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  Film History & Historiography


Yiddish Film Weddings


Beginning in the 1910’s, small Jewish film companies in Eastern Europe and the United States began producing silent films based on Yiddish literature, stories, and scripts. Yiddish language films continued to be produced in Eastern Europe until 1939 (when Germany invaded Poland), and in the United States until 1950. In the early years of Yiddish film, entire stage productions of Yiddish acting troupes were often simply moved into the studio and filmed. The films were seen as a way to increase the audience of the plays and to bring these works to Jewish communities across the world which otherwise might not have the opportunity to see them. 


Early films produced in Eastern Europe followed these principles— “the cameras would be brought directly to the theater to literally record the performance … only later would plays, with “stageboundedness” removed, be artistically adapted for cinema. The filming … [occurred] in Warsaw . . . in Dvinsk, and … in Riga. Mintus filmed … various traveling Yiddish troupes.”
 In other cases, film was seen as a bridge between classes – a way of bringing theater to a wider audience. Hollywood mogul Adolph Zukor expressed a similar vision for film: “ the movies would become a kind of “canned” theater, … the diversions of the middle and upper classes could be popularized, attracting a new audience while elevating the old one.”
 In the context of Yiddish film, this meant that the intellectual and philosophical plays of Jacob Gordin would often serve as script or plot material. Gordin’s work often combines Yiddish folklore and customs with Russian literary and cultural ideas and references. Thus many of the resulting Yiddish films reveal the influence of Russian and Soviet culture.


Judith Goldberg’s study of Yiddish film foregrounds the production of Jewish film in the socio-economic situation of the countries in which it appeared, thus “as a country’s attitude toward Jews became more lenient and the national film industry prospered, its capacity for catering to minority audiences increased. This trend was especially noticeable in Austria and the new Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.”
 In Europe, as well as in America, Jews made up a relatively large percentage of the film industry. In Poland, Russia, and other countries of Eastern Europe, Jewish filmmakers and other Jewish members of the film community worked both in mainstream film production and in the production of films on Jewish themes or films in Yiddish. 


According to film historian Neal Gabler, Jews were able to form a major presence in the American film industry partially because “big money, gentile money viewed the movies suspiciously – economically, as a fad; morally, as potential embarrassments.”
 This explanation can also be extended to the film industries of European countries. In light of the ambivalent social position of much of the Jewish population in these countries, the film industry served as a means of both potential financial and social gain as well as a forum for influencing social norms and trends and minimizing “minority” or “otherness” status.


Within the Yiddish film world, some early films and many later films made use of scripts by well-known Yiddish playwrights such as Jacob Gordin, stories by writer Sholem Aleichem, or the acting talents of Molly Picon, whose career included American vaudeville, Yiddish theater and Broadway alike. Intertitles by Russian Jewish writer Isaac Babel accompany silent film Jewish Luck or “Yevreiskoye Schastye,” which also employs the cinematography of Eduard Tisse, later cinematographer for Battleship Potemkin. Notably, this earlier work includes a sequence on the Odessa steps, which can easily be seen as a precursor for the famous Potemkin scene. 


The diversity of the participants in the Yiddish cinema reveals certain phenomenon of the mainstream film culture emerging within this particular film culture. Molly Picon brought the influence of the American vaudeville and star system to Austrian and Polish Yiddish films. Her films capitalize on her persona. As the New York Times claimed in an article entitled Molly of Second Avenue, “she is the East Side,”
 (emphasis mine), which serves to mark her as a particular kind of American, and a particular type of New Yorker. The choice of Isaac Babel as intertitle writer for Jewish Luck also points to the Soviet influence on this Yiddish film, written by Sholem Aleichem— “Soviet films also made use of the contemporary Russian Jewish writers, especially Isaac Babel. … In the 1920s … Babel was a much-admired writer, two of whose screenplays were based on Yiddish literature.”
 Babel, and Jewish Luck cinematographer Tisse both had ties to Soviet and Yiddish culture and film. 


Inside the realm of the Yiddish film, certain issues often stand out. Miriam Hansen, discussing the “Ghetto” film and its reception, refers to the following phenomenon: “the conflict of romantic love versus arranged marriage is pervasive within the East European Jewish tradition (and remains a staple of Yiddish cinema well into the 1930s).”
 In fact, some of the later nostalgic film revivals of Yiddish theater classics replay this drama into the late 1940s. Marriage plays a key role in the construction of the Yiddish film. J Hoberman describes the rationale as follows: 

The most persistent strain in American-Yiddish cinema, … was the family melodrama … the wedding, of course, is the source of much traditional Jewish music and dance. It is the milieu of those shtetl entertainers, the klezmer and the badkhn (a combination bard, master-of-ceremonies, and stand-up comedian). The wedding, likewise ubiquitous in Yiddish film, also signifies the perpetuation of the Jewish people according to the customs of the tribe. Joyous or pathetic, comic or macabre, the wedding is the favored set piece of the Yiddish cinema. But this implicit emphasis on cultural continuity scarcely papers over the profound uneasiness that haunts many Yiddish movies.
 

