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Usage of the Bible and Ritual in Jewish Films


The Bible as a physical entity in film serves purposes ranging from cherished object to heavy or dangerous object. Some films derive their plots or themes from Biblical stories or concepts. Others introduce ritual and ritual objects as representative of the tradition as a whole, or as representative of a particular character’s relation to the tradition. Ritual rarely, if ever, comes across as neutral. A number of films present ritual itself as oppressive or threatening, or as a physical manifestation of a repressive and unforgiving society. Ritual can be shown as divisive, as a symptom of a dysfunctional relationship, or as a system designed to oppress women or the individual. One can also find representations of ritual as beautiful, intricate, melodic and poetic. Ritual can be manifested in song, in dance, or in images of people praying or gathering in a synagogue. In some cases a single film will present more than one image of ritual, so that at one point in a film, ritual is shown as an art form, while at another point it appears to oppress or torment an individual or group of people. Ritual can be expressed as an individual, solitary experience, or as an activity which creates and defines a community. 


The theme of a man divorcing his wife or taking a second wife because the marriage has not produced children comes up as a central plot device in God, Man and Devil  (1949), Nashim (1996), and Kadosh (1999). I Love You, Rosa  (1972) centers on the law of yibum.
  Other films have sequences or subplots based on the Bible, as in Tevye the Dairyman (1939), which has a sequence based on Megillat Ruth, and Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), which involves a search for the Ark of the Covenant, and a number of the preceding films, as well as The Vow (1937) focus on main characters who have obviously been named for Biblical characters. 


God, Man and Devil refers to a number of Biblical texts, from the story of Job to Psalm 23, along with Jewish holidays, rituals, and Eastern European folklore, as well as traditional and folkloric Yiddish expressions. The movie begins with a reference to the Book of Job. A man with a pointed beard and horns, dressed in a cape, stands amid a backdrop of passing clouds. A disembodied voice carries on a conversation with him in Yiddish. The voice asks him where he has been, and he replies that he has been wandering the earth. Aside from being in Yiddish rather than Hebrew, this part of the dialogue comes directly from chapters one and two of the Book of Job. The book of Job then continues on with a conversation about Job, while God, Man and Devil proceeds to discuss Hershale Dubrovner, who is referred to as a pious sofer. 


The film takes the story of the pious Job and the torments he faces at the hands of someone referred to as “ha satan” (the adversary), and turns it into a showcase of Yiddish folklore centering around a message about the evils of capitalism. The beginning and end of the film give a very folkloric representation of the devil as a villain with horns that causes people to do evil, while in the main part of the film, the devil is portrayed as a Yiddish speaking, kippah wearing, Jewish businessman named Reb Uriel Mazik
. Mazik’s entries invariably cause the rest of the characters to burst into a chorus of Yiddish folkloric expressions of superstition and woe
 . 


While the Talmud, and even the Book of Chronicles (21:2), appear to refer to an entity called “Satan,” the Bible, for the most part, uses this word descriptively. Thus the character with a cape and horns, or even with a kippah, refers more to non-Jewish and Yiddish folkloric traditions
 . In the case of this particular playwright, the portrayal of the devil can be seen as a reference to Goethe’s Faust and to the Russian tradition of literary moralism. Considering also that the director was known to have more of an interest in appealing to mass audiences than in intellectual integrity or adherence to the original play, it is reasonable to assume that the film’s intent is to emphasize the folkloric and potentially nostalgia inducing elements of the narrative. The film tends to confuse actual rituals and texts with elements of folklore, however authentically it represents this folklore. One could almost say that this film equates religious ritual with folklore and intends either to show the anachronistic quality of both, or to glory in the nostalgia of a past age of superstition
. 


Another bizarre aspect of the film involves the divorce and remarriage of Hershale. Hershale and his wife, Pesenyu, have been childless for many years, and have raised her sister’s orphans. Reb Uriel makes a dramatic entrance near the beginning of the film and tries to sell Hershale a lottery ticket. He also gives advice on having children. Hershale and Uriel stand in the center of the screen, Hershale facing forward, and Uriel in profile. Hershale stands on the left side of the screen, looking down at the ticket in his hand. Pesenyu can just be seen looking over his shoulder. Uriel advises Hershale in a low, harsh voice that a pious man cannot live with his childless wife after ten years, and tells him to marry his pretty young niece. Hershale looks up at Uriel with a thoughtful expression, pulls on his beard, and walks in front of him without speaking. The camera shifts to his niece, standing by herself, who covers her face and utters “woe is me!” Then the camera moves back to the rest of the characters, who also look traumatized. After the other characters all exclaim woefully, Uriel claims he was joking, laughs, and exits.  

