mention my reaction to this sequence to my 

grandmother, and her reply was that it was the one Song most Jews remember their 

mothen singing to them. The tonal jwtaposition between the innocent children singing 

and the horron of the images are observable to anyone paying attention, allowing the 

audience to feel that they understand what is going on emotionally with the sequence. 

But the linguistic level. of understanding the Yiddish of "Oyf'n Pripetshok". presents an 

even more exclusive degree of irony, that Yacowar refers to as "cruel". And yet a third 

level. more inchoate. more profound. also opens up: the persona1 and familial 

association of that memory of one's own childhood and those feelings of safety at the 

"hearth". Any scholar with the wherewithal to research the lyrics of "Oyfn Pripetshok" 

cm access that second level of signification. but only those with the memory of one's 

family and the songs sung around the cradle can reach the third level. 



Decoding of Jewish discourse within popular cinema is a highly hermeneutic 

activity. Radner and Lanser identified several techniques by which wornen's culture. and 

by extension, through a switch of signifiers, Jewish culture can encode their discourse - 

that is encode Jewish messages even without knowing such messages are king 

communicated. Identimg the use of such techniques as appropriation, juxtaposition, 

distraction, indirection, and incornpetence positions the scholar in a position to uncover 

potentially subversive messages which are "appropriate" only for esoteric consumption. 

A discussion of the Intemet web-conference, Jewish Filmmaken Forum, on 

Barry Levinson's film Avalon (1 990), demonstrates this debate in miniature. The 

discussion began with the following posting: 

We rented 'A VALON' last night. What a strange movie! I enjoyed the 
performances and it was nicely filmed. but it lefi me with a nagging 
feeling of 'rnissingness.' I awoke at three a.m. chewing it over in my 
rnind. At four am 1 realized what had bothered me about Avalon. The 
characten were written as Jewish, yet there was NOTHMG Jewish about 
them! This is aliegedly a first generation family of immigrants. fksh from 
'the old country.' Yet. there was no sign of Judaica, no Jewish cooking. no 
klemer. even in the musical scenes in the nightclub. no Yiddish spoken. 

' not so much as a single 'Meshuggenah!' Even recognizing that the farnily 
was completely secular. there was no trace of cultural Jewishness to be 
seen, outside of an 'old-country' accent (Frank Champagne, Jewish 
Filrnrnakers Forum. May 8 [ 1 9971). 

Frank's comment elicited a response from the forum's moderator and documentary 

filrnmaker. David Notowitz: 

You have hit upon one of the best examples (in my opinion) of a recent 
movie wrecked in the attempt to make it 'universal.' The only reference to 
the Jewishness of these characten is at the scene in the cernetery. But 



even then it is . . . well . . . shrouded. The film made me angry as well 
and aiso bothered me for a long tirne, because it could have been such a 
tich and engaging film if the Jewish spark had been allowed to shine 
thmugh (David Notowitz, Jewish F i h a k m  Forum, May 8 [1997]). 

Another participant contributed the fotlowing: 

About AVALON and your comments of how it was made non-Jewish. 
You didn't mention the Thanksgiving dimer reunion scene. Doesn't every 
Jew agnx with me that this was really the annual Pasach [sic.] seder, 
when d l  f h l y  memben get together? (Yoesh Gloger, Jewish 
Filmmakers Forum, May 8 [1997]) 

Within this debate 1 want to offer the final word to contributor Larry Mark, who 

maintains his own "Jewish movie" web page. Larry not only recognizes the codcd 

discourse in operation, but in addition is able to integrate it into the film's thematic 

structure as well: 

In response to Mr. Gloger's note about the Thanksgiving scene in AVA- 
LON . . . for the scene to be a seder and not thanksgiving would min the 
story . . . the scene is about the Americanization of part of the family and 
the loss of certain traditions (like waiting for the poorer brother) . . . also 
the scene in which the turkey is placed into a gas oven by the 2nd 
generation. while in the background the 1 st generation speaks in un- 
subtitled Polish and Yiddish about the War, is a metaphor for the Shoah 
(ovens), as is the basement scene in which the mode1 plane bums to 
shrieks of both joy (the boys) and horror (the immigrant girl) (Lany 
Mark, Jewish Filmmaken Forum, May 8 [1997]).'* 

'11 -- Other films could easily be substituted for Avalon: on the same forum a few rnonths 
previous. Walter Ruby complained about Di- Dancing (1 987) dong similar lines: "1 
adored the film Dirty Dancing. but was appalled at the chickenshit decision of the 
filmmaken never to use the word 'Jew' in a film that was entirely about a Jewish milieu 
and about a Jewish girl getting involved with a gentile from the wrong side of the tracks. 
That was atrocious ... 1s that kind of fear of mentioning Jewishness even when evoking it 



The problem with such encoding is that its decoding is an individual, arbitrary, 

and potentidly idiosyncratic form of scholarship. Implicit and explicit encodings of 

Jewish cuitwe, which, even if non-Jews are a m  they are in operation, cannot 

necessarily penetrate their meanings. 

These films are not necessarily bboppositionai", in Hall's schema, neither is it to 

read industridly produced cinematic texts like Schindlerfs List, Exodus, or Fiddler on 

the Roof; as Jewish to read oppositionally. Any view that is not reflexive of the 

dominant cultural view is not necessarily oppositional. This binary positioning of k ing  

aligned with either the hegemonic order or opposed to it seems artificial and simplistic. 

It may be me in some cases, but that syllogism cannot be applied carte blanche. 

Radner and Lanser's quasi-Bahktinian approach to "bicul turai" readings of texts 

(poiyphony by any other name) seems more in line with the folkloristic understanding of 

the encoded messages comrnunicated by any storyieliing context. For any message to be 

received, there needs to be someone to encode and someone to decode that message. 

Linguistic codes themselves are not always sufficient for direct communication of data; 

cultqrai specificity fiequentiy preciudes things other than language. although not 

excluding it. Put differently, lews are in a better position, or are more likely. to get a . 

fuller understanding of Jewish texts by virtue of their cultural expenences. expectations. 

and understandings of the codes within which culture manifests itseif. 

still happening in Hollywood today especially when decisions are being made whether or 
not to 'greenlight' a project"? (Walter Ruby, Jewish Filmmakers Forum, December 22 
[ 1 9961 



Let me see if I understand this comctly: ... you're doing a thesis on Jewish identity at 
Mernorial University of Nm$ioundland . . . [clapping out the rhythm and singing] "i'se 

the b'y that builds the sh l .  l'se the b'y that . . . " 
- Mark (personal interview, Toronto Jewish Film Festival, 9701) 

In this chapter, 1 outline my ethnopphy of seing, the methodology 1 propose for 

the ethnographic study of popular cinema To do this requires both hermeneutic and 

ethnographic understandings. By taking the cornrnents collected fiorn the fieldwork data, 

an overview of Jewish culture emerges, and that overview is what should inform any 

hermeneutic analysis of specific films fiorn this ethnopphic perspective. 

Karl Heider, in his 1976 book-length study of the subject, Ethnographie Film, 

made the following comment. which reflects what 1 have been wrestling with: 

As long as we phrased the questions in the form 'What is an ethnographic 
film?' or '1s X an ethnographic film?' we were assuming the existence of a 
bounded category. We had to direct our energies to discovering the 
boundaries, and we had as our goal the definition of a set of boundary 
criteria which would allow us to mark off some films as 'ethnographic' 
and. at les t  implicitly, the rest as 'not ethnographic' (Heider: 3). 

Regarding the present case study on Jewish film, my fieldwork experience revealed a 

similar conundrum: 1 was attempting to define an etically bounded category which was 

not recognized as bounded by the cultural practitionen. While at the Toronto Jewish 

Film Festival, several of my informants asked me what I meant by "Jewish" films. so they 

could understand what 1 was trying to get them to define. To reiterate one of those 



inforrnants: "My favourite Jewish movies? I dont know what Jewisbwhat are Jewish 

movies?" (Janis, personai interview, 9701). Even though Janis and 1 talked within the 

context of a Jewish film festival, she questioned conceptualizing film as having an 

ethnicity, as  evidenced by her emphasis of the word "Jewish." 

Furtber on Heider noteci, 

In some sense we could say that al1 films are 'ethnographic': they are about 
people. . . . There are many films which have linle pretension to 
ethnographicness but which are of great interest to the ethnographer. 1 
pmonally feel that The L a t  Picture Show [1971], about the high school 
class of 1952 in a small Texas t o m  is a statement whîch captures the 
culture of my own high school class of 1952 in Lawrence, Kansas. 
Likewise, The Harder They Corne [1973] (about Jarnaka), Scenesfiom a 
Marriage [1973] (about middletlass Swedish maniage), or Tokyo Story 
[1953] al1 present important tniths about cultural situations. As statements 
(native statements, in fact) about culture, these films are important, and 
they could very easily be used as raw data or documents in ethnographic 
research. I am tempted to cal1 them more than just 'raw data' and think of 
them as 'naïve ethnography' (Heider: 5). 

The issue of film as ethnography then has moved from whether or not the film was made 

by an ethnographer made the film or with ethnographic consultation (cf. Sherman 198 1. 

1996 and 1998), to a recognition that even within popular culture and mainstream 

cinema, films have ethnographic value. in faimess to Heider. however, his book was 

pnmarily concemed with the ethnographic docurnentary film. not the fiction feature film. 

For Heider. the fiction film may be infomed by ethnography. and may be of interest to 

ethnographers, but he sees it as a lesser fonn. 

Since the bounded category of the "ethnographic film" was difficult to define. 



perhaps we shodd also be asking a Merent question of "Jewish film." Rather than try to 

define what is, and by extension, what is not an "etbnographic film," Heider suggested 

"we . . . talk about the d e p  of ethnographicness of a fiirn" (Heider: 3, emphasis added). 

This comment stnick me like a revelation: one of the more incompatible comments fiom 

my festival informants, a comment which 1 could not integrate within my preconceived 

notions of trying to defme these "bounded categories," suddenly made sense: "1 don't 

know, but 1 have a feeling that the= are [not] a lot of Jewish . . . cinema, but Jewishness in 

films" (Amos, personal interview, 9702). Informants like Amos, for whom there was no 

bounded categoxy of Jewish movies, goes to a Jewish film festival in order to celebrate 

Jewishness in cinema Suddenly reading Heider, 1 felt 1 could replace his signifier 

"ethnographic" with my own of "Jewish" and the results would hold up. 

Stuart Hall, citing G. Gerbner. noted similarly to Heider and Amos that film as 

representation c m o t  be equated to reality, but needs to be approached as 

representational to reality (Hall: 13 1 ). This is an essential epistemological distinction to 

make: Jewish cinema cannot exist. and instead we have to perceive film as a message 

about, in this case, Judaism. Hall continued. 

Since the visual discourse translates a three-dimensional world into two- 
dimensional planes, it cannot. of course. be the referent or concept it 
signifies. . . . Reality exists outside of language. but it is constantly 
mediated by and through language: and what we can know and say has to 
be produced in and through discourse (Hall: 13 1). 

Movies, popular or ethnopphic. are not representations ofreality, but representations 



about reality. This distinction from Hall is significant; we should not be looking at films 

as manifestations of ethnicity itself, but as discourses about ethnicity within which ethnics 

situate themselves. We need to look for the "ness" of films - those attributes of a 

culture which express specific messages about that culture. 

To do this, Heider noteci, "a useful approach is to look for attributes, or 

dimensions, of ethnographicness in films" (Heider: 3). An "ethnography of seeing," as a 

methodology, should be looking for those attributes or dimensions which help define the 

"ethnic-ness" in films, in this case study, as Amos notes, Jewishness. 

Adopting this mtegy ,  we should ask 'What features make films more or 
less ethnographic?' and 'How ethnographic is this film?' The idea, then. is 
not to define an ethnographic boxîategory, but to make explicit those 
features which contribute to the ethnographicness of films (Heider: 3). 

Translating this strategy for the current study. we need to refomulate these questions into 

"what features make films more or less jewish?'and %ow Jewish is this film?" 

Transposing these signifien. we need to make explicit those features which contribute to 

the Jdwishness of films. 

Throuehout this currenr work. 1 have outlined these attributes chapter by chapter. 

At this point. in my final reconfigumtion. 1 shall summarize these points and place them 

in the order of cultural significance for the cultural practitioners. Furiher explications are 

also required of the significance of the attributes and their ranking. 

In reiterating these attributes. 1 shall do so by demonstrating their manifestation 

within specific films. The films discussed below were al1 cited to me by those people at 
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the Toronto Jewish Film Festival during rny "exit-polling". By doing texnial analysis on 

these films, with my eyes open for those ethnographically determined attributes. some 

films demonstxate more Jewishness, others demonstrate less Jewishness. 1 limited my 

consideration of these films to those cited to me by more than one informant, which. 

dong the lines noted by David Hufford, indicate some cultural consensus (Hufford: xv). 

1 discuss these films synchronistically in order to underscore their use of these 

various Jewish attributes, rather than diachronically, which may imply a conscious linear 

development. 

THE FAMILY 

The most important attribute for those 1 spoke with and surveyed at the Toronto 

Jewish Film Festival was content: In Chapter Five. 1 discussed the narrative motifs found 

within a specific body of Jewish content films. the Yiddish-language cinema. The citing 

of these motifs. these narrative attributes of the cinematic content. then reappear with 

various intensities in these films. 

Yet. even disagreement on the significance of these attributes is not indicative of 

their inapplicability. David Desser and Lester Friedman noted: "Even if al1 memben of 

the comrnunity do not literally experience most of these motifs. the fact that they appear 

in books and plays. in movies and magazines. on television and in newspapen. and in 

comedy routines and poetq becomes - in and of themselves - part of the shared 

experience of that comrnunity" (Desser and Friedman. 1993,19). 
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The narrative motif of "the Jewish family" is fkquently central to these films. 