In locales and societies that could at any moment pose a threat to the survival of the Jewish population, Yiddish films often served as a form of escape or reassurance, or a confirmation of a particular brand of cynicism mixed with hope, as suggested by the title of the Soviet film Jewish Luck. 


Examining the wedding as icon and event in Yiddish film requires the examination of the wedding’s role in particular films. This study will focus on wedding sequences from three silent films based on Yiddish scripts— The Wedding day [Yom haHupah] (Slovinski, 1912, Latvia), East and West (Mizrekh un Mayrev/ Ost und West) (Goldin, 1923, Austria), and Jewish Luck  (Yevreiskoye Schastye / Menakhem Mendl) (Granovsky, USSR, 1925). These are early Yiddish films – actually most of the surviving Yiddish films were made in the period between 1925 and 1939. These two are also silent films where a marriage plays a central role, although marriage also plays a central role in sound films Tkies Kaf or “The Vow” (1933) and The Dybbuk (1937). These films demonstrate ways in which writers, characters, actors and directors deal with the construction of the Jewish wedding. 


Within the context of Yiddish language films (and silent films based on Yiddish scripts) from 1910 to 1930, the Jewish wedding serves as a form of cultural and religious expression. Yiddish films construct weddings as a forum for discourse bridging geographical distances – (East and West, “The Old Country” and America), ideological differences (Tradition and Modernity, religious and secular), and questions of personal space and identity (public and private domains, commodity and subjectivity, constructions of male and female, and the character in relation to the actor’s persona).
The first sequence comes from the 1912 Latvian silent film Yom haHupah or “The Wedding Day,” directed by Yevgeni Slovinski. This film is based on a play by the prolific Yiddish playwright Jacob Gordin
.


A short sequence of a river and a pier interrupt the two sequences that make up the wedding. A large crowd stands under a chupah (wedding canopy). In contrast to the diagonal flow of the river shots, the crowd under the canopy looks almost directly at the camera and fills most of the screen. The wedding continues. A man, presumably the rabbi, hands the groom the glass. The groom looks as though he may throw the glass to the ground, but hesitates and simply places it there before breaking it beneath his foot in the familiar Jewish wedding custom.  The tempo slows as two boys and then others in the wedding party turn their gaze and point off camera, to the right of the audience. A woman, one shown before in the groom’s daydream, enters the screen and falls to the groom’s feet as though she has died. The groom rips his white wedding clothes in a sign of mourning and falls on of the body of his beloved as the bride leans on her mother.  


This short sequence, lasting less than two minutes, gives a great deal of insight into the world of the Yiddish film and its internal mechanisms. It brings up the question of love and arranged marriages, emphasizes the paradox of the close-knit community’s ability to support and to stifle, and contrasts the river’s angles of movement with the static quality of the wedding itself. The ceremony of marriage becomes a social obligation– a commodity. Yom haHupah brings together a variety of cultural trends and influences. The playwright’s background intersects with the cinematographer and the actors, and the film medium. The flowing river gives us a very different context for the staged scene that follows.


When we look at Yom haHupah, we see a number of traditions and ideologies intersecting on various levels. The playwright, Jacob Gordin, was a Ukrainian Jewish immigrant to America around 1900. He was highly influenced by Russian writers such as Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, making his plays a mixture of intellectual theories and the folk culture typical of mainstream Yiddish theater. His works aim to speak to the emotions as well as the intellect – Yiddish theater audiences were often expected to burst into tears or laughter. 


Yom haHupah is no exception to this rule. Just before a wedding, a man’s beloved wife dies. The groom loves someone other than the bride and is seen daydreaming about her before the wedding. The segment previously mentioned began with the groom looking very unhappy, and the entire wedding party stuffed together under the chuppah or wedding canopy. The mise-en-scene in this sequence alludes to the widespread practice of filming Yiddish theater by simply moving the whole production into the studio. The cinematographer here appears to be using this crowded arrangement to emphasize the claustrophobic nature of the events taking place. The river sequence that splits the marriage proceedings in half indicates that Slavinsky’s skills go beyond the ability to film a play from a static position. 


As we watch this sequence from Yom haHupah we get a sense of foreboding about the wedding taking place. The groom looks unhappy, the bride seems disinterested, and the wedding party has hardly any room to move under the chuppah. When the groom takes the glass, he looks as though he may well throw it on the ground before he puts it on the ground and performs the ritual of stepping on it and breaking it. Suddenly, the faces of the people change expression and turn toward the right, off screen. A woman falls on the groom’s feet, dead. The groom rips his clothing to signify mourning and falls on the body of his beloved. The bride turns and speaks with her mother. 