While the Bible itself does not particularly advise a couple to get divorced after ten years of childlessness
 , the Biblical requirement of having children tends to cast childless couples in a negative light, and certain rabbinical traditions do permit, if not require divorce after ten years without children. The film thus represents a certain aspect of tradition with this exchange, however there is something disconcerting about the devil being the one to bring up this topic. Possibly the devil simply knows that Hershale can be appealed to through the stringencies of Jewish law. This could also be seen as the film’s way of portraying stringent observance of the law in a very negative light. 


Hershale himself comes across as slightly too pious as well. When he enters the room for the first time, he goes directly to a wash basin and performs the ritual hand washing, dries his hands very sanctimoniously, walks straight to his nearly finished Torah scroll without so much as looking at anyone, and proceeds to write the last lines. The rest of the cast stares at him lovingly from a distance and murmurs appreciatively about his piousness. Although nothing he does stands out as particularly in violation of the ritual of finishing a Torah scroll, something about his actions indicates that he may be taking more pride in the activity than it demands. The rest of the characters appear to be worshipping him rather than showing reverence for the Torah as a concept, and he does nothing to discourage them. 


Hershale’s marriage to his niece can be seen as another example of the dangers inherent in following the strictest interpretation of the law. There is an implication that he follows this interpretation because it suits him and works to his advantage, although it could also be argued that the strictness itself contradicts with real piousness, or even prevents any real religious devotion. Hershale’s personality, to a certain extent, hinges on his strictness, and his reputation as a Torah sofer. The Torah, as the focus of his life’s work, becomes a part of his character, although in this film, potentially less than his inflexibility.


Nashim focuses on strict adherence to principle as well. Its plot refers more directly to the Bible than God, Man and Devil, and it also refers to Sephardic traditions
 . The plot centers around Rivka and Yakov
 , a childless couple living in Jerusalem. Rivka decides they will only have children if her husband takes her fatherless protégé Sultana as his second wife. Rivka apparently does so out of a desire to be extra pious, and ends up feeling all of the resentments characteristic of the wives of the Biblical Yakov. This film also seems to indicate a negative attitude towards taking on stricter interpretations than the law itself requires. Unlike God, Man and Devil, however, this film implies that the new situation will produce children, which would at least partially solve the original problem of childlessness. It comes across as a slightly more positive solution than that of the other film
.



Kadosh also centers on the problem of the childless couple, as well as the impact of ritual and the dangers of strictness. The character development of one of the main characters, Yossi, has so much to do with his performance of ritual that it becomes difficult to tell the difference between his personality and the acting out of the ritual. Nearly every time Yossi appears, he performs some sort of ritual, in a very violent and stringent manner. The first sequence involving Yossi portrays him in a very disturbing manner. The camera shows a diagonal view of a sunlit room with two large windows. Yossi stands before a podium next to a Torah ark on the wall between the windows. Yossi’s brother, Meir, sits at a table in front of him, looking down at a book. Yossi says a prayer for the ability to concentrate on the Torah. He begins in a rather loud voice, and hits the podium with his hand a number of times. Without any music or other sounds in the background, Yossi’s prayer gets louder and louder and he begins to throw his hands in the air dramatically. He screams the blessing which refers to God as the hearer of prayer
. Then he dances while yelling a tuneless niggun. Meir, in front of him, keeps looking up from his book. He pulls on his ear distractedly, then lifts his head and stares at Yossi for a few seconds. Finally, the camera shifts over to a close up of Meir, who says the blessing which applies to beverages
  in a low voice and takes a sip of tea. He then involves Yossi in a conversation about making tea on Shabbat, in which he questions Yossi’s need for rigor in following the laws of Shabbat.


This sequence contains both comical and disturbing elements. Yossi and Meir both wear traditional religious clothing. Their outfits are nearly identical, and both of them actively participate in Jewish ritual and study in the synagogue. Despite this, their manners of doing so could not be more opposite. Meir attempts to study quietly and to focus on the lenient aspects of the law, while Yossi asks so loudly for concentration on the Torah that he appears not only to unfocus himself, but to distract other people as well. His prayer becomes little more than unpleasant noise. Gitai portrays Meir, who in general appears to be a decent, pious sort of person, as being highly susceptible to the corrupting influence of his brother. Yossi, in contrast, appears completely unaffected by his brother’s more gentle and considerate ways. Yossi apparently confuses violent prayer with more effective prayer. In this manner, Gitai shows Meir and Yossi’s attitudes towards prayer and ritual as representative of their characters. 