This is not to say that in evexy case the same emphasis or demonstration of the Jewish 

family is going to be reproduced. Desser and Friedman noted the centrality of the Jewish 

family in Jewish-American culture: 

One of the hallmarks of traditional Jewish culture remains the emphasis on 
the family. Although some traditional family dynamics might have 
changed in America . . . , Jewish homes remained predominantly child- 
centered. Children play central, tradition-sanctioned roles in almost dl 
Jewish secular and sacred celebrations, those joyous, noisy rites of passage 
such as bar mitzvahs, weddings, and religious holidays. Scholars oflen 
cite the concept of naches, the Hebrew word for please or gratification that 
Yiddish adopted, as cenaal to Jewish families. Marshall Sklare notes that 
'while it is possible to receive naches in many ways, there is only one eue 
and abiding source of naches: that which is received from childrenf ... 
(Desser and Friedman: 27-28). 

The Jewish family. Frequently the locus for the maintenance of Jewish tradition. c m  exist 

in a h l l y  iterated state, in films where the family is shown to be closely knit and 

supportive. to a "stnictured absence." where the Jewish family's centrality is 

demonstrated by its absence. This latter manifestation is fiequently a narrative motif of 

Holocaust films, where the destruction of European Jewry is particularized in the absence 

of the Jewish family. 

For example. in I Love }*ou Rosd [Ani Ohev Otach Rosa] (1972), the Jewish 

' I Love You Rosa is about "the Law of Levirate (forced marriage to the deceased 
husband's brother. if the deceased has no children to carry on his narne)" (Shohat: 166). 
In 19th Century Palestine, young Raphael dies. and his 20-year-old widow, Rosa, because 
of the Law of Levirate. must be betrothed to his unrnmied, 12 year-old brother, Nissem. 
Obviously too young to be mmied. Nissem must wait until he is "a man" before either 



family plays a major role in two specific and pivotal ways: one is the Law of Levirate' 

which designed for the maintenance of the Jewish f d y  iiwfar as without any male 

offspring, the family name is thetefore in jcopardy. The narrative construction based on 

this ancient law is about the continuation of the Jewish farnily, and by extension the 

Jewish people. In a related way, Rosa's (Michal Bas-Adam) demand of a release fiom her 

obligation to Nissem (Moshe Tal) so she can choose him of her own fhx will predicated 

their marriage on love, rather than obligation. The  suit is ultimately the same, but the 

mmying Rosa, or releasing her in disgrace through the specific ritual outlined in 
Deuteronomy. Young Nissem, unhappy living with his mother, his brother and his 
brother's family, nuis away and moves in with Rosa, whom they have allowed to keep her 
own home. Nissem knowing that his family intends Rosa for him, takes over the role of 
"man of the house" and gradually falls in love with Rosa When Rosa rejects Nissem as a 
husband. the Young boy runs away. Five years pas,  and a fortune teller tells the adult 
Nissem that Rosa really does love him. He retums to her, and afier a night of passion. 
Rosa still demands a release from her obligation. Nissem confesses to the local rabbi that 
it is because he Ioves Rosa that he wants to release her. Rosa wants the release so she cm 
choose Nissem henelf. free fiom cultural obligation. 

The "Law of Levirate" is based on biblical authority. Deuteronomy 25:5- 10: "If 
brethpn dwell together, and one of them die, and have no child. the wife of the dead shall 
not be married abroad unto one not of his kin: her husband's brother shall go in unto her, 
and take her to him to wife. and perfom the duty of a husband's brother unto her. And it 
shall be, that the first-born that she beareth shall succeed in the narne of his brother that is 
dead, that his name be not blotted out of Israel. And if the man like not to take his 
brother's wife, then his brother's wife shall go up to the gate unto the elders, and Say: 'My 
husband's brother refuseth to mise up unto his brother a name in Israel; he will not 
perfom the duty of a husband's brother unto me.' Then the elden of his city shall cal1 
him. and speak unto him: and if he stand. and say: '1 like not to take her'; then shall his 
brother's wife draw nigh unto him in the presence of the elders, and loose his shoe fiom 
off his foot, and spit in his face: and she shall answer and say: 'So shall it be done unto 
the man that doth not build up his brother's house.' And his name shall be called in Israel, 
the houe of hirn that had his shoe loosed. 



implication is that a marriage founded on love will be more solid than one built on the 

Law of LeWate alone. Although "romantic," the foundation of the Jewish marriage on 

love, rather than duty, strengthens the family bonds, and thmby strenghem the Jewish 

farnily . 

Even within the ersatz Jewish family which Rosa builds with young Nissem (Gabi 

ûteman), we see the maintenance of Jewish rituai and custom. We see Rosa lighting the 

Sabbath c a d e s  as the men retum fiom the synagogue, including Nissem, and then the 

young man making the brakha over the wine. Even in an absurd "marriage" like this one, 

they maintain the rituals as the foundation for the farnily and the f a .  The "Release" 

cerernony, where the adult Nissem releases Rosa from her obligation, is shown in great 

detail as outlined in Deuteronomy. The one significant deviation is that Rosa cannot bnng 

herself to spit in Nissem's face, thereby potentially violating the sanctity and authority of 

the rite. 

Likewise. Fiddler on the Roof focuses on Tevye's farnily, and several of the 

diegetic songs reflect this family orientation of Jewishness: the first Song of the film. 

"Tradition," focuses not so much on the cornmunity. or the religion. but on the farnily as 

the foundation for both community and ritual. We are presented, narratively. with the 

roles of '?the papa," "the mama." the "sons" and "the daughters." and these roles define 

the community itself. Communities are. within Jewish culture. the amalgam of farniliar 

responsibility . At Tzeitel and Motel's (Rosiland Harris and Leonard Frey) wedding, they 

celebrate the emergence of a new family fiom Tevye's with the song "Sumise, Sunset". 
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The iyrics of that Song reflect a sense of nostalgia surrounding children growing up. and 

starting their own families. "Do You Love Me," an incidental Song, but one which reveals 

many ethnographie atûibutes of Jewishness, occurs in a quiet moment between Tevye and 

his wife Golde ( N o m  Crane). Underlying this Song is the sense that the "traditional" 

maniage, a m g e d  outside of the couple's own consent, and the foundation of the "Jewish 

family," still requires affection (and in this respect Fiddler parallels I Love You Rosa). 

Tevye asks Golde, because they have been m d e d  for so long, despite their five children, 

"do you [actually] love me?" Love, as a concept for maniage, is "traditionally" not the 

foundation. Tevye asking the question violates the spirit of the Jewish tradition: Jewish 

mamages are predicated upon the continuance of the Jewish farnily, and not penond 

affection. Golde's response. a deprecating "1 guess 1 do." turns the utilitarian tradition 

around and reincorporates affection into the Jewish maniage dyad: Tevye and Golde. 

although they live within an arranged marriage context, have developed a love for one 

another. And in turn this further strenphens the Jewish family. 

This narrative motif is also front and center in the NFB [National Film Board of 

Canada] documentary Haifthe Kingdom ( 1992)'. and made explicit by the women 

informants' own expenences. For example. the family is exceptionally important in these 

3 Halfrhe Kingdom, produced by the National Film Board of Canada's Studio D (the 
"women's studio") and directed by Francine Zukerman and Roushell Goldstein. is a one 
hour docurnentary on women reclairning their role in Judaism. Through a series of 
interviews and reminiscences. several women fiom different backgrounds and religious 
affiliations discuss what they have done to reclaim women's roles within the faith. 



persona1 experience narratives: for Judaism to become more inclusive in celebrating God. 

the changes must begin within the home, and within the Jewish family. ûrthodox feminist 

Rabbi Norma Baumel Joseph mentions the traditional Jewish man's daily prayer, "hnk 

God 1 was not bom a woman," which she had dways found offensive and could not 

convince her husband to omit from his prayers, even though both knew the "spirit" he 

offered that prayer in was not aimed at Nonna herself. The prayer was finally dropped 

when her young daughter came home fiom school in shock that such a prayer existed. 

Joseph notes her pain and joy at her daughter's recognition: pain at her daughter's 

realization that their faith could exclude her, but joy in seeing how strong her daughter 

was becoming in not allowing that prayer into their home. m e r  women interviewed in 

the film came to similar realizations with the death of parents, and wanting to moum their 

loved ones as "Jewishly" as possible. but likewise feeling excluded. The family. then. 

becomes the context for these vital changes within the spiritual life of Jewish women. 

The family is also a narrative organizing principle in The Garden of the Finzi- 

Confinis'. [Il Giardino dei Firi-i-Contini] (1  970): the relationship between Micol 

' Vittorio De Sica's The Garden of the Finzi-Continis, based on the autobiographical 
novel by Giorgio Bassani tells the story of Bassani as a young Jewish university student 
in Italy during the establishment of Mussolini's "Racial Laws" which limited Jewish 
freedom in Italy during the days leading to the outbreak of the Second World War. His 
father. a dedicated Fascist. hopes that his cornmitment to the Party will allow his family 
to be exempt from the Racial Laws. Meanwhile, Giorgio has been madly in love with 
Micol Finzi-Contini. the daughter of a wealthy Jewish scholar. since they were children. 
but she has rejected al1 his romantic advances. 



(Dominique Sanda) and Giorgio (Lino Capolicchio) also tells the story of the Finzi- 

Contini and the Bassani families. What happens to the individual is reflected in what 

happens to the family. And as Jovish families, what happens to these two families. in turn 

happens to Italy's Jews. This is no better reflected than at the end of the film, where the 

two families are king "relocated," and the Fascists hold the entire Jewish population of 

the region at the local school. Due to overcrowding in the classrooms, a bureaucrat simply 

divides up the group he needs to find space for between two rooms, thereby splining up 

the FinP-Contini family. As in Shoah, discussed below, we quite poignantly see how 

Fascism destroyed Jewish families, and how that narrative motif in these films refiected 

the destruction of the Jews in roto. 

Continuing with the farnily as a narrative motif, and in keeping with the genre of 

the Holocaust film, The Summer of ~ v i y d  [Ha-Kayitz Shel Aviyrr] (1988) focuses on the 

destruction of the Jewish farnily at the hands of the Nazis. Aviya's father has died during 

the war. before Aviya (Kaipo Cohen) was bom. and the young girl refuses to believe her 

father'is dead. If she can just find him. she believes it would restore her mother (Gila 

Almagor)'~ mental health. When Mr. Ganz (played by the film's director. Eli Cohen) 

moves into the cornmunity. Aviya believes he may be her long lost father. One can 

The Surnmer of Aviyu is based on the autobiographical novel and one-woman play by 
Israeli actress Gila Almagor recalling the summer when her mother. an emotionally 
scarred Holocaust survivor. is temporari l y released fiom an asylum and takes primary 
care of her 10 year-old daughter. 



reconfigure the film's narrative as king about Aviya trying to heal the unhealable wound 

that the Nazis inflicted on her family. 

Within the Holocaust films, however, something different happens to the family: 

the family, the locus of Jewish tradition, is destroyed, and the family exists in these films 

as a stnictured absence. Most profoundly, we see this in Shoah6 (1985). We are presented 

with a number of narratives told about individuals forced to dig up mass graves and 

fmding theu parents or siblings, and about discovering that individual members of huge 

families were the only survivors of the Holocaust. As one witness put it "one second you 

were part of a family, and the next . . . death." Families, and this is consistent with a great 

deal of holocaust-related cinema exist as a stnictured absence; the film discusses the 

existence of Jewish family. but the implication is that the family no longer exists. ï h e  

death of the Jewish family acts as a narrative metaphor for the desmiction of European 

Jewry en masse. The film shows only one survivor with his family present, in Israel, but 

the farnily only exists. diegetically. because the daughter is filmed hearing her father's 

experiences during the War for the first time. Elsewhere in the film. narratives are told 

' Shoah. the Hebrew word for Holocaust. is unique and noteworthy for a number of 
reasons. To begin with, the sheer scale of the film makes it an important film: nine and a 
half houn of witness testimony. Director Claude Lanzmann spent six years filming and 
five years editing this magnum opus. collecting first hand narratives fiom concentration 
camp victims. camp guards. peasant witnesses. and transportation bureaucrats. in order to 
present as vivid a portrait of the destruction of European Jewry as possible. Lanzmann's 
film is M e r  unique in the total absence of stock footage and family photographs. He 
films entirely in the present tense. taking survivors and witnesses back to the Nazi killing 
grounds and trying to get those who experienced the horron to d i v e  their memones. 



about the destruction of Jewish family by negative reliefi one witness notes that fathers 

trampled the5 own sons trying to survive in the gas chambers. 

There are two exceptions in Shoah; moments when the Jewish family structure 

suxvives even the Nazi death camps. Isuimiann tells one narrative of mothers killing 

their own daughters to save them from the gas chambers. Although that particular story 

does not sound like mentschlekhkeyt, the implication is that the daughters in question 

were able to die in relative peace, rather than the panic which ensued in the gas chambers. 

as the father and sons' narrative mentioned previously indicates. 

The other moment, an anomaly in this epic film, deals with the Jews of Corfu. 

Lanmiann gives the Comi Jews sequence just twenty minutes of screen time. but in that 

bnef period, we hear about a strong and lively community that has actuaily tned to 

rebuild itself after the war. We see s w i v o n  holding up family photographs and telling 

about those family members who did not survive. It is only in this brief Corfb sequence 

where the Jewish family is broughr to the fore. and the attempts at reconstruction shown. 

that some semblance of normalcy is evident. 