This film differs from the standard unhappy bride trope. The chuppah, rather than being full of joy, appears overcrowded. The bride would rather chat with her mother than worry about the groom, and the woman that the groom loves actually dies on his feet, literally in the center of the wedding. The groom appears adds more grief into the ceremony by nearly throwing the glass on the ground and by going into mourning and ripping his wedding clothes while still under the wedding canopy. 


We have to read this wedding as contrived – perhaps the wedding party wants it to happen, but the groom clearly doesn’t and the bride doesn’t seem to care. This situation could be read symbolically as a case of the tradition of arranged marriage versus the modern idea of marriage for love and happiness. It could also be seen as an attempt to amend the tradition from within (the groom throwing the glass) in the case of inappropriate matches
, or it could be seen as a symbolic death of love in the face of the wedding in its traditional format (the intended bride who dies). We could even theorize that this film portrays the commodification of the groom – the bride seems as though she would be just as happy with someone else, he just happened to be available.


The film itself came into being on a similar principle of serendipity. Hoberman relates one account of the film production: 

Mintus’s cameraman, Yevgeny Slavinsky … describes meeting an itinerant Yiddish troupe in a small town … and … filming their theatrical performances: “We had no proper director, and our productions were the result of collective effort. Despite our inexperience and amateurishness, [the movies] were good and enjoyed great success.”
 

The film took a play as its basis, but it clearly used film techniques and took advantage of some of the cinema’s advantages over film, both technically and in distribution. It shared other aspects of contemporary Russian film as well. Film historian Yuri Tsivian’s comments on early Russian film are germane to this avenue of discussion. Tsivian posits: “a ‘reception shift’ … took place towards the end of the 1900s: cinema was changing its cultural identity… dramatically constructed stories gradually replaced ‘trick films’ and newsreels … films were changing their mode of address.”
 This film certainly constructs itself around a dramatic story. Yiddish films fit well into this conception of Russian cinematic development. This film also uses the multi-reel format, in keeping with the general move away from newsreels and single reel films taking place in Russian cinema at this time.


Tsivian goes on to highlight the characteristics of the smaller movie houses, many of which coincide with aspects of Yiddish film:  “As early as 1907 the theatre critic Lyubov Gurevich drew attention to ‘the whole net of small cinemas … throughout the … outer city districts.’ … [which] showed sentimental melodramas, and generally speaking, ‘anything with a touching or moving content.’ ”
 The characterization of the films subject matter could well be a description of a Jacob Gordin play – these theaters may well have been the target market for early Yiddish films. The portrayal of Jewish life could have been aimed at Jewish audiences or promoted as exotic or ethnographical to a wider audience, both of which practices have been documented.  



The tempo of the wedding sequence itself can be read in a variety of productive ways in the context of film speeds in early Russian practice. At the time when it was filmed, projectionists set the tempo of the film by hand crank, giving them the leisure to change tempo or alter it to suit the scene, or their moods. Tsivian notes: “Early projectionists were particularly fond of playing with speed in those cases when the slow tempo was expected to be an integral part of the event. Speeding up funerals and official ceremonies became notorious.”
 Projectionists were sometimes known to speed up as their work hours for the day neared completion. Film projectionists showing this film may have speeded up the tempo of the wedding, for a comic or ridiculous effect if they chose to.


Another possibility would be to slow down the tempo even further, so that the audience could see every detail of the doomed wedding party’s expressions of woe and disbelief. This would actually have been in keeping with a popular trend in Russian film at the time:

the statuesque plasticity of the Russian actor needed to be projected if not in slow motion exactly then certainly not at an accelerated speed … The Russian cinema of the 1910s … raised this style of acting to the level of a conscious aesthetic programme. As Kevin Brownlow observed, Russian cinema seems to have only two speeds: ‘slow’ and ‘stop.’ This ‘stretched’ style, recognized as a unique attribute of Russian cinema, was also accompanied by attempts to give it a theoretical basis.

The film, as it has been restored by Milestone Films, does give a certain sense of being slowed down as the groom’s beloved approaches and members of the wedding party, one at a time, start to point in her direction until she enters the screen and falls over dead. The film has certainly been influenced by the film styles recently preceding it. The tempo serves as both testament to the Yiddish play it has adapted, and as a reference to the wider Russian film culture. 


The second sequence to be considered is from the 1923 Austrian film East and West or “Mizrech un Mayrev,” starring American Yiddish theater icon Molly Picon and her husband, Yiddish theater director Jacob (or Yonkele) Kalich, as well as the film’s director, Sidney Goldin. This film creates a dialogue between East and West on multiple levels. It takes place in America, Poland and Austria, and was filmed in Austria. The film was made while Molly and Jacob were touring Europe in order to improve Molly’s Yiddish and establish a fan base in the East.