The synagogue also plays an important role in Kadosh. The ubiquitous sign admonishing idle chatterers
  generally gets ignored by just about everyone who enters the synagogue during the whole film. In one sequence, near the beginning of the film, the rabbi enters the synagogue and involves Meir, his son, in a heated conversation while other people are trying to pray. He in fact walks Meir in circles around the bimah. They walk directly in front of the no talking sign, with the rabbi talking incessantly and advising Meir to divorce his wife on the grounds she has failed in her duty to provide him with children and to support his studies. The rabbi seems not to be concerned with the idea that he should at least be considerate of the people praying, instead of distracting them by loudly giving unsolicited advice while pacing up and down the room. He has in fact distracted Meir from his studies in order to do this.
 He also does not indicate any particular interest in hearing Meir’s opinions - with the effect that he ends up delivering a sort of monologue. He clearly enjoys taking over other people’s lives. The other people in the synagogue do not seem to be upset by his behavior, or even to take any notice of it. 


This sequence gives the effect of desanctifying a sacred space. The film in general tends to have this effect on sacred spaces. Gitai seems to be deliberately recreating spaces in this manner. The film, as an examination of life in Jerusalem, demands this to a certain extent. For the city to be believable as a setting in this context, it must take on a degree of the mundane. It would be highly unrealistic to portray the city as the Zionist vision while showing people who actually live there and conduct the business of their daily lives there. Thus, it makes sense for Gitai to give a view of the city that doesn’t center on its perceived holiness. Despite this, there still seems to be a simmering internal tension in the lives of the characters, which could also be said about the concept of Jerusalem as a city.


At other times, Gitai creates the effect of making the mundane take on the quality of holiness. The opening sequence of the film demonstrates this principle. It shows Meir waking up and performing his morning rituals. As an observant Jew, he presumably does the same thing every morning, has been doing so at least since he was thirteen, and will continue to do so for the rest of his life. The mere fact that he does this so often could easily make it very mundane or even meaningless, yet Gitai manages to convey a sense of aesthetics and depth to the ritual. There is something utterly simple and beautiful about the way Meir does these actions. 


The film opens on a dark room, with a few rays of light shining through the window blinds on two motionless figures in separate beds. The figure in the bed further away from the camera begins to stir. He sits up, puts his feet on the ground between the two beds, puts on a kippah, rubs his eyes and says the blessing for waking up
 . He then stands up and the camera follows him to a wash basin under the far window, where he proceeds to perform the hand washing ritual. The only sound, aside from the background music, comes from his prayers and from the water splashing over his hands. The film continues in the same manner to show him putting on his tallits and tefillin. His actions take on the quality of performance art. The way in which he performs the rituals, gently, quietly and with complete focus, give both the character and the ritual a very aesthetic tone. This scene stands out particularly when contrasted with the scene directly after it, when Meir enters the shul, which leaves an impression of random noise, chaos and tension. Gitai in fact constructs the whole film by juxtaposing such contrasting scenes. Ritual and prayer thus serve as basic structural elements of the film.


Some Yiddish films also use this technique of constructing sequences around ritual or text.  Tevye the Dairyman, for example, arranges its final sequences around a retelling of a story from the Book of Ruth. Tevye’s daughter, Chave, has left her family to marry an intellectual Ukrainian peasant. When she hears that her family will be thrown out of the village by the anti-semitic town council, she leaves her husband’s family to return to her father. She enters Tevye’s nearly empty house and begs him to take her back. Chave appears in close up, with tears streaming down her face, wearing Ukrainian peasant clothing. She faces to the side of the camera, towards her father and says in Yiddish in a trembling voice that his life is her life, his tragedy is her tragedy. She bows her head, and the camera shifts to a close up of Tevye removing his glasses. 

The camera shifts back to Chave and then returns to Tevye in silence. Teyve turns to his other daughter and mournfully repeats what Chave has said. Then he is shown in close up again, saying that his daughter has spoken just like the book of Esther or Kohellet. He quotes the line from the book of Ruth
 , saying “my people are your people,” in Hebrew and “your God is my God” in Yiddish. He looks up with gleaming eyes and says that these are good words, and this is how Tevye's daughters speak. He repeats “Tevye’s daughters,” in a whisper, thinks out loud about what to do, and proceeds to stand up and approach Chave. She hands him her mother’s Shabbat dress, which she has rescued from one of the Ukrainians, as though she is handing him an infant. He cradles it in his arms, then places it gently on the table and embraces her. This completes their reconciliation. 