David Desser and Lester Friedman, in their American Jewish Filmmakers. noted 

many of the narrative motifs which are emergent within director Sidney Lumet's The 

Pmnbroker7 (1 965). For example. the authors noted, "an injunction that is virtually 

7 The Pawnbroker was one of the first Holocaust themed films actually to try to recreate a 
concentration camp. The story tells of Sol Nazeman, a cold and destroyed man who saw 
his entire family killed by the Nazis, and who now runs a pawnshop in Harlem where he 
alienates everyone around him. 



biblicaî informs [director Sidney] Lumet's conception of guilt, that of a father's guilt 

king passed on to his sons and implicating them profoundly" (Desser and Friedman: 

163). Within The Pawnbroker, Nazemian's (Rod Steiger) guilt at not king able to save 

his family, particularly his son David, who he was unable to keep on his shoulden in one 

of the Nazi cattle cars, resulting in the child king trampled to death, is al1 encompassing. 

Nazeman's guilt is that of the survivor, which none of those who s m u n d  him in Harlem 

cm understand. Even his deceased wife's sister's family, who have adopted him in 

Amenca, cannot understand why Uncle Sol does not want to go with them on a vacation 

to "Europe" (implication king Gemany). Desser and Friedman also noted that the 

smicture and dynarnics which empower the Jewish family, also empower the Jewish 

individual to treat the world as their family, through nientschlekhkeyi (Desser and 

Friedman: 163). With Nazeman's family destroyed, the Nazis also destroy any of the 

character's good will toward othen. 

RITU AL LlFE 

"Jewish ntuals," frequently within the family context. are also important narrative 

motifs. The Jewish religion. in addition to the Jewish culture, are important for Jewish 

identification of themselves us Jews. Therefore. it is important to show Jewish rituai life 

as central to the culture. Without this dimension many cultural practitionea. like one of 

my informants. ' ~ o u l d  say 'Jewish' in quotation marks" (Alan, personal interview. 9705). 

For informants like Alan, Jewishness in film must also dernonstrate being "observant of 
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Judaism" (Alan, personal inteniew, 9705, emphasis in original), and that requires Jewish 

ritual life to also be demonstrated. 

Schindler 's List demonstrates many of these explicit Jewish narrative motifs. But 

what is significant about the manifestation of these motifs, is that, in a mainstream 

Amencan movie, Jewish lives are presented as Jewish and not as something benignly 

ethnic. Specifically this manifestation occurs around the presentation of Jewish rituals. 

We see Jews practicing Judaism; even in films which dernomte a high degree of 

Jewishness, we rarely see an unproblematized expression of the Jewish faith. From the 

opening sequence, where an ultra-Orthodox family recites the brakha over the wine 

sanctifying the Sabbath, to the sequence of the acnial survivoa together with the actors 

who played them placing Stones on Schindler's grave, we see a varîety of expressions of 

Jewish religious life. Within the horrors of the Hoiocaust, we see Jewish families 

engaging in ritual activities. This is perhaps most profoundly noted in Amon Goeth's 

(Ralph Fiemes) speech about the liquidation of the Kracow ghetto. and that as of 

tomorrow, there will no longer be a "Jewish Kracow." is intercut with images of Jewish 

families in prayer. We see weddings held surreptitiously at the Plaszow camp. and even 

Schindler cornrnands that his Jewish worken not forget to commemorate the Sabbath. 

In Shoah, the Corh sequence is also the only moment in the film where we see 

Jews praying. Not only has the Corfu Jewish community attempted to rebuild itself. but it 

is the only group documented in the film which has maintained the Jewish ritual life. The 

Jewish religious dimension is demonstrated through the rest of the film as a ghostly 
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absence: abandoned or converted synagogues and cnimbling Jewish cemetenes which no 

one visits. The closest visual evidence to the ritual life of the Jews in Europe is the 

Treblinka death camp site, where a memonal of stones has been set up in such a way as to 

echo the Jewish practice of placing stones on visited graves. Elsewhere we hear of Jews 

going to  the^ deaths praying or singing "Hatikva," a traditional song which translates 

h m  Hebrew as "Hope" and today used as the Israeli national anthem. But, even less than 

the Jewish farnily, across the nine and a half hours of the film, Lanzmann makes lirtle 

reference to the Jewish religion, or its practices. 

Haljthe Kingdom, in documenthg the reclamation process Jewish women are 

undergoing in redefining their roles within the faith, proposes changes to the very n d s  

in which Jewish men and women participate. Other movements within the faith. in al1 

afiliations, are beginning to change these rituals to inciude women's participation within 

the spiritual life of Judaism. The film opens with a "naming ceremony* for a baby girl: 

the sequence bnngs home, as does the accompanying narratives, that although male 

babies are incorporated into the faith through the circumcision rite, there was no 

comparable ritual for girls. The "baby naming ceremony" is one of the recently developed 

ntuals which begins to include women. As one woman noted, "for the first time, I felt 

like 1 had done somethinp." Within that ceremony, participants make appeals to the 

matriarchs of the faith, not the paniarchs. The women in the film also note that we need 

other celebrations to include women's experiences and wornen's lives: no current religious 

celebration exists for the fint menstruation, or for menopause, and these gaps are decried. 
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We hear journalia and social activist Michele Landesberg having to go through the 

antiseptic "confï~nation'~ ceremony, before the "invention" of the Bat Mitzvah! We also 

hear of the development, even amoag the Orthodox congregations, of all-women's 

services, and Joseph's development of dl-women Torah study groups to extract what 

were women's contributions to our collective cultural history. 

Even in a movie like Fiddler on the Roof; ritual attributes of Judaism are in 

evidence. The "giving of a pledge" solemnizes Motel and Tzeitel's engagement. This 

idea of a "pledge" is a significant one in Judaism. The prophet Elijah sanctifies promises. 

pledges, or vows, and therefore they are spiritually bound. As noted in Chapter Five. this 

sense of "giving a pledge" is the foundation for the possession in The Dybbuk. Even 

though they did not arrange their engagement through the traditional mediation of a 

shadchan, or without farnily consent. their engagement has to be respected because of this 

"pledge". We ais0 see a "Sabbath Meal," and although the basis for a musical number 

within the diegesis. the characters sing the liturgy in English. 

Still discussing Fiddler. two major diegetic songs within the musical reflect a 

The Bai Mirnah is the female equivalent of the Bar Mitzvah and "is of much more 
recent vintage. The first woman to celebrate a Bat Mitzvah was Judith Kaplan, daughter 
of Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, the founder of the Reconstructionalist movement [in the 
1930~1. Bat Mi wahs today are routinely celebrated by Reform, Reconstructionalist, and 
Conservative Jews. and the girls generally perform the same synagogue ntuals as the 
boys. ... There has been less acceptance of the Bat Mitzvah ceremony arnong the 
Orthodox, since most Onhodox congregations do not permit women to participate 
publically in the synagogue service. Nonetheless. such celebrations are gradually 
becoming more popular arnong Orthodox Jews as well" (Telushkin, 199 1 : 6 12-6 13). 
Haffrhe Kingdom reflects these changes in Jewish practice quite movingly. 



cornmitment to Jewish ntual life: "Matchaker" and "Tevye's D m " .  In "Matchmaker," 

Tzeitel, and two of her sisters, Hodel and Chava (Michele Marsh and Neva Small) parody 

the local shadchan, Yente (Molly Picon). The Song underlies that hawig ananged 

marriages though this kind of local marriage broker is traditional; the girls do not like this 

tradition, but they accept it. "Tevye's Dream", on the other band is more complex: Tevye, 

havhg reluctantly accepted the fact that Tzeitel is going to marry Motel, instead of the 

arranged rnarriage to Lazar Wolf (Paul Mann), is trying to figure out how to break the 

news to Golde9. While in bed together, he concocts a fake nightmare, where Golde's 

grandmother's ghost (Patience Collier) cornes to him to congratulate Tevye in his 

forthcoming simcha of the wedding of Tzeitel and Motel. He explains to the ghost that 

she is not marrying Motel, but Lazar Wolf. The angry ghost of Lazar Wolf's first wife 

(Ruth Madoc) then appears to wam Tewe that should Tzeitel many Lazar Wolf, she will 

haunt their maniage home. Knowing Golde's belief in dreams as precognitions, Tevye is 

able to manipulate Golde's supernatural beliefs in consenting to Tzeitel's mamage to 

Motel. rather than Lazar Wolf. 

9 An encoded subtext within the diepsis which escaped me was noted by Seth Wolitz: 
"the Lazar-Wolf-Tsaytl [sic.] rnarriage was doomed from the start, for in Jewish kosher 
food laws you cannot mix duiry (Tevye the d a i w a n )  with meat (Lazar-Wolf the 
burcher)" (Wolitz: 5 18). 



Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett noted: 

Religious leaming is a divine obligation in traditional Jewish culture h m  
the eariiest tirnes to the present &y. The learned man is accordeci F a t  
respm prestige, and authority because in addition to king a mitsve 
(commandment, good deed) [sic.], leaming is one of the three primary 
critena of social status in the shtetl, the other two k i n g  wealth and yikhes 
(lineage) (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett: 56-57). 

"Jewish education," ideally education which is particularly Jewish (i.e., Yeshiva 

education), but also the univeaity educated and professional classes (which implies a 

university education), are important within the narratives. These films often put those 

who are formally educated into contrast with those who are infonnaily educated. the 

scholanhip venus expenence binary opposition. 

OAen Jewishness in popular cinema is focused on characters who have Jewish 

educations: Yeshiva scholars. who act as moral centen to the diegetic worlds presented. 

The charactea of Bernstein (Me1 Howard) in Hester Street'' (1975), or iiersh (Sad 

'O Hester Street was forced to be an independent Amencan film because the studios 
thought the film was limited in its appeal. Based on the novella, "Yekl" by the editor of 
the Jewish Daily Fo'onuard, Abraham Cahan in 1896. Hester Street documents the lives of 
Jewish immigrants to New York City at the end of the Iast century. Yekl. now called 
Jake. wants nothing more than to be a "regular Yankee". He works in the sweatshops al1 
day. and goes to the dancing palaces to meet with his girlfiend Mamie every night. 
Jake's Iife gets tumed upside dom. when his wife h m  the Old Country, Gitl arrives with 
his son Yossl (renamed Joey), and begins to cramp his new lifestyle as a playboy. Gitl has 
problems in assimilating to the very different way of life in Amenca, and develops a close 
friendship with their bouder. Bernstein. a Yeshiva scholar also working in the 
sweatshops. Film scholar Patricia Erens noted: "'In spite of its low-budget limitations 
Hesrer Street found a receptive popular audience in many urban centea. Unable to 
negotiate a good release contract with any of the major studios, al1 of which claimed the 
subject was too specialized. the Silvers (husband and wife) [producer Raphael, and 



Rubinek) in The @unel" (1990), for example, are Jews whose Jewishness is encoded 

within their d e s  as (specifically) Jewish scholars. In the case of Hersh, he has gone so 

far as to found a Yeshiva in Montreal, and part of The QuarrePs diegesis - The 

Quavers quarrel - Hersh tries to understand why his fiiend Chah (R. H. Thompson) 

left this world of Jewish scholarship. 

Jewish education, not just educated Jews, perrneates Havthe Kingdom as well. 

Norma Baume1 Joseph notes her own commitment to educate women in Judaism, and to 

that end set up her own study group. Joseph's movement within Orthodox Judaism 

attempts to understand the male hegernony in the creation of the Jewish sacred texts. but 

also reclairns women's voices in these texts, and proposes the writing of new texts, 

women's texts, which include women's expenences. Likewise. Elise Goldstein. a Reform 

Rabbi. notes that midying Torah with her maie colleagues brings out a new perspective to 

the texts which her male colleagues note they wouid not have picked up on had she not 

been a woman; therefore. one of the ernergent contributions of women to Judaism. 

according to those women interviewed in the film. is toward alternative understandings of 

these sacred texts. The film even notes that in Israel. it is only very recently that girls have 

director Joan Micklin] distributed the work themselves. The success of this effort, 
acknowledged by Carol Kane's Oscar nomination for best actress, proved that the time 
was ripe for a fresh look at immigrant life and ethnic histov' (Erens, 1984: 326). 

" Eli Cohen's The Quarrel is about two old fiends who studied together in the Biaiystok 
Yeshiva before the war, who meet up in a Montreal park in the 1950s, and continue the 
argument they began years ago. 



had equal educational opportunities to boys, including religious instnictioa 

The Deuteronomy passage, which is basis for I Love You Rosa's diegesis, is read 

aloud at the beginning of the film (in the English laquage version) by Rabbi Gunther 

Hirschberg, as m e r  evidence of Jewish leaming and biblical sanctification of the film. 

Women are also versed in Jewish leaming: Rosa telis her great grandson, Nissern, about 

his great-grandfather (the strucnuing premise of the film) by noting the symbolism that 

Nissem has been dead for forty yem,  and equates that with the forty yean the Hebrews 

wandered in the desert before amving in Imel. 

The Rabbi (Avner Hizkiyahu) also hinctions within the cornrnunity of the diegesis 

as leader and authority. Young Nissem wants to leave school in order to learn a trade and 

support Rosa "like a proper husband." but the Rabbi dissuades him, telling him that 

'wisdom is better than strength." thereby underlining the point that within Judaism, 

education is one of the most imporiant resources the community can have. Perhaps there 

is nothing extraordinary about that pronouncement. but within the narrative context of a 

Rabbi's wisdom. and it is that speci fic wisdom which convinces Nissem not to leave 

school. that the Jewishness begins to become emergent. 