East and West can be seen as a meeting of different types or elements from within the Yiddish theater and film tradition. American-born star Molly Picon, “the queen of Yiddish theater on New York’s Lower East Side,”
 according to Variety, had been in acting since the age of five, and after leaving school at age fifteen, had toured around the United States with a vaudeville troupe until she met Jacob and joined the Yiddish theater. Jacob, born and raised in Poland until a touring theater group brought him to America, was, according to Molly, “the son of a rabbi. His youth was filled with the tradition and ritual of rabbinical life. He saw its beauty and its pathos and its humor. Unlike many Jews who have been born in Europe and later came here [to the U.S.], he never sought to break away from the past.”
 Molly and Jacob in and of themselves represented a sort of meeting between East and West. 


Director Sidney Goldin’s film career crossed geographical and national boundaries as well. Goldin was born in Russia and immigrated to America with his parents as a child. Goldin, says Yiddish film historian Eric Goldman, “began his career directing gangster films … seized on the idea of Yiddish cinema, developed it, and carried it into the sound era.”
 Goldin’s film career, under the Independent Motion Pictures (IMP) label of Carl Laemmle’s Universal, continued as part of an American film trend noted by Miriam Hansen: “the targeting of Jewish audiences … with special productions and films released with both English and Yiddish intertitles … [that] became a standard sideline for certain producers (Laemmle, for example) through the 1920s.”
 If Goldin had begun his career in gangster films and proceeded to work in American Yiddish films, it was in Austria that he began a career as an independent producer of these films. 


Yiddish film historian Judith Goldberg relates: “Sidney Goldin, … director of the Éclair Studios in Paris, moved in 1921 to Vienna and formed his own company, Goldin Films…. In 1923, Goldin and Picon made Ost und West (East and West), for Listo Films (a major Austrian production company).”
 The multiple titles of the film suggest that it was intended for a wide variety of audiences. These may have simply been ways of targeting secular Jewish populations who may have spoken German (in Austria) or English (in America or the U.K.) rather than Yiddish. The titles may also have made it possible to show the film to a more general audience as well. The film apparently toured all around Europe and did well—  “East and West seems to have been a popular success. The movie opened late in the summer of 1923 … [and] was also a hit in Jewish Warsaw and subsequently played throughout Europe – released in Rumania and appearing in Paris in early 1924.”
 The American version “was released in New York by Kerman Films under the title Mazel Tov …[it] totaled eight reels and played at a special showing for ten days with Yiddish intertitles.”
 For Jewish audiences it seems to have been a hit. 


The film itself poses the questions of East and West, Tradition and Modernity, and the cultural emphasis on marriage and weddings as reestablishing the continuity of the Jewish people. It also seems to be addressing issues of gender and appropriate behavior and dress. Mollie seems to be using Jacob as a commodity in a way similar to what we see in the sequence from Yom haHupah. Mollie and her father are Americans who have come to Poland for a cousin’s wedding. Mollie has been playing silly games ever since she arrived – reading a dime novel instead of a prayer book, boxing with the cook, and making faces at people during dinner. When Mollie’s cousin shows Mollie the veil for the upcoming wedding, Mollie decides to have her own mock wedding in her pajamas. 


Jacob’s position as a poor Polish yeshiva student, funded by Mollie’s uncle, puts him in a lower social position than the spoiled, rich American Mollie, giving her the opportunity to play games with him and to treat him as a commodity. She is encouraged in this by the family servants, who see him as a sponger, and drag him away from his Talmud studies to participate in the mock wedding. To get an idea of the gender and behavioral codes at play in this case, we can imagine the scenario with slight variations. If the roles had been reversed, with Jacob in his nightclothes and Mollie reading Talmud, it could have seriously offended some people (or seriously amused others), because here Mollie as a rich female American has a certain ability to bend the rules of dress and decorum. A poor Polish yeshiva student simply does not have the same freedom to behave in a silly manner, and the majority of women in the community would not have been encouraged to undertake serious Talmud study. 


The film takes a somewhat unusual tactic in aiming to be a comedy. If Jacob had simply asked to marry Mollie, it could have turned into a wedding drama, perhaps the trope of the poor lover looking for acceptance from the rich family, or the trope of doomed lovers, or some similar theme. Also unusual, neither Mollie nor Jacob has completely changed by the end of the film. Jacob looks drastically different, but he still emerges as a scholar, as someone knowledgeable in the Jewish law and as a person who can go along with a good joke. Mollie has become more serious (and presumably ceased to go about in her pajamas and boxing gloves), however she still has a good sense of fun and the ability to bend the rules when necessary. That the two end up in Vienna carries significance as well – both have left their original geographic (and ideological) positions, but they have found a middle ground where neither experiences a complete cultural or personal truncation.