This scene makes use of Biblical references as well as references to Sholem Aleichem’s brand of humor concerning the Bible
. Tevye’s attempt to attribute the quote to the books before and after Ruth has a comic effect as well. Chave uses the words of the book of Ruth in order to convince her father that she has remained true to her father and his faith. Even though she says the words in Yiddish, apparently without the kind of linguistic game characteristic of Tevye’s speech, her ability to use the text as a resource convinces Tevye that she remains his daughter. Chave’s repetition of the text of Ruth also serves as a sort of re-conversion ritual. Tevye accuses Chave of having converted to Christianity in order to marry her Ukrainian husband. She says that she never really accepted the words of the priest and then speaks the quote of the famous Moabite convert to Judaism. By doing this, she effectively negates the other conversion in the eyes of her father. In this way the film creates a pivotal scene and a new ritual from a Biblical narrative. 


One of the underlying concepts guiding the representation of the Bible seems to be that there exist certain ways of using the text or ritual which give the user access to some power inherent in the text, and other ways of using, or misusing the Bible or ritual which result in injury or death to the user. There also seems to be a principle that the more obscure, rare or elite the text, the greater the propensity it has both for empowering the user and for destroying the user. The Kabbalah and the Ark of the Covenant are especially marked as potentially dangerous concepts or objects. Sacred spaces as well, especially synagogues and the city of Jerusalem, come up in a number of films, both as locations for pivotal scenes, and as inspiring or threatening entities in their own right. 



The use of religious objects and rituals to build pivotal sequences can also be found in Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark. This film takes the concept of the missing Ark of the Covenant, and builds a plot around an archeological and political power struggle to control it. In this film, the ark takes on a role somewhere between that of a wanted object and a character. In one sequence, a group of Nazis makes an attempt to perform a ritual to release the power of the Ark. The camera gives an establishing shot of a mountain surrounded by water. Next it zooms in on a layered series of rocky plateaus. The camera shifts back and forth between shots of Indiana Jones and his girlfriend Marian tied back to back on a post and shots of a man with a golden scepter wearing a jeweled breastplate standing in front of the golden ark. The man mumbles something in a language resembling Hebrew. Men in khaki uniforms bearing flags with swastikas are shown watching and filming from further down the slope. 


The camera angle shifts to show Indiana Jones through the gap between the ark cover and the wing of one of the keruvim adorning it. The lid is lifted off the ark and a man reaches in. The camera moves to a close up of his hand lifting sand out of the ark, then throwing it down. Another man laughs hideously, and there is a moment of silence. Suddenly there is a series of explosions on the lower slope. The ark begins to emit blue light and smoke, then ghostly figures. This is followed by streams of lightning, fiery pyrotechnics displays, shots of faces burning and exploding, and finally a pillar of fire piercing the sky with the lid of the ark. The lid falls back on top of the ark, and the camera moves to a close up of Indiana Jones and Marian, freed from the post, looking over an empty arena towards the now quiet ark.



The ark apparently did have the power the Nazis were seeking, but obviously there was something wrong with their attempt to make use of that power. Or perhaps the power of the ark was simply too much for them to handle. While earlier in the movie, Indiana Jones mentioned that the ark had been used by Biblical armies as a way of carrying out the will of God in battle against their enemies, the sequence of the ark exploding makes no reference to God. Simply viewing this sequence, it would be easy to assume that the ark itself had some sort of power, rather than being a vessel for the strength of some other force
 . Here the ark becomes a dangerous object in its own right. The villains release the latent power of the object and it destroys them. Indiana Jones, who has spent the entire film trying to prevent this misuse of the ark, is for some reason spared from their fate. This sequence clearly serves to separate the hero from his enemies and to show his triumph over them. The ark thus takes on the role of something more than object. It actually serves as an integral part of the development and denouement of the story. 


The Kabbalah serves a similar function in The Dybbuk (Der Dibuk), where Khonnon, one of the main characters, tries to use its power for his own purposes. Khonnon stands by himself in the dark synagogue, holding a battered and worn book. He approaches the Torah ark and mumbles to himself. He counts nine Torah scrolls, stares down at his book in terror, says that thirty six handles on the scrolls equals the name of Leah, his beloved, and continues that three times thirty six spells Khonnon. Then the camera moves into an extreme close up of his face, his eyes lifted upward and his mouth open as he concludes that Leah also spells “not God.” He proceeds to scream about the devil. The camera turns to the ark, which closes its doors and covers itself with its curtain. Smoke rises all around Khonnen. The camera jumps back and forth to a scene of Hassids dancing and singing in celebration of Leah’s upcoming wedding. Khonnen is shown surrounded by smoke, yelling to the devil and begging the devil to give him Leah. He screams “I have won,” then looks frightened, screams in terror and falls to the ground. A strange messenger interrupts the Hassids’ dance by announcing unemotionally in a loud voice that Khonnon is dead.