In the above examples. Jewish education is made explicit. In some films. 

however. like The Pawnbroker. this kind of learning is implicit. Desser and Friedman 

noted an implicit Jewishness in the basic iopic of the Holocaust film (as a genre. therefore 

one cm extend this argument to inciude al1 Holocaust oriented tilms), one which is 

predicated upon Jewish learning. '-the injunction to remember" (Desser and Friedman: 
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164). The authon called these films "celluloid Haggadahn in reference to the Passover 

text where in the Exodus h m  Egypt is recailed, with a simila. injunction. The authon 

Like the Haggadah, these films commemorate, they do not celebrate. It is 
as if they are drawn h m  the canon of Judaism, itself dominateci not by 
celebration but by commemorations, by days of remembrance and 
atonement, of w a n d e ~ g  and guilt (Desser and Friedman: 164). 

Tackling a subject like the Holocaut, Jewish filmrnakers, or by extension an audience 

going to see a Holocaust onented film, engage in a ritudistic and solemnicized act of 

Jewish faith (cf. Koven, 1998). 

In The Garden of the Fini-Continis, Jewish education, per se, is not in evidence 

beyond an obscure symbolic reference to the Finzi-Contini's garden as Edenic. and their 

expulsion from that ancestral home by the Fascists as a kind of "Fall." which would have 

a similar resonance with the Catholic majority in Itaiy. We do, however, see that both 

Micol and Giorgio are university students. In fact. Giorgio sees himself getting doser to 

Micd when he is expelled fiom the university for being Jewish. and entes private study 

with Micol's uncle. a literature professor (Camillo Angelini-Rota). We also know that 

Papa Bassani (Rom010 Valli) is an active Fascist bureaucrat. The Jewishness becornes 

emergent in the film, with regards to the educational attribute, by understanding the 

positioning of the two families within their educated elite contexts: the Bassanis as 

political and the Finzi-Continis as scholarly. 

This aspect of the imponance of education within modem Jewish families, 
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whether it be secular or Jewish educatioq is often at the centre of these films. Primady 

the education in Fidmer on the Roof is the tension between Tevye's Jewish education and 

Perchik's (Paul Michael Glazer) secular and socialist education, even after Tevye has 

hired Perchik to educate his girls in Judaism. The Jewish emphasis on being educated, 

specifically Javish education, is ernergent in two diegetic songs: "If 1 Were a Rich Man." 

in so far as Tevye's fantasy about what he wouid do if he were a rich man, includes 

presenting himself as a man learned in Talmud, and studying with other great Yeshiva 

scholars. The other Song where Jewish education is emergent is Motel's Song "Wonder of 

Wonders": after having stood up to Tevye in declaring his undying cornmitment to 

Tzeitel, a first for the young tailor, Motel sings to Tzeitel that within a litany of God's 

miracles on earth, al1 frorn Iewish sources. the geatest was God's giving him the strength 

to stand up for himself. Although at the diegetic level. the Song is a basic lovekoming of 

age Song, the cultural context of the lyrics are al1 fkom Jewish leaming. 

ME~WTSCHLEKHKEYT 

The idea of rnenfschlekhkeyf. of doing good deeds for others or concemed with 

social issues, is likewise central to these films. Yet. menrschlekhkeyt is also one of the 

more "slippery" narrative motifs: i t  is not only a question of a character in a film doing 

good deeds for another penon or beinp socially responsible - of mentschlekhkeyt k i n g  

diegetically present, but it can also be the social awareness of the filmmakers themselves, 

by their cornmitment to discussing the issues the film presents. Although 1 only discussed 
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this issue with two informants in one interview setting, we noted that films like The 

Ghosts of Mississippi (1996), about the civil ri@ movement by Jewish director Rob 

Reiner, reflects its Jewishness in its concem for the equality of Afiican-Americans, even 

though there is nothing explicitly "Jewish" about the film (Sy and Barbara, personal 

interview, 9704). David Desser and Lester Friedman noted that such a concern with 

social justice is a major Jewish literary and cinematic theme, whether explicitly Mosaic or 

not (Desser and Friedman: 1 5- 1 7). 

Steven Spielberg's Schindler's List rnay possibly be the most significant Jewish 

film made in the United States. Although a Hollywood studio film, made by the man who 

has more "blockbuster" films to his credit than any other individual filrnmaker in history, 

Spielberg choose to shoot this film on location in Poland. including the Auschwitz site. 

Jewish Studies scholar Sara Horowitz, however. argued that the film was not informed by 

Judaism. She noted that even though we are presented with images which point out that 

Schindler's List is a film "about religion. or a religious film. specifically a film about 

Judaisrn" (Horowitz: 1 24). that narrative promise is not ful filled. 

But. apart fiom sewing as icons of Eastern European Judaism . . . the ritual 
acts and objects of sanctification are not giveo any depth or Jewish 
meaning. A Jewish spintual cnsis is neither precipitated nor resolved in 
Schindler's List . . . Spielberg's film does not chart the Jewish victim's 
struggle with the Jewish God (Horowitz: 1 24- 1 25). 

1 do not concur; Schindler's List's diegesis is predicated upon the Jewish precepts of 

mentschfekhkeyr, of Schindler sacrificing his o m  fonune to heip these Jews. Within the 



Talmud is the adage, even used as the film's advertking slogan, that whoever saves one 

life, saves the world. Unlike The Q u m e l ,  for example, which posits a Talmudic debate 

as the structure and content of the diegesis, the motivation for Schindler's actions. 

unknown to hh, is the Jewish concept of mentschlekhkeyt. It is signifiant that this is 

&OW to Schindler, since it presents thc very Jewish concept of social responsibility as 

the naturai order of the world. The wodd in Schindler's List is a Jewish one, and even 

when sorne cbaracters operate against the Jews and the Jewish worldview, they are 

operating against the very laws of God. 

But beyond cases like Schindler 's List, where diegetic c haracters are (consc iousl y 

or unconsciousiy) motivated by mentschlekhkeyr, some Jewish films contain this aspect 

by virtue of their subject matten: by tackling dificult and socially aware themes. it is the 

Jewish filmmaker (even if not the diegetic characters) who are informed by 

mentschlekhkeyt. For example, in The Pawnbroker, since Soi Nazerman himself is not 

the site of mentschlekhkeyt, one must look elsewhere for this motif than in the explicit 

actions of the characters. Desser and Friedman noted that it is precisely in director 

Sidney Lumet's vision of Harlem as unromanticized. dirty, violent, and crime ridden. but 

also as a place of families and hard-working people who are trying to sunive. 

In essence, The Pmwbroker compares the situation of Jews under the 
Nazis to the situation of blacks and Hispanics in the contemporary ghetto. 
1t also impiicates the Jewish survivor. Nazerman . . ., in the contemporary 
holocaust of racism, poverty. and victimization. . . . (Desser and Friedman: 
204). 



MentschleKhkeyt, then is not necessarily going to be that of a diegetic character's, but may 

also be the social activism of the filmmaker. This equation between the Holocaust and 

Harlem, aithough controversial, can also be expressed in particularly Jewish tems: 

If it is too late to save the Jews [murdered by the Nazis], we can at least 
rectify the horron in our own backyard. Who better than Jews to 
understand the homrs of contemporary society? . . . Lumet's point can only 
be that Jews have a special burden to bear witness to history, to remember. 
and to leam fiom it (Desser and Friedman: 2 12-2 13). 

in this film the social awareness is at the cinematic level, not the diegetic level. 

Likewise the chanictea in The Summer of Aviya are not the nicest one could hope 

to corne across. The cornmunity's cruelty toward Aviya and her mother registers with the 

audience as inexcusable. Aviya's mother, Henya, was a partisan fighter in Poland against 

the Nazis. a hero to the Jews. but in her new life in Israel. the community views her as 

"insane". Rather than support and try to heal the profond wounds Henya has suffered 

from the war. the community ostracizes her and Aviya as pariahs. The "Jewish 

homeland" is s h o w  critically to be only a homeland for those who are willing to move 

beyond their diasporic roots. Israeli film scholar Judd Ne'eman noted ironically that 

... unlike the Holocaust victims. we the New Jews will not be going like 
lambs to the slaughter. Becoming a fighter has always been considered by 
Zionist ideology as the necessary corrective for the endemic reluctance of 
diaspora Jews to take up amis. even for self-defense (Ne'eman: 26). 

Henya and Aviya's presence within their community is a constant reminder of the 

victimization of the Jews. which Israelis built the Zionist ideology of the "New Jew" to 

reject. By focusing the diegesis on the re-victimization of the diasporic Jew by Israelis, 



the film sets up an intemal critique of Israeli culture, predicated upon the absence of this 

fiindamental culturai motif. mentschlekhkeyt. 

There is a Jewish legend told at the very beginning of Halfthe Kingdom about an 

old woman who is planting trees. A passerby asks her why she is bothering, when she is 

too old ever to see her work corne to fiuition. She replies that there were ûees here when 

she was bom, and she's planting ûees so future generations will have them. Another 

woman in the film notes a similar Jewish ethic, that we are put here to "repair the earth," 

and that is our only job. 1 cannot think of a better definition of mentschlekhkeyt than 

those two examples: what the Jewish dedication to social issues is predicated upon is the 

"repairing" of the earth, of leaving things slightly better than when we found them for 

future generations, like the old woman who plants trees. Halfthe Kingdom contributes to 

that social dialogue by raising feminist issues as social issues. Michele Landesberg tells 

of a family ritual she initiated which expresses this ethos: at the dinner table "you serve 

the littlest one first." Implicit in Landesberg's custom is the idea that the Jews are 

responsible for ensuring that those who are least in a position to help themselves are 

taken care of before one helps oneself. Whether at a family dinner table, or Jewish 

women protesting the Israeli govemment's treatment of Palestinians, we can redefine 

mentschlekhkeyr as "serving the littlest one first." 

ASSIMIILATION 

The final narrative motif. and the other "slippery" one, is the idea of assimilation. 
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in Chapter Five, Eric Goldman noted if assimilation was advocated then it was not a 

"Jewish" movie, since assimilation means the death of the Jewish people (Goldman: 

xvii). Many Jewish practitioners would agree, and just as many would vehemently 

disagree. Therefore, as an attribute of Jewish culture, 1 note that the "issue" of 

assimilation is important, insofar as it is an issue which concems Jewish identity. 

Whether or not a fiIm advocates assimilation, or eschews it, that it even raises the issue is 

what is important". But it should aiso be noted that, like the Arnerican-made Yiddish 

language films, assimilation is going to be more of an issue in North American contacts 

than in Europe, or in Israel, based on the degree of contact with the non-Jewish world. 

In Haifthe Kingdom, Michele Landesberg characterizes the Reform synagogue 

she attended as "bloodless. feelingless modemism"; the Holy Blossom Synagogue in 

'' Film scholar Patricia Erens noted the centrality of this debate within Jewish Amencan 
circles: "As the desire to maintain a group apart ran counter to the Jews' desire to 
assimilate. it became necessary to work out an acceptable solution. By and large this was 
achieved through the process of acculturation. Acculturation refers to the absorption of 
the dominant culture without the concomitant loss of ethnic specificity. Acculturation 
coincides with the notion of equality for al1 people. It has led to the concept, developed in 
the 1960s, of pluralism. a confederation of distinct ethnic groups within a larger 
community" (Erens, 1984: 10). For the Jewish cornmunities in the Untied States. and to a 
lesser degree in Canada as well. to remain "ethnic" was to deny one's "Americaness". 
And in the penod of mass Jewish immigration. before the quota system in the mid- 1 920s. 
the Amencan President. Woodrow Wilson. explicitly enforced this: in a speech in 19 15. 
Wilson stated "'Amenca does not consist of groups. A man who thinks of hirnself as 
belonging to a particular national group in America has not yet become an Amencan.' 
The notion of America as one happy family was thus proffered to an immigrant audience 
well prepared to accept these values" (Erens, 1984: 82-83). 



Toronto, was so assimilated that the congregates were eying to "pass as white."13 

Assimilation, then is front and center for the discussion presented in the film. "HOW c m  

one be a feminist, a social activist, and d l  remain a Jew?" the film asks. Naomi 

Goldenberg is a professor of Religious Studies at the University of Ottawa who the film 

characterizes as a "Jew, an atheist, and a feminist." She had a child out of wedlock with a 

nonJew and faces exactiy that issue. Her question, dthough academic with regards to 

her research axa, is also a persona1 one: how to raise her daughter to be cornfortable with 

her own Jewish identity. There are many in the Jewish world who would argue that 

Goldenberg c m  never Uistill Jewish pnde in her daughter if she demonstrates so linle 

herself, but the film itself refuses to take sides. Goldenberg defines herself as a Jew, but 

as a highly assimilated one. Just as the film demonstrates women reclaiming their own 

places within Judaism. so too does it argue that Judaism needs to make space for Jews 

like Goldenberg. 

As a film about the Americanization of Jewish immigrants. assimilation obviously 

play a large role in Hester Street. "ln Amenca" Jake (Steven Keats) expresses 

vehemently. "you marry for love". Unlike the Old Country. where a shodchan usually 

arranged maniages, Jake justifies his adulterous relationship with Mamie (Dome 

13 Barbara Kinhenblatt-Gimblett also commented on this particular congregation: Holy 
Blossom Temple, the oldest congregation in Toronto. "is referred to disparagingly by 
Conservative Jews as 'the church on the hill' and for a long time controversies raged over 
the introduction of an organ into the synagogue and organ music into the services" 
(Kirshenblan-Gimblett: 46). 



bvanaugh)  with that adrnonition. Jake has shaved off his kard and cut off his paye=. 

and upon arriva1 snips his son Yossl's payez too. Jake has more difficulty with gening his 

wife Gitl (Carol Kane) to assimilate: she is uncornfortable with Jake's request to lose her 

wig or kerchief, and wdk about "in her owa hair, like a Gentile woman". When she 

M l y  does, Jake attempts to tear off this ''wig" in disgust at his wife lwking like a 

prostitute. 1 think the most profound moment of Jake's assimilation is upon receiving the 

news from the Old Country that his father has died, Jake attempts to say the Kaddish, but 

cannot remember the Hebrew payer; so that he is unable to moum. 