When the servants come to take Jacob to the wedding, at first, Jacob resists, clinging to his Talmud, and returning to his table in the kitchen. Soon, as the servants persist, he gives up and lets himself be dragged into the other room. Mollie’s mock wedding has attracted quite a crowd – servants, yeshiva students, cousins, and various other people surround her, some of them hold the four posts of a makeshift wedding canopy. Jacob appears alarmed and resistant, oblivious to everyone else’s amusement. Mollie, in the midst of her game, pushes Jacob on, and demands that he put a ring on her finger. Jacob, realizing that he will be marrying Mollie, suddenly takes on a new expression – something like awe. The servants and cousins cheer him on, but the yeshiva students decide the game has gone too far – “don’t do it! You know what this means!” they say. Jacob looks determined and puts the ring on anyway, and the intertitles show a circular drawing with the wedding statement in Hebrew, and words in English indicating that a wedding has actually taken place. The cousins et. al. begin to dance around Mollie as she happily shows off her wedding ring to everyone. 


At this point, Jacob serves as a commodity. Mollie needed someone to play a role in her game; he was there, so she gave him the role. Soon, we see a dramatic reversal of roles – Jacob refuses to stop playing the game. Mollie’s uncle comes in and disburses the crowd. The nervous yeshiva students tell him what has happened, and he berates Jacob, telling him that as a yeshiva student he should have known better than to make the marriage official, and as a poor student, he has no qualifications to marry Mollie. Mollie’s father comes in, and after his brother has explained the situation, Mollie has to stand in his way to prevent him from punching Jacob, who refuses to divorce her. Mollie imagines what life would be like with Jacob, and becomes very gloomy. Jacob hatches a plan to disappear and remake himself – and play a trick on Mollie!


The wedding in East and West creates a dialogue between not only geographical locations, but between people who embody one or even all of those locations. This film maps out and explores geographic stereotypes and stages a meeting between them. It also plays with the actors’ personal histories and personas, in their own right and in juxtaposition against one another.  Before he met the traveling theater group, Jacob Kalich was a yeshiva student for a number of years. He certainly dressed the way his character dresses, and learned the sort of texts his character learns. Molly was born in America, and was visiting Europe, rather than returning there. Her character resembles many of her vaudeville acts and Yiddish theater roles. Jacob and Molly play characters with their names. Sidney Goldin’s character Morris Brown, although not given his name, bears no small resemblance to the actor / director’s persona. Like his character, Goldin was someone who returned to Europe after leaving it as a child. All of these characters, and the actors who play them, have particular relationships to East and West.


The geographical boundaries of the Yiddish language become involved in this discussion – particularly since there was never a defined location associated with this language – a “Yiddishland,” as Benjamin Harshav has phrased it. The marriage here occurs between the Eastern (Slavic) Yiddish and the Western (American) Yiddish, and the Jewish cultures associated with each. We encounter both stereotypes and attributes of each culture. On the one hand, we see the frivolous, nonchalant Western Mollie, and on the other the severely dressed, overly studious Eastern Jacob. Mollie may be inovative and fun and Jacob may be intelligent and studious, but both of them seem to be going overboard. Both have the tendency to behave in particularly anti-social ways – Mollie punching the cook, Jacob hiding in the kitchen. At the end of the film, when a more playful Jacob and more serious Mollie meet again in Vienna, and reaffirm their marriage, it suggests that a compromise can be found somewhere in between East and West, both geographically and ideologically. In a sense, they have also grown up. The first wedding ceremony went badly because neither party was mature – the second time, they have learned to find a middle ground. 


The ceremony itself brings up issues of universal codes. When Mollie tells Jacob to put the ring on her finger and go through with the ceremony, he understands (at least from the other yeshiva students) that the marriage will be binding. Mollie obviously does not understand this, and yet when she finds out from her uncle that it was valid, she accepts this rather than denying it outright or trying to find a way to prove it wasn’t valid. Her father attempts to buy her way out of it, but even this suggests that he accepts the validity of the marriage. In a way, Mollie has inadvertently put herself on Jacob’s territory. In the area of Jewish law, in this case wedding customs, his knowledge gives him a position of power over her – she is now subject to his whim. By pushing Mollie’s game to its limit, Jacob reversed the power dynamics of the entire relationship. By saying the particular formula of words in front of two (male) witnesses (according to the Orthodox tradition), Jacob has made the marriage valid. 