Of al1 the Jewish motifs in the film. Crossing Delancey is ultimately about 

assimilation. Issy tries to impress on Bubee how important her career is - how much 

responsibiiity she has, that she has Isaac Bashevis Singer's unlisted phone number - but 

ail to no avail. Al1 Bubee c m  see is that her only granddaughter is unmarried. Issy has 

accepted the assirnilated iifestyle, and the film juxtaposes both sides of Delancey Street. 

Issy is a modem Jewish woman: she is cornfortable with her jewish fiiends, going to one 

fnend's first childs circumcision (and that friend is equally modem. having had this child 

without mamying her baby's non-Jewis h father). and yet has succeeded within her career 

in the Gentile world. Issy unproblematically moves between the two worlds. What she 

sees in Sam (Peter Riegert). however. is an Old Country "greenie." an immigrant, 

completely naïve about the way thinps are in a modem New York. 

But Sam. too. is modemized. although he chooses the traditional lifestyle. In an 

apparent gesture of mentschlekhkqr. Sam demonstrates he is not quite as naïve as Issy 
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would rnake him out to be. Issy has been having an adulterous &r with Nick (George 

Martin), whose wife is repeatedly throwing him out While on a date, Issy invites Sam 

back to her place, and Nick bursts in with the information that his wife has finally thrown 

him out for gwd, and inquires whether or not he can stay with Issy. Sam offers Nick a 

bed at his own place, which Nick begrudgingly accepts. Issy whispers to Sam that she 

thought that was a nice gesture, and Sam, with a wink, whispers back "not entirely." 

Sam's not altogether altniistic offer develops the character; Sam may be ''traditional" but 

that does not mean "stupid" or naïve. 

Assimilation is also the most significant of the Jewish narrative motifs to be 

played in Fiddler on the Roof: As noted above, Tevye Iives by "Tradition". As he 

himself notes in that Song: 'W. do we do this? 1 tell you - I dont know." As the 

diegesis concerns the weddings of his three daughten, each of those daughters hnction, 

within the assimilation motif. as fhrther degrees of moving away fiom Tevye's 

"tradition". Beginning with Tzeitel and Motel. where the Young loven reject the 

shadchan and choose their own partners. to Hodel and Perchik not even asking Tevye for 

permission. Those two sisten chose Jewish partners for mamage. even though they were 

breaking from tradition: when Chava chooses Fyedka (Ray Lovelock). a Gentile. this is 

too much for Tevye and he banishes her from the fmily. Intermaniage. in the film. is 

seen as both the logical conclusion 10 assimilation. and the moving away from "tradition". 

The Song "Unthinkable." which Tevye sings when each of his daughten confront him 

with their marriage plans, underlies this motif. Significantly, Chava's intermarriage is the 
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one final movement of assimilation which Tevye cannot accept. 

The film also plays out the assimilation motif with Tevye's relatiomhip to the 

young radical scholar Perchik. Pefchik, as a mialist, tries to break many of the 

traditional practices in Anatevka. 1 have aiready noted the opposition between Tevye and 

Perchik, expressed as an opposition between Jewish and secular education. Perchik also 

destroys the mechitra, the ceremonid separation of men fiom women, at Tzeitel and 

Motel's wedding. Noting that at the wedding, men are forbidden to dance with women, 

Perchik tears down the rope which separates the two sexes, and holds out his hand for 

Hodel to take for a dance. Tevye follows, demanding that Golde dance with him. 

Although Tevye cannot accept the mariage between Chava and a Gentile, he is willing to 

assimilate to some degree by dancing with his wife, and allowing Tzeitel and Hodel to 

choose their own husbands. This assimilation motif, as played out in Fiddler on the RooJ 

has particular resonance for Nonh Amencan Jewry, reflecting quite accurately the social 

and cultural contexts within which many Jews find themselves. 

' There is problematic discoune in assimilation debates. where Jewish experiences 

are generalized to such a degree that the ethnic particuiarity is removed. In The Garden 

ofrhe Fimi-Continis for exarnple. the Jewish experience of Giorgio Bassani is 

told/filmed by (the non-Jewish) De Sica as an halion story, and the Jewish specificity is 

largely absent. apart fiom the specific diegetic attributes. Here is an example of a film 

which is based on Jewish source. Bassani's autobiographical novel, but expresses its 

Jewishness only in its diegesis. those elements which De Sica retained fiom the onginal 
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source matenal. Both the Finzi-Continis and the Bassanis are heavily assimilated. but that 

no one calls assimilation into question, or made an issue. Even the actors, Sanda and 

Capolicchio, have blond haïr and blue eyes, making them look particuiarly Aryan. A 

criticism of many Holocaust themed films is that they generalize the Shoah to such a 

degree that it ultimately removes its Jewishness, and this is a rebuke well-leveled at De 

Sica's film. 

in general though, it is not so much a question of privileging one narrative motif 

over another in these films, but rather recognizing that these are the areas of Jewish 

thought which cari be expressed within cinema, and reflect the Jewishness of some films. 

These motifs are different to the Jewish encodedness of some of the attributes, which I 

discuss below: for something to be considered a narrative motif, it must be in tepl  to the 

diegesis. rather than something thrown in for "ethnic colour" or cultural verisimilitude. 

VERISIMILITUDE TO JEWISH EXPERIENCE: 

In Chapter Four. 1 noted that one of the crucial attributes in identifjing Jewishness 

in film was its reflection of Jewish expenence. There needs to be a high degree of 

verisirnilitude to Jewish culture and to Jewish expenence for the Jewishness to be 

emergent. 

We cm consider this attribute on three ievels. On one level, informant comments 

can reflect cultural verisirnilitude like Eddie's. who noted that his rnother. an Auschwitz 

survivor, identified the accuracy of Schindler's List. Ron noted that certain depictions of 
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Jewishness just "smell right" like in The Apprenticeship of Du@ Krovitz (1974)". Like 

Lumet's view of social activism and Micklin Silver's attack on the traditional roles for 

women with the culture in Hester Street, Duddy Kravitz cas& a critical eye on the 

"Amencan Dream," especially when exported to Canada, and among the Jews, and this is 

an aspect which many Caaadian Jews could relate to. The "Mount Royal" Jews. a vulgar 

nouveau riche neighbourhood, look down on the working class "St. Uhane" Jews. Says 

one of Duddy (Richard Dreyfuss): "It's cretinous, littie money-grubbers like Kravitz that 

cause anti-Semitism." This characterization of the Jew was of concem for rnany when the 

film was first released, some wondered, regardless of how accurate a portraya1 of 

someone like Duddy was, whether the film would spark anti-Semitism. 

Ron: . . . Indirectly. 1 think that - a film that was realiy controveaial for 
my farnily 'cause - it was seen as being anti-Semitic. but it wasn't 
of course, the adaptation of Mordecai Richler's The Apprenticeship 
ofDuddy Kruvitz. Which is - its about- it's a real classic. this is 
a money-gnibbing son-of-a-bitch character, with - perhaps the 
best of intentions. once. Nonetheless, the milieu and al1 the rest of 
it really resonates [with Jewish audiences]. 

Mikel: And sorne people found it anti-Sernitic? 
* Ron: . ..My dad did. My dad - my dad who's gone through pogroms. 

suddenly sees somebody portraying an absolutely despicable 
human being and saying 'here's a Jew'. Well. for him he's saying. 
'my God. like Gentiles don? have enough -' 

Mikel: - 'ammunition' (Ron. personal inteniiew, 9701 ). 

" Based on the novel by Mordecai Richler. The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz tells of 
Duddy, a conniving and devious individual who wants to make a name for himself. With 
his Zaida's words ringing in his ean. that "a man without land is a nobody." Duddy 
endeavors to purchase al1 the land around an undeveloped Quebec lake, and become a 
**some body". 



To be sure, Dtrw Krmitz is a negative portrayal of Jewishness, yet the film appeals to 

Jewish audiences because of the high verisimilitude to the experience of being Jewish in 

urban Canada Even though we may wish to distance ourselves from characterizations 

like Duddy, Richier and director Ted Kotcheff corhnt us with the very stereotypes 

which have phgued Jewish culture for centuries, and they do so in such a way which is 

readily identifiable and yet, never devoid of its humanity. Rather than the easy accusation 

that films like Du& K m i t z  are evidence of the "self-hating" Jew, Jews who hate k i n g  

Jewish or identified as "Other," the film humanizes Duddy. By developing the character 

so that the audience is aware of the moral center, even if Duddy is not, the character 

becomes much more complex. 

On another level. the source material of the film may be relevant: films like The 

Summer of Aviya or The Garden of the Finzi-Continis are based on autobiographical 

novels. and therefore. by vinue of the Jewish writen drawing fiom their own experiences 

they must be accurate. Other films. specifically Hesrer Street. represent historical 

experiences fiom a contemporary observer. thereby assuming a verisimilitude to the 

events and culture being depicted. Language also plays a role in the verisimilitude of the 

film: although ostensibly in English. the film also makes use of Yiddish and Hebrew. as 

well as a kind of "YinpIish..* of English spoken with a heaw Yiddish accent. 

At one point in Crossing Delancey. a package from Sam arrives at Bubee's for 

Issy. As Issy is about to tear into it. Bubee stops her: "you don? know how to open a 



package! That's good string you're wasting. It's nice heavy paper. Someihing to save." My 

own Bubee saved string and heavy mpping paper, partially h m  her memory of 

immigrant poverty15. For those of us lucky enough to know our Jewish grantirnothers, the 

scene rings with absolute verisimilitude. We recognize these people living in the houses 

around our grandparents, and their characterizations, done with respect and affection and 

never to the detriment of one's self-respect, read as tnre - they "smell right". That 

verisimilitude is what stays in the audiences mind beyond the narrative motifs the film 

utilizes. 

Finally, with regards to documentary films, like Shoah or Holfthe Kingdom, 

which use first penon expenence narratives (of the Holocaust and of being a Jewish 

woman, respectively) demonstrate that verisimilitude is the sin qua non of documentary 

cinemaI6. The verisimilitude to the Jewish experience cm manifest its Jewishness in a 

l 5  Diane Tye noted to me that her grandmother also used to Save paper and string like 
Bubee does. 1 noted in the previous chapter that individual icons or behavioun were not 
necessarily evidence of Jewishness per se. however become Jewish in combination with 
the other diegetic codes. 

16 McIlroy noted that "documentaries via phenomenology guide us . . . to the real world. 
We. as viewen, accept the contract [between filmrnaker and audience], implicit or 
otherwise, that what we see is uhotir the real. not the real" (McIlroy: 291). In many 
respects Mcllroy's approach to documentq phenomenology is  akin to Oring's view of 
legend (vis-a-vis belief): that these are not helieved narratives, as much as they are 
narratives abour belief (Oring. 1986: 125). Funher on. Mcllroy noted this dynamic 
explicitly: "Docurnentary film also criticizes the idealist view that objects in a film have 
no existence outside of the film viewing experience. The referential element of 
documentary film has a different ontolopical and phenomenological status than that of 
fiction films" (McIlroy: 297). Refemng back to the statistics generated in Figure 2.8, that 
the Jewish film festival attendees prefened documentary cinema by a slight margin, 



number of ways, and we can then take these manifestations into consideration. 

L,anzmann's technique of having the witnesses of the Shoah tell their own 

experiences on camera brings the verisimilitude to the fore. In addition to verisimilitude 

king the sin qua non of the docurnentary Nm genre!, uiere are other cinematic techniques 

which Lanzmann utilizes in order to bring out this realism. By using first-pmon film 

fmtage at the death camp sites, of having the carnera follow the footsteps that the Jews 

themselves took fi@ years previous, Lanzmann positions the audience in the role of those 

Jews being marched to their deaths. This representational technique is an attempt to draw 

as much attention to the experience as possible. Likewise, Lanzmann's questions often 

border on the trivial or the banal; by asking about the weather on the day one survivor dug 

up his own rnother's grave, or what they built the cattle cars out of, the filmmaker is 

attempting to elicit as much detail as possible in order for the viewer to gain as much 

expenential insight into the "Shoah" as is possible. 

In Holfrhe Kingdom. having women relate their experiences of Judaism. it 

emerges that those experiences are quintessentially Jewish. And yet, the film does not 

generalize the women's experiences within Judaism ro al1 Jewish experience. but 

maintains its own gendered panicularism. whi le not excluding either men. or nonJews. 

reveals this dynarnic in pmxis. 



"Jewish Context" looks at the context where the cultural producer both made and 

exhibited the film. Within this attribute there is a tacit rejection of mainStream 

Hollywood filmmaking. Jewishness is emergent within films made outside of the 

entertainment industry. Israeli filmmaker Eyal Halfon, the director of the opening night 

film at the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival, rejected the term "Israeli film indusny." 

As he noted in the "Question and Answer" session following the screening of his film: 

That's - first, forget about the word 'industry.' The 'industryt exists 
mainly in one place, which is the United States, and maybe in England- 
France, and Germany . Al1 the other places they've film 'culture.' They 
don? have film 'industry' (Halfon, 1 May, 1997,9701). 

Within the attribute of "Jewish Context" lay those films made outside of the industrial 

mainstrearn. This includes films made in countries without an established film industry 

like Canada and Israel. as well as those films which were made outside of a studio system 

in film industry countries like the United States and France. The production context of 

these films is also tied to their distribution: films made outside of the centers of the 

entertainment industq Frequentiy need to find alternative distribution and exhibition 

contexts, like film festivals and "art-house" screenings. As one of my informants noted 

1 like more obscure films that - like 1 would usually be going to the 
Carleton [first run art-house cinema in Toronto]. You know, like those 
kinds of films. Which is why I like film festivals (Judith. personal 
interview, 9702). 