The ritual shown in this sequence can still be seen as highly unusual. Mollie, after all, stands under a makeshift chuppah in her pajamas, in front of neighbors, cousins, yeshiva students and the servants alike, and borrows a ring to marry a yeshiva student who happens to be in the kitchen. For a traditional ceremony, this doesn’t quite make it. Mollie also leads the entire ceremony on a whim. Generally, weddings don’t begin with someone admiring a veil and deciding to get married right away. In this way, the wedding “belongs” to Mollie until Jacob walks in. Mollie wants to have a wedding apropos of nothing, with no lasting consequences. She wants a traditional Jewish wedding, because she doesn’t know of any other kind of wedding, and because all the preparations for her cousin’s wedding have given it an exotic appeal – the appeal of something familiar and yet foreign. 


Mollie only comes out of her dream when her uncle and father decree that she has legally married Jacob. The uncle and father here serve as figures of religious and secular authority, representing both East and West. Suddenly, both parental figures have unified against Mollie, and she must accept their verdict. At the same time, they have also unified against Jacob for using his learning to take advantage of Mollie’s innocence. In this case, Jacob rebels. He does not want to divorce Mollie. He refuses Morris’ threats and attempts at bribery. Soon he reveals to a confidante that he loves Mollie! Jacob may be more of a dreamer than anyone expected – especially Mollie. 


The dreamer has a special place in Yiddish folklore and literature. A certain recurring literary type called a luftmentsh populates the works of Yiddish writer Sholem Aleichem in particular. In his analysis, J. Hoberman notes the absence of a true luftmentsh in this film: 

Goldin addresses only one of the two stereotypes that dominated Viennese anti-Semitic tracts, namely the “dogmatic,” “superstitious” traditional Jew. The film does not feature that “rootless,” “amoral” manipulator, the luftmentsh; rather, it displaces his imperfect adaptation to Western civilization onto the jovial and confident figure of the American allrightnik. Thus, … East and West provided a satisfying fantasy for Vienna’s beleaguered Jewish community by presenting the successfully Germanized Jew as a golden mean between the primitive Ostjude [Eastern Jew] and the crass American.

While this analysis of the film’s characters may be slightly harsh (the film, after all, does have us sympathizing with both main characters at different times), it contains a useful characterization of the contrast between these two types of characters and their roles (or the lack thereof) in the film.


The third sequence to be analyzed approaches precisely this question – what becomes of the luftmentsh transposed on a broader society, or in the case of Jewish Luck (Yevreiskoye Schastye / Menakhem Mendl), transposed on the wedding. A poster for the film, designed by Natan Altman
,  shows Solomon Mikhoels as luftmentsh Menakhem Mendl in the bottom left corner, apparently oppressed by his own shadow, lugging his bag of goods and looking downtrodden, with an umbrella folded under his arm. He appears to be on a long journey. The shadow, in which the umbrella resembles a weapon, and the block letters of the title Yevreiskoye Schastye take up most of the poster, leaving a small space for the film company trademark on the bottom right, and Menakhem in his corner.
 Menakhem, a character derived from the stories of Sholem Aleichem,  cannot seem to keep himself out of trouble. He goes from one scheme to the next, and always manages to come out the worse for wear. 


After a failed attempt at corset sales and then insurance sales, Menakhem discovers a shadkhn (marriage broker)’s book and dreams of becoming an international matchmaker. Taking a train from Odessa back to his hometown of Berdichev, Menakhem has a dream about his new career. He dreams of meeting a bride on the Odessa steps, presenting her with flowers and inviting her to lunch, where he meets philanthropist Baron Hirsch, who informs him that American men are climbing the walls looking for brides. Thus begged for his help, Menakhem organizes a mass shipment of brides from the Odessa port. 


Women in wedding dresses descend from trains that bear labels in English, Russian and Yiddish with shipping terms such as “caution, breakable,” or “Menakhem Mendel, Worldwide Matchmaker.” The women march from the trains to an ocean liner, where they are lifted by cranes “special delivery” or in groups by crate “wholesale” into the waiting ship. Menakhem lifts one bride’s chin and sighs, “fit for a Rothschild.” With his typical “Jewish Luck,” Menakhem manages to come to harm even in his dream. As he watches the ship sail for America and boasts of his talent and success, he slips and falls off the observation tower into the sea – and onto the floor of the railway car he in which he has been sleeping.


In spite of Menakhem’s ineptitude, the central couple of the film, the town rich man’s daughter Beyle, and Menakhem’s assistant are able to get married, in a folkloric outdoor wedding which seems to include some real townspeople among the cast. Menakhem never gets acknowledged for his (minor) role in the match, and yet the film’s ending does not seem gloomy or pessimistic, giving creedence to J. Hoberman’s claim that “Bucolic in spite of itself, Jewish Luck has … affinities to the recently introduced American comedies which … would dominate the Soviet market during the mid-1920s.”
 This film seems to express ties to both this phenomenon in Soviet film and the general amused cynicism of the Menakhem Mendl stories.


The writing on the trains of brides refers to another aspect of the early Soviet period – the encouragement of minority cultures within the U.S.S.R. Goldberg foregrounds the production of the film in this cultural openness – “In 1921, the Soviet Union[‘s] … new regime elevated Yiddish to a national language, that of the Jewish minority, and instituted Soviet Jewish schools that had to use Yiddish as their language of instruction.”
 As a result of this new organizational structure, a whole system of Yiddish art movements developed. The Yiddish Modernist art movement spawned groups such as the Moscow Yiddish State Art Theater (GosET), led by Alexander Granovsky. Eric Goldman describes the genesis of the film of Jewish Luck as follows: “After a tour to the United States was cancelled, the idea of producing a film was conceived of as a wonderful way of affording American audiences the opportunity to see the [Moscow Yiddish Art Theater or GosET] troupe. However [Alexander] Granovsky [having studied film in Sweden], chose to develop a full length motion picture.”
 Similar to the creation of Yom haHupah, this film also came out of Yiddish literature (in this case, a story adapted for theater and then for film). 


In this case, the original literature related the Jewish conditon under tzarist Russian rule, while the play and the film based on it attempted to relate to the new situation under Soviet rule. During this particular period, Soviet rule gave the permission and even encouragement to create multi-ethnic and multi-voice literature (i.e. dissent and differing opinions were officially acceptable to a certain degree). A promotional handout describing the film provides the following background information: 

Between 1892 and 1909, Yiddish classicist Sholem Aleichem wrote a series of stories featuring Menakhem Mendl, the archetypal loser… a “luftmensch,” (lit. “a man who lives on air”), … [whose] plight exemplifies the suffering of millions of Jews living in Tsarist Russia at the turn of the century. Despite economic hardship, Menakhem Mendl constantly dreams of a prosperous future filled with “Jewish Luck.”

Menakhem Mendl in this film serves as both a reminder of past impoverished and untenable situations, and also suggests future difficulties which are already starting to arise (petty bureaucrats, uneven and mismanaged distribution of commodities and necessities among other things). 



This film contains ideas germane to the cultural intersection of America and the Soviet Union at the time. It portrays a certain Soviet sensibility of cynicism and mistrust of the government (petty bureucrats often interfere with Menakhem’s work), and the reevaluation of commodity and distribution – the brides become a business, a sort of wholesale market of people categorized as desired objects in a literal rather than figurative way. This touches upon both the capitalist system and its appointment of value, and the socialist mass distribution methods, as well as the idea of marriage as a commodity or a capitalist system. 


Menakhem’s dream completely de-personalizes the entire concept of weddings and marriage. It posits the wedding as a manufactured event, whether it involves “a Rothschild” or someone buying “wholesale.” Menakhem’s ideas of gender do not really come into question here, in the sense that if Baron Hirsch had asked for matches for the women of America, Mendl may well have provided all the men in town. The only man he actually provides as a groom turns out to be his assistant, who simply happened to be nearby. He messes up his opportunity as a matchmaker because both he and his colleague forget that not everyone wants a bride (they accidentally match up two brides, which in this case turns out to be comically inappropriate). This film contains a number of elements of dark humor directed towards various quarters that would not have been acceptable in later periods of Soviet rule. The writer of the Russian intertitles, Isaac Babel, in fact “disappeared” in the late 1930s, as did some cast members.


At the time of its release(s), the film did well with its particular audiences. Eric Goldman says of its Soviet release, “Yidishe Glikn [Jewish Luck] was well received by the Jewish population, while its critics gave it mixed reviews. Many would have preferred treatment of the modern Soviet Jew, instead of the shtetl Jew.”
 Certainly the film contains little overt reference to the ideology of the Soviet Jew, however it does seem to give a picture of continuing conditions for Jews in the U.S.S.R. Judith Goldberg contends that Jewish Luck “was well received in Moscow but not released in the United States until 1935 and then with a sound track.”
 Goldman seconds this assertion, adding:

Joseph Burstyn’s Worldkino showed a little … discretion when they took advantage of the new [sound] market by adding Yiddish sound narration to silent Yiddish films from the Soviet Union. Yidishe Glikn (Jewish Luck), released as The Matchmaker … was very well received. The cast and directors were all given proper credits.
 

The last line refers to the rather widespread practice of rereleasing silent Yiddish films or Yiddish films from other countries under different names or without permission of the original film company, sometimes dubbing in music or dialogue, changing intertitles, editing, or neglecting to give credit to members of the original film production. With films appearing under more than one name, even within the same country and under the jurisdiction of the original film company (such as East and West which had German, Yiddish and English titles), keeping track of Yiddish films can pose quite a challenge. 