In rny chapter on the film festival iiself. 1 noted that the s w e y  1 conducted revealed that a 

half of those surveyed participate within the film culture of Toronto, by going to other 



film festivals, with a third citing the Toronto Internationai Film Festival specifically. 

These alternative venues, within festive contexts, are outside of the n o m  of mainstream. 

Hollywood distribution. This in tum, reflects another amibute of Jewisbness. 

in addition to the indusmalized or independent production of these films. 

Jewishess is emergent when the films are photographed on-location, where the events 

king depicted actuaily occurred, thereby linking this contexnial attribute with the 

verisimilitude noted above. Also, Jewishness is contextually emergent when the films are 

based on "Jewish" source material (like Jewish personal expenence narratives or Jewish 

authors). 

For example, with Shoah, by filming on location at the death camp sites. L w -  

mann's aim at verisimilitude reaches into the contextuai as well. These death sites and 

groves the Nazis planted to cover up their atrocities are not just discussed but shown 

visually. Even within the context of a cinematically indusüial country like France. 

Lanmann produced Shoah independently and likewise did the festival circuit. before its 

brief nin at cinemas like the Carleton in Toronto in 1985-86. Due to its immense length. 

the film was commercially screened in two parts. taking up two different cinema screens. 

and requiring viewen to make a retum trip to see the whole movie. This film-going 

context is not Jewish. per se, but it is non-mainstream. 

JEW~SH TAXONOMY (GENRE): 

The vemacular taxonomies that became emergent, although less important than 
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the other amibutes identified, do play a role in identifying the Jewishness in film. 1 

atready noted the distinction between emic and etic genres, of how outsiders and insiders 

differ in their taxonomie processes in Chapter T h ,  but here, as an attribute itself. these 

genres need to be outlined again: the genres which the culturai practitioners identified as 

reflecting Jewishness were Holocaust films, Jewish history films, Israeli films, Jewish 

culture films, and "women's" films. Of the cited films from those 1 "exit-polled" we can 

put together a chart which dernonstrates these ernic genres and their examples. 

Annie Hall (1 977) 
The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz ( 1974) 
A van fi Popolo ( 1 988) 
Beyond the WalIs (1984) 
Bloring Saddles ( 1974) 
Cabaret ( 1974) 
Crossing DeIancey (1 988) 
Cup Final ( 1 99 1 ) 
Exodus (1 960) 
Fiddler on the Roof( 197 1 ) 
The Fker ( 1  966) 
The Frisco Kid ( 1  978) 
Funw Girl (1 968) 
The Garden of the Finzi-con finis ( 1972) 
Gentleman 5 Agreement ( 1 948) 
Goodbye Columbus ( 1 969) 
The G r a d u e  ( 1 967) 
Halfthe Kingdom (1 992) 
Hester Street ( 1974) 
Hill 24 Doesn't Answer ( 1  955) 
I Love Fou Rosa (1971) 
The J e -  Singer (1 927) 
The Jolson Story ( 1 946) 
Judgernent at Nuremberg ( 196 1 ) 
Julia (1 977) 

h i c  Genre@): 

lewish Culture 
rewish History 
,sraeli 
h e l i  
lewish Culture 
lewish History; Holocaust 
lewish Culture: Women 
[sraeli 
Iewish History; Israeli 
Jewish History 
Jewish History 
Jewish History 
Jewish History 
Jewish History: Holocaust 
Jewish Culture 
Jewish Culture 
Jewish Cultwe 
Jewish Culture; Women 
Jewish History; Women 
Jewish History; Israeli 
Jewish History; Women; Israeli 
Jewish Culture 
Jewish History 
Jewish History; Holocaust 
Jewish History ; Holocaust 



U Klein (1977) 
lost in Yonkers ( 1  993) 
Mi1ler.F Crossing (1 990) 
Les Misérables (1 995) 
The Pawnbroker (1965) 
Playing for The (1 980) 
?Re Prof Againsr Harry ( 1  969, released 1989) 
Portnoy 's Cornphint (1972) 
The @me1 (1 990) 

Sallah (1965) 
Schindler 's List ( 1  993) 
Shoah (1985) 
Sophie !s Choice (1 982) 
A Stranger Among Us (1992) 
The Summer ofAviya ( 1  988) 
The Ten Commandments ( 1  95 6 )  
Triumph of the Will(193 5) 
Welcome to the Dollhouse (1 995) 
Yentl(1983) 
Zelig ( 1  983) 

lewish History; Holocaust 
lewish History 
Jewish History 
lewish History; Holocawt 
Jewish Culture; Holocaust 
Jewish History; Holocaust 
Jewish Culture 
Jewish Culture 
Jewish Culture; Jewish History; 
Holocaust 
Israeli 
Jewish History; Holocaust 
Jewish History; Holocaust 
Jewish History; Holocaust 
Jewish Culture 
Jewish History; Israeli 
Jewish History 
Holocaust 
Jewish Culture 
Jewish History; Women 
Jewish History 

Figure 7.1: List of Cited Films with Emic Genres 

These genres demonstrate a hodgepodge of narrative foms. c o d e s  of ongin. and 

diegetic content. and are not necessarily how an outsider would classify them. 

Significant genres. like rnovies about Israel. can ovemde the historical accwacy or 

verisimilitude of a film. A movie like Exodus. considered to be highly inaccurate in both 

its depiction of the establishment of Israeli. and in its adaption of Leon Uris's novel. is 

still important within the context of Jewishness in cinema are the associations one makes 

with that film. Phyilis. one of my festival informants noted to me: 

You know. to tell you the truth. the movie Exodus - I mean when 1 first 
saw it, to me that was Exodus. But 1 think that it would give, should give 
non-Jewish people an insight as to the struggle that we had in landing 



somewhere. Nobody wanted us. I think that because it's - they don't 
look at the love story kind of thing, they look at the connotation of the 
rnovie, would give them an insight as to where we've been (Phyllis, 
pers04 communication, 9707). 

Exodus, although flawed as history and in particular as Jewish history, has a great deai of 

significance as a representation of the idea of the muggle for the establishment of a 

Jewish homeland. Presented as a mainStream Hollywood epic, the idea of a Jewish 

homeland is made to have resonance for the non-Jewish world. 

Fiddler on the Roof; as a film about a significant aspect of Jewish history, what 

some informants refer to as films about the "Old Country," has other attributes which 

reflect histoncal Jewish experiences in Europe. At the one level, we can say that Perchik 

functioned as  a reminder of the strong Jewish involvement in the Bolshevik and socialist 

movements in Europe. Pogroms and displacements were also matters of course in the Old 

Country, and the anthem "Anatevka" a rnoumful Song about the lost comrnunity. act as a 

remmder to what our farnilies went through. 

As 1 noted previously. one of my Festival infamants said that Fiddler on the Roof 

"touched on everything that 1 envisioned influenced what my perceptions of what my 

grandparents grew up with" (Dave. persona1 interview, 9702). 1 think for that reason. how 

it allows Jews to imagine what our families went through in the Old Country, just like 

how Hester Street reflects what we imagine Our families going through when they 

imrnigrated. has great emotional power for Jewish audiences. 



The issue of encoding Jewishness in films is conttoversiai. For coding to occur, 

as Radner and Lanser note4 some sense of nsk mut be felf otherwise one does not 

require this visual connotation. W i t b  the relatively safe contexu of many of these films. 

as independent films and films shown for specifically Jewish audiences, there is less need 

to encode one's Jewishness. Subsequently coding is the least important attribute. 

Conversely, films wtiich are intended for more mainstream audiences use coding more so 

than the other films. 

For example, in Shoah, the languages in the film aclually reflect, to some degree. 

the multitude of Jewish voices exterminated by the Nazis. We hear French, English, 

Polish. Germa Yiddish, Hebrew and even Italian. Although L m a n n  speaks many of 

these languages himself, for his Polish. Hebrew. and Yiddish interviews he relies on a 

mslator who appears on screen talking to these people standing beside Lanmiann 

hirnsel f' '. 

Artifacts also play an encoded role within the film. I have mentioned already how 

the abandoned synagogues interpolate like ghosts throughout the film, but at the death 

camp sites. piles of lugpge. metal utensils and eyeglasses. and shoes give their own 

" Interestingly, as an aside. the subtitles in the film are also geared towards Lanzmann's 
own understandings: when the interviewee is speaking in a language the filmmaker 
understands we see instantaneous subtitling. however. when working through a translator. 
we only see the subtitles when the Polish. Hebrew. or Yiddish is translated back into 
French for Lananam. 



testimony to the Holocaust We read piles of Jewish detritus as significant testimony of 

those who cm no longer speak. Related to these piles, at the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film 

Festival, Seth Krameis short film, Unritled was screened. In an attempt to understand the 

enod ty  of the Holocaust, Kramer docurnented the counting out of six million grains of 

rice; it is a visual representation of every life taken by the Nazis. Kramer noted in the 

Question and ADswer session following the screening of his film, 

I rnight also add that 1 did take a trip to Poland. And to Auschwitz. And 
one thing that served as an inspiration for [rnaking this film] was my 
experience seeing the shoes - 1 dont know if anyone is familiar with this 
- but they have, still at Auschwitz, which is now a museum, shoes fiom 
- of the victims. It's about 800,000 pairs of shoes. And you walk in a 
bunker, and there they are in these kind of metal cages. It takes you about 
five minutes to wak through the bunker to see al1 the shoes. And you 
leave the bunker and you wdk into the next bunker, and thete's yet again, 
still more shoes. And again you walk for five minutes. Staring at these 
thousands and thousands of shoes of the victims. So you leave the second 
bunker. and you enter the third. Again more shoes. And a fouah bunker 
and a fifth bunker and a sixth bunker. And nothing has really impressed 
upon me the enormity of the Holocaust more than just seeing the victims 
in one place kind of physically represented (Kramer. Question and Answer 
session, 5 May. 1997.9707). 

The piles of detritus in L m a n n ' s  film gives similar testimony. 

Coding is also significant in Lrodus. Because director Otto Preminger made it 

outside of an independent Jewish context for consumption by a mass audience. the film 

needed to address itself to its Jewish speciators differently. The Jewish specificity of the 

film emerges from a deconstniction of its encoded icons. 1 noted in Chapter Six. that 

Erodus encodes its Jewishness in its use of artifacts (like those used in Dov's initiation 



into the Irgun). But there is another attribute of coding which 1 have yet to discuss in the 

fih: the use of diegetic music. When the Haganah raise the Israeli flag on the Cypriot 

ship, renamed the "Exodus," in defiance to the British blockade of Palestine, and caxrying 

several thousand Jewish refugees, the Jews break out into singing the "Hatikva," which 

will become, historically, the Israeli national anthem. That knowledge, as well as an 

understanding that "hatikva" means %ope9' will have resonance oniy for those who are 

familiar with Judaism enough to pick up on it 

The coding in a film like The Garden ofFini-Continis will also have a 

substantiaily low degree, in part due to the ethnicity of the director; De Sica, as a non- 

Jew, would not necessarily be sensitive to the cultural icons which are operative within 

Jewish culture. The Jewish custorns which are shown in the film, going to synagogue and 

celebrating Passover. are textually based, but De Sica has not endowed them with any 

Jewishness. However, this does not deny any of the film's potentiol for Jewishness: Lyla 

one of my infamants at the festival. noted the following: 

' 1 didn't go there [to see The Garden of the Fixi-Conrinis] ex- because 1 
wanted to see a Jewish film. 1 went there because 1 wanted to see a- you 
know, a movie. And 1 didn't even know that there was a Holocaust element 
in it. But I thought it was a fabulous film. If you would define that as a 
Jewish film, yes. The Garden ofthe Finzi-Continis was wonderfbl (Lyla 
personal interview, 9702). 

Occasionally. as Lyla demonstrates. films which have a lower degree of Jewishness in 

them hit the right Jewish chord by taking the audience by surprise. If one is not expecting 

Jewishness in a film, and then discoven a small amount of it, that cinematic expenence 



of Jewishness becomes heightened. 

Like De Sica's The Garden of the Fini-Continis, a non-Jew directed Fidder on 

the Roof. Most of my informants noted to me that Fiddler was a Jewish movie, even 

though director Nomian Jewison was not Jewish. This was reflected on my survey with 

the question as to whether or not a non-Jew could rnake a Jewish movie - some even 

going so far as to cite Jewison and FiMer specifically. Only one of my informants noted 

that Jewisonfs non-Jewish ethnic identity impacted on the film: 

Helen: 

Mikel: 
Helen: 

Althou& now that you mention it, some aspects of Fiddler on the 
Roof, if a Jew had donc it, he wouldn't have made those mistakes. 
Like what? 
Knowing - because of my background, there were thing in there. I 
canft recall specifically . .. for example, in a iraditional orthodox 
home, you would never have a couple sleeping in the same bed 
[refemng to Tevye and Golde in the Tevye's Drearn' sequence]. 1 
remember that. That was just - it would never happen. from that 
part of the country. that part of the world. If he had k e n  a Jew, he 
would have known that, ri@? (Helen, persona1 interview, 9702)" 

There are other, if not mistakes. then at least inaccuracies in the film: for example. 

althoiigh Tevye and the residents of Anatevka are supposed to be traditional Jews. and we 

see the women wearing wigs or kerchiefs over their heads. and the men al1 have beards 

" Barbara Kinhenblatt-Gimblett noted the reasons for this prohibition: "In religious 
homes married couples had two single beds instead of one double bed. One important 
reason for this custom was the requirement that man and wife suspend sexual relations 
each month during rnenstration [sic.] and for a week der .  During this time the women 
were considered unclean and the man was forbidden to have any physical contact with 
her. Two separate beds helped insure that they would not violate this taboo" 
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett: 245). 



(except Perchik), none of the men have payez. These are al1 examples of coding - 

although in this case, examples of inaccurate coding. 

Coding plays a large role in understanding the Jewishnesdnon-Jewishness of this 

film too. Only Tevye and Yente kiss the mezuzah on the door posts when they pass. Both 

actors, known for theY Jewishness outside of the context of the film, add this touch where 

other actors do not. 1 thllik a Jewish director wouid have included more of this activity, 

rather than someone unaware of that tradition. 

Within the non-diegetic music in the film, dthough for the most part it maintains 

the klemer style of the score. John Williams' arrangement includes rnany "ciassical" 

music styles which conflict with the kiemer stylei9. These musical moments, violin 

19 Wolitz saw in the musical arrangement a further dimension: "Even the score [non- 
diegetic music] reinforces the ideological perspective of the musical - itself a 'hybnd' 
art form, like 'Jewish-American'. When Mark Slobin defined the Eastern European Jewish 
melody types as based on the augmented second and the augmented fourth. he pointed out 
that even Fiddler on the Roof could not resist using the first type. He was arnused. 
however, that it was used only as the counter theme of the orchestra to the opening theme 
played by the fiddler on the mof. Why. he asked. was a defznable Jewish melody type no[ 
given to the fiddler? Slobin. 1 believe. misinterpreted the meaning of this musical 
decision when he stated. 'lt is as if the mainstrearn wanted to force the musical stereotype 
on an unwilling captive Oid World klezmer who knows he is merely one of the stage 
props.' The Fiddler's 'Broadway' melody. which begins and ends the musical with its 
slight 'exotica,' is the message of the musical: Jewish continuity exists through 
accommodation and acculturation. The construction of the fiddler's theme expresses the 
ideology of the composer. [Jemy] Bock's [the composer of the musical] use of the 'minor 
mode and the characteristic opening half-step - but not following the augrnented 
second' is, then. totally in character: the Jewish and the Western/American elements 
commingle to create a 'Jewish-Amencan' sound. The orchestra's counter-melody 
repnsents the 'pure' Eastern European shrerl world which suffises the work, but its 
'transmigration' and 'iransmogrification' are found in the melody of the fiddler - symbol 
of the Jewish paradox. continuity by accommodation" (Wolitz: 530-53 1). 



solos within the overture, appeal to a non-Jewish musical tradition, when they could have 

utilized and maintained the cuiniral context within the klezmer style. That king said 

diegeticaily, within "Rich Man," Top1 utilizes a cantonal style of singing at one point. 

What this dernorutration should reveal is that we base Jewishness within film 

primarily on content, not performance. Those Jewish attributes which my infamants 

identiQ in the film are textdly bounded to be there; they are part of the source matenal 

which the director's job is to bnng to life. If the director is unaware of the cultural context 

s/he is working Ui. then certain other attributes may not reflect Jewishness. But the point 

here is that what is seen as salient for the cultural group, may not be in its performance. 

but its content. And in the case of Fiddfer on the Roof; that content is important rnough 

for it to transcend a non Jewish performance. 

Schindler'r List is also a hravily encoded film. In Chapter Six, 1 discussed some of 

the operations and exarnples of coding which work in the film. examples include the 

opening brakha. the placing of stones on Schindler's grave. the removd of the mexcah, 

and the use of "Oyfn Pripetshok" as non-diegetic music. Now let me discuss the 

significance of this encoding. Spielberg. a rnainstream Hollywood filmmaker whose 

material success is u ~ v a l e d  in the industry. and who made this film with the suppon of a 

major studio (Universal). intended the film to act as a crossover film: that is. Schindler's 

List would be of interest to many people. and not just a Jewish audience. Horowitz noted. 

Oprah Winfiey .. . declared on national television that the mere act of 
seeing Schindler's List has made her 'a better penon' as she chastised her 
audience for not having made time to see it. Christine Todd Whitman, 



govemor of New Jersey, manàated special screenings of Spielberg's film 
as an antidote to racism and anti-Sernitism in her state. Viewers with little 
prior interest emerged h m  the theatre convinced that the Holocaust 'really 
happened'; some even express interest in reading or viewing survivor 
testimony. One rabbi, steeped in the historical, literary, and cinematic 
representations of the Shoah, confessed to me that, viewing Spielberg's 
film, he had wept for the first t h e  over the murdered Jews of Europe and 
'could finally mourn' (Horowitz: 1 19). 

With so much mainStream attention on the film, even winning the 1993 Oscar for Best 

Picture, much of the film's Jewishness needed to be subsurned within the overall 

narrative, perhaps so as not to alienate a Gentile audience, or, following the implications 

of Radner and Lanser, to avoid encouraging anti-Semitic attacks. For the Jewish 

audiences of Schindler's List. the film's Jewishness emerged beyond the apparent content. 

CONCLUSION 

An ethnography of seeing is uitimateiy an analyticai approach, rather than a purely 

descriptive one; yet the attributes through which one examines the popular films of a 

particular group need to be ethnographically determined. 

Karl Heider. in his investigation of the "ethnographic film". noted that such a 

creature did not actualiy exist as a bounded category (Heider: 3). Likewise, when looking 

for Jewish cinema, 1 discovered that it too was an imaginary bounded category. Heider 

recommended that instead of looking for those films which fell either inside or outside 

this non-existent category. one exarnined the ethnographicness of cinema - in his 

pwiew. what one could learn about an ethnographic topic by looking at a specific film 
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(Heider: 3). In a similar vein, 1 lwked at the films those people 1 "exit-polled" cited to 

me at the 1997 Toronto Jewish Film Festival to try and see what kinds of Jewishness 

were emergent. And by extension, to attempt to understand what the culturd discourses 

are that contemporary Judaism is undergoing. 

Enough people noted to me that Jewish content was the single most deciding 

factor. What made up this Jewish content 1 had previously analyzed h m  examining an 

ethnically bounded series of films - the Yiddish language cinema - and then applied 

those culhiml motifs to these informant cited films. The Jewish family was central in 

most of these films, regardless of in what country they were made, or what the film was 

about. Even in films where the family was absent, like in the Holocaust films. this motif 

was present by its conspicuous absence. The Jewish family is the primary locus of Jewish 

celebration, and by extension the place of Jewish continuity. Within Amencan Jewish 

culture. the motif of assimilation i s  also at the centre of discourse on Jewish identity. 

Whether in favour of assimilation. or decrying its potential to destroy Jewish life. this 

motif emerges as an important cultural anribute. The motif of education was also 

frequently noted. fiom both secular and sacred educational traditions. Whether this motif 

occurs in the form of traditionally onented Jevish educational contexts, of learning 

Hebrew and Talmud. either as a vocation or even just for one's Bar or Bat Mitzvah. or the 

importance placed on education within the secular world. by going to University in 

general. medical, dental. law or graduaie school more specifically, education plays a large 

role in Jewish li fe. Menrschlekhkeyt. as either diegetic character's virtuous behaviour, or 
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as the social activism of the fiImmaker, is also prominent. Historically, Jewish 

involvement in leftist movements, charity work, and benevolent societies are al1 

indicative of the traditional belief that we are put on this earth to lave  it better than we 

found it. When filmmaken tackle difficult and potentially controversial subjects like 

ferninism and religion, genocides (especidly when aimed against the Jews themselves), 

poverty in African Amencan ghettos, or even the acculturation of the "Amencan Dream", 

they do so in order to raise awamess, and hopefully mate action to combat these social 

ills. To reiterate Debbie's comment fiom Chapter Three: "But that is not to say that 

Judaisrn dways takes the hi& moral ground, but it is able to say 'these are the issues and 

this is the paradox' and you CUI through to find some message of truth and hurnan 

responsibility and behaviour" (Debbie. personal i n t e ~ e w .  9702). In Chapter Two. 1 

noted that the Toronto Jewish Film Festival cut across both religious and xcular lines in 

Judaism. and that cross-section is also reflected in these films' use of Jewish religious life. 

Some do reflect Jewish religion. and some do not. Each individual motif. on its own. 

gives+some indication of the ethnopphic reality of Jewish life. But. like with those 

aspects of coding 1 discussed in Chapter Six. the more motifs that are contained within a 

single text. the more Jewishness becomes emergent. 

Understanding whether or not the culture one is studying values verisimilitude in 

its emic representations is equally important (it is understood that groups do not 

necessarily appreciate etic misrepresentations. but here I posit verisimilitude to Jewish 

expenence in opposition to representations which are based more on cultural metaphon). 
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In this case, Jews demand a certain degree of verisimilitude to their representative images 

and narratives. That can be identified by the number of cited documentaries, historical 

films, and f i h  based on tnie stories within the list cited to me by my infonnants. As I 

noted in Chapter Two, this seems to posit a preference for 'Yactuai" rather than 

''tictitious" nanatives. 

Jewish contexts, as distinct fiom other film production and distribution contexts. 

attempt to rupture the hegemony of the Hollywood film industry. Films made outside of 

that industry are often more valued as being somehow "more authentic", particularly in 

their portraya1 of Jewish culture. Again this attribute underscores what 1 argued above 

with regards to verisimilitude, about Jewish culture privileging factuai discourse. 

Linked with the above discussion about Jewish content. and its accessibility 

through Jewish film's cultural motifs. are those categories which Jewish cultural 

consumen organize their film narratives. Ignoring etic genres, by and large, the people 1 

"exit-polled" had their own categones. most of which differed fiom how 1 would have 

treated these material. Understanding how people categorize their popular films, can lead 

one to an understanding of how they order the world around them. These topical 

categories can sometimes even ovemde the privileging of the factual. as with the movie 

Exodus. 

Finally, we come to the issue of coding. As I have said above, and in the previous 

chapter, films aimed at an explicitly Jewish audience. either through independent 

production and distribution, through language choice, or through specialized festivals, 
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often require las encoding of cultural materials, than those tilms which are intended for a 

rnahstmm audience. When films are aimed at a mainStream audience, sometimes the 

Jewish discourse is hidden to prevent dienation fhrn the non-Jewish world. But there is 

a flip side to coding too; when Jewish audience members can watch Jewish-content films 

made by non-Jews, and enjoy both what they seem to understand about Jewish culture, 

and what they do not seem to understand. 

There is a great deal of ethnographie material in popular films, ways of entekg 

into a culture's worldview. Most people, within moa cultures, view popular culture 

entertainments as enteriainment. When one goes to a movie, one is not overly concemed 

with the deciphering the cultural messages in the film that the cultural producer is sending 

directly to hisher cultural consumers. To paraphrase Janice Radway, we do not 

necessarily understand the way other groups watch popular films (Radway: 1 1). This 

methodology is a means to work toward that understanding. Which is why we need to 

train ourselves to see ethnographicall y. 



CHAPTER EICHT: 
CONCLUSIONS: POPULAR CINEMA AND CULTURAL IDENT~TY 

Within Jewish culture specificaily, Jewishness in cinema is a direct revelation of 

Jewish content. Stories which reflect the Jewish family, incorporate Jewish ntuals and 

education, and explore social awareness and the issue of assimilation are al1 vital to 

Jewish culture!. But furthemore, for these films to have emergent Jewishness, they must 

demonstrate some verisimilitude to Jewish experience. Although some films have a 

higher degree of Jewishness than others, because of their context of production and 

distribution, like lsraeli or Yiddish-language films, or fa11 into the vemacular taxonomy 

of established Jewish narrative genres, it is still the diegesis which ultimately informs the 

Jewishness of a film. Coding is usehl to explore situations when either the director is 

not Jewish, or the filmmaker aims the film at a predominantly non-Jewish audience. 

1 contend that this methodology. here used to assess the Jewishness of cinema. is 

also applicable to other cultural groups as weii. Obviousiy the particuian wiil ciiffer. from 

culture to culture. but the overall methodology should be applicable. 

The first thing the eihnographer musi do is identib salient contexts where the 

cinema of a specific group is emcrgent. This can be based on ethnic neighbourhood 

cinemas. independent film series. film festivals. or any kind of cornmunity film-going 

contexts. 

Within that context. the rthnoprapher must release him or herself, particulady if 



s/he is trained in film or cultural studies, disciplines which put more emphasis on the 

hermeneutic than the ethnographie, to begin to talk to the cultural participants within that 

context Sweys are a great way of having one's own hermeneutic preconceptions 

destroyed; thaî is, having one's a priori etic assumptions of textual meaning challenged. 

The d e  of the cinema ethnographer is to undentand how the community itself views 

such things as the importance of the vensimilitude to the cuiturai expenence, and the 

particular genres which the culture understands as significant. 

In many cases, there may be an established body of significant cinematic texts 

available, or cited by the cultural practitioners. If so, then the cinema ethnographer can 

examine this corpus of texts to see which narrative motifs are salient within a particular 

culture. In concert with the interviews and discussions advocated within the cultural 

context we may veriS, or dispel the importance of these motifs. 

Finally, we rnay explore the issues surrounding coding. In reality the issue 

involves two larger questions: one is what one needs to know in order to undentand a 

particular culture and its visual iconography the other has to do with the issues involved 

with hiding cultural materials. of the risks involved with expressing certain ideas or 

cultural artifacts. 

Once we have compiled this data, we cm begin to discuss how much ethnic-ness 

any single film is expressing. The results of which. 1 believe. offer an understanding of 

popular cinema fiom the point of view of the culture that produces it. As 1 noted at the 

begiming of the last chapter, many of the films which my informants cited to me are not 
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necessarily the ones 1 would have chosen, likewise, not a single individual cited many of 

the films 1 would have chosen. We need to work w i t h  what the culture itself identifies 

as saiient, and not put ourselves above the material, and recreate colonialist analysis, 

whereby the scholar is in sole contml of the knowledge king presented. 