Mediating between the complex elements that make up these films also reveals problematics inherent in the films and in the Yiddish film industries of the different countries and regions. As we have seen, the wide range of locations native to Yiddish speakers can preclude the existence of a single set of customs or ideologies. Many Yiddish films were intertitled, dubbed or subtitled into other languages, suggesting that a resonable portion of the Yiddish film audience either did not or would rather not speak Yiddish, and yet took an interest in the cultural milieu of the films. 


The films themselves often attempted to mediate between contradicting or diverse elements within the culture of a region or a set of regions. Yiddish films in Russia absorbed aspects of Russian culture and Russian film culture, while later films came about because of the openness of the early Soviet period and its encouragement of expressions of ethnic identity. Other films reflected the idea of Austria or Germany as spacially and ideologically between the extremes of America and Eastern Europe and their Jewish culture associated with each. 


Films often portray main characters as representative of particular ideas or cultural tropes, especially in relation to wedding sequences. Weddings are often used as spaces of mediation between opposing groups or concepts. Some weddings turn comedy into tragedy or vice versa, others reveal a system of commodifying humans and human events. Weddings happen by accident or by arrangement, love dies, develops or takes second place to convenience, and the community laments, rejoyces, or pays for shipping. Weddings allow Mollie, the American female version of the luftmentsh to come to terms with Polish yeshiva student Jacob. They allow Menakhm Mendl to make another attempt at changing his luck, and in a sense to come to terms with it. They give the couple in Yom haHupah the ability to show that love and arranged marriage can be a killer combination. 


This couple gives a message against arranged marriage or marriage for the sake of convenience. The groom in the process of marrying someone other than the woman he loves learns by her death that love has a greater influence over him than society’s rules. Mollie’s marriage to Jacob, and the marriage that Menakhm inadvertently brings about suggest that happy marriages come about either through random chance or through fate. Mollie’s wedding, as unorthodox as it is, still contains significant elements of tradition, as does the wedding of Menakhm’s assistant. For these characters, the one scheme that works out causes them as much trouble as all the schemes that didn’t. Mollie’s marriage to Jacob starts out disastrously and Menakhm may as well have fallen in the ocean for all the credit he gets for finding the right match for the rich man’s daughter Beyle.


As we have seen in sequences from Yom haHupah, East and West, and Jewish Luck, Yiddish films have multiple ways of representing weddings. Weddings stand in for relations between East and West, Tradition and Modernity, Religion and secular culture and a variety of other concepts. Grooms are treated as commodities, and reassert their role as individuals, and people alter the form of the wedding through their behavior or clothing. Wedding scripts may be based on plays, stories or identification with an actor’s persona. Yiddish film weddings prompt laughter and tears, sometimes at the same time. 


Yiddish films reveal embedded elements of the wider cultural atmosphere in which they develop. Yiddish films with pre-Soviet Eastern European roots express particular concerns as well as displaying film techniques consistent with the development of the broader film industry around them. Films with casts, directors and other crew members from various countries or communities share ties with multiple industries and cultural variations, and may express complex or contradictory perspectives or attempt to balance between their variety of influences. Films produced during particular periods in Soviet history may express particular ideological concepts, or simply take artistic advantage of  a lull in censorship or the official encouragement to express and develop ethnic identity.


Yiddish films often developed as a method of combining involvement in film as an art with the expression of uniquely Jewish (or Yiddish language) themes. Some of these films were available to a wider audience, most weren’t, either as a result of language or cultural barriers or problems with distribution. Partially for socio-economic reasons, Jews formed large percentages of the film industries in numerous countries. In most of these countries a certain percentage of Yiddish film productions made use of people already known within the national cinemas or other arts of their respective countries. This did not always mean that the national cinemas of these countries concerned themselves with representing Jewish concerns and themes. In America, on the contrary, the Jews of Hollywood often attempted to leave their Eastern European roots (and in some cases their Jewishness) behind and become “American” as they saw it. According to filmmaker Joseph Green, the amount of Yiddish he heard on the set of The Jazz Singer made him realize that the potential existed for an entire industry of film in Yiddish. Despite this, the Jewish moguls of Hollywood, with the possible exception of Laemmle and the IMP division of Universal, would not be the ones to create this film industry.
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Filmography


		{All silent with intertitles in English and other Languages}


The Wedding day [Yom haHupah] (Slovinski, 1912, Latvia) River shot > end of Chupah sequence


East and West (Mizrekh un Mayrev/ Ost und West) (Goldin, 1923, Austria) 42:00 > 43:30


Jewish Luck  (Yevreiskoye Schastye / Menakhem Mendl) (Granovsky, USSR, 1925) 3:53:17 > 3:54:55
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