Does this methodology work? Or does it work for any cuiture other than Jewish 

culture? The tnith is 1 do not know. 1 believe it does. But the only way to be sure is to give 

me the benefit of the doubt, and to apply this methodology elsewhere. In developing this 

thesis, and trying to choose a group to use as a case study, 1 went through a number of 

options: Fim Nations cinema, African American cinema, gay and lesbian cinema 

Newfoundland cinema, or even horror rnovie fans cinema My being Jewish largely 

informed my selection of Jewish cinema and therefore 1 felt I could approach the subject 

fiom more of an insider's perspective. lt is only through M e r  studies of cultural groups 

and their cinema that this "ethnography of seeing" as a methodology can be improved 

upon and be undentood as valid. 

FILM AND CULTURAL IDENTITI': 

Finally, 1 want to reiterate Mark Slobin's informing question: "what has film got 

to do with folklore?" (Slobin: 229) For Slobin. the answer was predicated upon a 

bounded cultural cinema made bu and for a panicular group. in this case. the Yiddish 

language cinema (Slobin: 329-130). And in a very obvious sense. Slobin is cornct; 

folklorists should pay attention to ethnically bounded cinemas as expressions of those 
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cultures. The probiem is that d l  cinema is bounded, in one sense or another, within 

particuiar culturai groups. 

It is worth quoting that well-known chestnut by Alan Dundes to underline this 

point: 

The term 'folk' can refer to any gmup of people whatsoever who share at 
lest  one cornmon factor. It does not matter what the linking factor is - it 
could be a cornmon occupation, language, or religion - what is important 
is that a group formed for whatever reason will have some traditions which 
it calls its own. In theory, a group must consist of at least two persons, but 
generally most groups consist of many individuals. A member of the group 
may not know al1 other members, but he will probably know the comrnon 
core of traditions belonging to the group, traditions which help the group 
to have a sense of identity (Dundes, 1983b: 242). 

Since. as Dundes noted any group of people can be considered folk, and that people 

make films. then the logical conclusion is that dl cinema is, in some respect "folk 

cinema*'. But, in order for such a distinction to be useful in understanding how culture 

operates in its particularities. the group itself needs to be defined before we cm Say that 

its cinema was "folk". The repercussions of Dundes's smement is that any manifestation 

of a member of "the folk" will demonstrate to some degree the cultural identity of that 

group. This belief is the assumpiion behind an ethnography of seeing: that by studying a 

group's cinema, one has access to the group's identity. 

Cultural identity is the basis of folklore studies. Both Alan Dundes and Ellion 

Oring have argued that the folk artifact (verbal, material. and customary - or in this case. 

cinematic) are manifestations of cultural identities, and that regardless of what theoretical 



names we give to what we do, that fiindamental process has remained the same (Dundes. 

1983b: 258; ûring, 1994: passim; also see the responses to Oring by Kirshenblatt- 

Gimblett, 1994 and Glassie). Laurie Honko concurred: 

Far fiom king a new direction or concem in folklore studies, identity has 
always been a central concem - in fact, the central concem - of the 
field. The definition of folklore has ken anchored to a concept of identity. 
That is tell as to [sic.] an individual manifesting or describing core 
elements of group behaviour, sacred values, preferred attitudes or the 
repertoire of traditionai features selected from the collective tradition. 
Describing p u p  identities rneans selecting symbols and metaphon. It is 
of crucial importance that we as researchea do not make these selections, 
and that ou. verbalisations of identity feeling are govemed by selections 
made by members of the group studied (Honko: 8). 

An ethnography of seeing recognizes the c m  of Honko's position: what is in fact an 

identity marker within al1 forms of culture, including popular cinema, needs to be decided 

by the cul& practitionen themselves. and not decided upon etically by the scholarly 

community . 

As 1 noted in Chapter Three. and which Dundes above further reiterates. not 

everyone in the community is going to know the entire cultural repertoire. By working 

within what McLaughlin called "vemacular theory." by listening to cultural practitionea 

engaged in cultural dynamics. a degree of consensus cm be determined. It does not matter 

whether the cultural selections made necessady make etic sense, so long as they make 

emic sense. 

What makes a system out of the identity symbols is not any logical. in the 
sense of rational, relationship among them. The meanings that they have 
fit into a cornplex that is significant to the people concemed. The 



meanings amount to a selfsefinitions and an image of themselves as they 
have performed in the course of history. The selection of cuiturai elernents 
for symboiic reference goes on in ternis of the character of the image; the 
fiequent shifls in emphasis are part of the process of maintenance in 
response to alterations in the environment (Edvard Spicer quoted in 
Honko: 17). 

Films as artefacts are cultural symbols, and those symbols will make cultural sense in 

praxis. 

Laurie Honko recognized that within the culhital nexus, a phenomenological, 

expenence-based approach is the more accurate for those who participate within the 

culture: "The scene of identity experience stands out more than the actual persons and 

events, cultural heroes and their deeds. sometimes recreated through ritual, music. dance. 

codified in art and literanire" (Honko: 19). In many respects, this reflects what 1 argued in 

Chapter Four: the validity of artistic expressions is predicated upon the verisimilitude to 

cultural experiences. It does not matter. say. that Spielberg's Oskar Schindler is less 

history than Hollywood. but that the film captures a better sense of the experience of 

Auschwitz than other films had. validates the mistic expenence. 

Cinema is a symbolic manifestation of cultural identity based on the expenence of 

that identity. The question we as ethnographen need to ask is not whether or not "film is 

folklore," but what can we understand about cultural groups by their cultural products, 

and include popular cinema in that category So what has film p t  to do with folklore? 

Quite a bit, even beyond Slobin's "rare case" of a Yiddish language film. 



GLOSSARY OF YIDDISH AND HEBREW WORDS: 
Ashkemi (pl. Ashkenazim) - "The name applied, since the sixteenth centwy. to the 

Jews of central and eastern Europe - ancestors of the vast majority of Jews in 
the United States" (Rosten, 1968: 19). 

Brakha - blessing; "a large number of Jewish blessings revolve around food; indeed the 
rabbis believed that eating food without nrst blessing God was a forrn of stealing 
..., since the blessing is the only 'paymentf God demands for the food He provides 
Man" (Telushkin, 1 99 1 : 668) 

Bubee - "Mectional term of endement, the diminutive of bubeleh ... Grandmother; 
the aff'tionate diminutive, realIy ' M e  grandma.' (Baba, which means midwife 
or grandmother in Russian and other Slavic tongues, was oflen w d  in addressing 
any old woman, whether one's grandmother or not)" (Rosten, 1 968: 53). 

Bar (But) Mitzvah - "the ceremony held in a synagogue or temple, in whic h the thirteen 
year old boy [or twelve year old girl in the case of a bat mitzvah] reaches the 
status, and wumes the duties, of a 'man'. It is held on the Saturday closest to the 
boy's thirteenth birthday" (Rosten, 1968: 32). 

Cantor (also chuzzen, khntn) - "The trained professional singer who assists the rabbi in 
religious services" (Rosten, 1968: 79) 

Challa - "A braided loaf of white bread, glazed with egg white. very soft. delicate in 
flavor" (Rosten, 1968: 68). 

Haggadah - Hebrew for "tale" or "telling". On the one hand. this refers to ' ~ e  
enonnous repository of Jewish allegorical matenal. including histoncal episodes, 
theology, folktales. fable. prayen. parables, witticisrns. anecdotes, ruminations. 
sermons, etc., etc.. found in the Talrnus'; and on the other hand is "the narrative 
that is read aloud at the Passover Seder piecing together, from many sources. the 
srory of israei's bondage in. and flighi hm. Egypi" (Rosten. 1968: 148). 

Kaddish - "1. A prayer glori@ing God's name. recited at the close of synagogue 
prayen; this is the most solemn and our most ancient of d l  Jewish prayers: 2. The 
moumer's prayer" (Rosten. 1 968: 1 64). 

Kiddush - "The prayer and ceremony that sanctifies the Sabbath and Jewish holy days" 
(Rosten, 1968: 1 79). 

Klezmer (pl. klezmorim) - "An informal grooup of musicians; many wee itinerants who 
went from village to village. in eastern Europe, playing traditional music. folk 
songs. folk dances. solemn hymns be fore prayer" (Rosten. 1 968: 1 85). 

Kosher - "Fit to eat. because ntually ciean according to the dietary laws" (Rosten. 
1968: 193). 

Kvell - "To beam-with-immense-prkie-and-pieasure. most commonly over an 
achievement of a child or grandchild: to be so proudly happy 'your buttons can 
burst"' (Rosten. 1968: 20 1 ). 



Lizndrman (pl. landsleit) - "Someone who cornes h m  the same home t o m  - i.e. in 
Europen (Rosten, 1968: 207). 

Mamloshen - "Mother tongue" or more prezisely, bbMother's language or mother's 
tongue;" "Hebrew was the fathefs language, since the holy books were in 
Hebrew, and only Jewish males were taught to read. Yiddish becarne known as 
'the motheis tongue,' the language of the home" (Rosten, 1968: 223). 

Mmel tov - "Congratulations!' or Thmk Gd!' rather than its literal meaning: 'Good 
luck"' (Rosten, 1968: 227). 

Menorah - "The menorah moa commoniy refemd to is the eight-branched 
candelabrum lit on Chonukd~, the Feast of Li@" (Rosten, 1968: 236). 

MentschleKhkeyt - "Ethicai behavior," particularly h m  Jews (Telushkin, 1 99 1 : 5 14). 
Mitrvoh - "A meritorious act, one that expresses God's will; a 'good work,' a tmly 

virtuous, kind, considerate, ethicai deed" (Rosten, 1968: 252). 
Naches - "Proud, pleasure, special joy - particularly from the achievements of a child. 

Jews use naches to describe the glow of pleasure-plus-pride that only a child can 
give to its parents ..." (Rosten, 1968: 261). 

Payez - "The long, unshom ear-ringlet hair and sidebums-locks worn by very Orthodox 
Jewish males" (Roaen, 1 968: 287). 

Seder - Passover ceremonial meal. "The traditional Seder has more rituals than any 
other Jewish ceremonial rneal. Most important, participants are expected to read 
through the Haggadah. a short book detailing the story of the Jewish Exodus fiorn 
Egypt. At the Seder, participants are supposed to lean on pillows and recline in 
their chairs, in the style of fiee men of leisure" (Telushkin, 1991: 585). 

Sefer Torah - "The scroll containing the Five Books of Moses that is kept in the Ark at 
the fiont of a synagogue or temple" (Rosten, 1968: 3 1 7). 

Sephardi (adj. Sephardic, pl. Sephardim) - "Spanish and Portugese Jews, and the 
descendants of the Jews of Spain and Portugal" (Rosten, 1968: 3 18). 

Schlimuzri - "A chronically unlucky person: someone for whom nothing seems to go 
right or mm out well; a bom 'loser.' ... The twelfth-century poet Abraham ibn Ezra 
... described the schlimozefslot when he wrote: 'If 1 sold larnps J The sun J In . 

spiteJ Would shine at nighi' " (Rosten. 1968: 352). 
Shabbes - The Jewish Sabbath. 
Shadchan - "A professional matchmaker*' (Rosten. 1968: 329). 
Shiksn - "1. A nonJewish woman. especially a young one [offensive]; 2. (As used, on 

occasion, by Orthodox Jews) A Jewish woman who is not Orthodox, pious. 
observing. does not keep a kosher household. etc." (Rosten. 1968: 346). 

Shiva - ''The seven solemn days of mouming for the dead. begiming immediately after 
the fimeral, when Jews 'sit shiva' in the home of the deceased" (Rosten, 1 968: 
347). 

Shrnaltz - "1. Cooking fat: melted or rendered fat - usually, chicken fat; 2. 'Corn.' 
pathos; maudlin and rnawkish substance: excessive sentimentality; overly 



emotionai mush; sugary banality" (Rosten, 1968: 3 55). 
Shoah - Hebrew work for the Holocaust. 
Shtetl - "Little city, s m d  town, village - in particular, the Jewish communities of 

eastem Europe, where the culture of the Ashkenuzirn flourished (before World 
War II)" (Rosten, 1968: 373). 

Shtibl - bbHouse of prayer of hasidim, usually consisting of a single room" (Mintz: 449). 
Shund - "A term of contempt indicating literary or theaüicd 'ûash' and denoting 

variously an inept mishmash, a vulgar display, a mas-produced nifle, or a piece 
of sentimental claptrap. Shund encompasses the full range of Yiddish kitsch . . ." 
(Hoberman, 199 1 : 206). 

Simcha - "1. A happy occasion; a celebration. ... 2. A great pleasure" (Rosten 1968: 
3 84). 

Tallis - "Prayer shawl, used by males at prayer at religious services" (Rosten, 1968: 
389). 

Talmud - "The Talmud is a massive and monumental compendium of sixty-three books: 
the learned debates. dialogues, conclusions, commentaries, commentaries upon 
commentaries, comrnentaries upon comrnentaries upon commentaries. of the 
scholan who for over a thousand yems interpreted the Torah ... and applied its 
teachings to problems of law, ethics, ceremony, traditions" (Rosten, 1968: 393). 

Torah - "The Pentateuch, or the Five Books of Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbea, and Deuteronomy" (Rosten. 1 968: 408). 

T r q f -  "An animal not slain according to the rinial laws and by an authorized shochet 
(ritual slaughterer); any food which is not kosher" (Rosten, 1968: 41 0). 

Ywmulke - 'The skullcap worn by observing Jewish males" (Rosten, 1968: 426). 
Yiddishkeyt - "Both the culture that is embodied in the Yiddish language and a standard 

of ethical conduct that preserves the essence of Judaism without the requirements 
of ritual and law" (Wisse: 39). 
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