It is never really clear what killed Khonnon, whether it was the result of some sort of black magic he picked up from his Kabbalistic books, or was caused by his doing unholy things in the synagogue, or if it was the price he had to pay for his transformation into the dybbuk which possesses Leah. In any case, the film clearly gives the impression that Khonnon got involved with some dangerous power contained in his books, which eventually killed him. The book he carries, as well as the empty synagogue, are thus portrayed as frightening and dangerous. The Torah ark also takes on an animate quality when it appears to close by itself in reaction to Khonnon’s words. The synagogue again takes on an aspect of horror when the other main character, Leah, also wanders alone in it and dies. This synagogue gives the impression of being a perilous place to be alone. It becomes hard to determine whether it was the black magic or the synagogue itself which killed this couple. 


As in Indiana Jones, hardly anyone actually refers to God in this film, so that although there is some possibility that Khonnon’s sufferings may have come as a result of transgressing against God, it would be difficult to find any explicit proof of this in the movie itself. Thus the Torah ark, the book of Kabbalah, and the synagogue itself almost appear to contain some power in their own right. The film has a very folkloric quality to it in this sense - usually one would not expect religious objects and spaces to act as forces in their own right, however in folklore, these sorts of mystical things have been known to occur.
 


God, Man and Devil makes use of the tallit in a similar fashion. The camera shows a medium shot of Hershale sitting on a couch in a small dark room. His former friend Khatskl stands over him, gesturing wildly. He pulls a tallit out of his coat and moans about how the tallit is dripping with his son’s blood. Then he throws the tallit on Hershale’s head and flings his arms in the air, yelling. He exits through the doorway behind him and Hershale is shown slowly removing the blood stained tallit from his head. He then mumbles something about his spiritual bankruptcy, plays psalm 23 on the fiddle, puts on the tallit, recites a prayer about man’s worthlessness, and proceeds to wrap one end of the tallit around a post, and the other around his neck. In this manner, God, Man and Devil portrays the tallit as a weapon of capitalist mass destruction
 , a murder weapon, and an instrument of suicide. The film takes this ritual object and shows how it becomes unholy and even lethal in the hands of a corrupt sofer turned businessman. Here the tallit takes on some truly bizarre and horrible functions. It not only becomes defiled, it serves to kill innocent people and then to kill the man who misused it. Oddly enough, the film does not seem to focus on the tallit itself being defiled,
 but rather on the terrible things for which it is used. Thus the horror almost comes less from the use of a ritual object as a murder weapon than it does from the level of corruption it shows in Hershale. The tallit seems to represent his declining relationship to his religion and to other people.


Ritual objects and texts often become involved in interpersonal relations. Characters will sometimes recite texts as a way of relating to other characters. In some cases, the text will be represented as a physical object while a character is reciting a passage, and in other cases a character will merely recite from memory or even act out a text or a segment of a text, thus becoming a physical embodiment of the text. Certain texts and rituals are given a measure of power in their own right by virtue of being forbidden to a given person or set of people. Women are often portrayed as either oblivious to and sometimes irreverent towards certain texts and rituals or hyperconscious of their lack of access to those texts and rituals. Frequently a character who feels powerless or at a loss will turn to a text (especially an obscure, and thus dangerous one) as a way of regaining a sense of control or order. Referring to a text may provide a character with a sense of community support or simply function to legitimize that character’s views or actions. Many arguments are won by quoting a relevant passage, even outside of the traditional yeshiva context. In Yiddish films, some characters triumph or show their wit by knowingly misquoting the Bible or other Jewish texts. Sometimes quotes will be given partially in Hebrew and partially in Yiddish, or given in Hebrew and translated or purposefully mistranslated into Yiddish.


The synagogue serves as a venue for venting personal grievances in Keeping the Faith, where Brian, the Catholic priest, confronts his best friend, Jake, the Rabbi, about a personal matter during a bar mitzvah celebration. Brian staggers into the synagogue drunk, yells at Jake and drags Jake into the sanctuary. The camera shows a long shot from a side angle of the sanctuary. The ornately decorated Torah ark is just visible on the left side of the screen. In the center of the screen are two stained glass windows, two stories high, next to a wall with a balcony and full length windows. Natural light illuminates the plush red carpeting on the floor. Jake and Brian are barely visible as they enter the room. From across the room, the camera shows Brian gesture dramatically and tell Jake, “you know, you better not lie in here, man.  This is the big room. God does not look favorably on it. He has a tendency to throw lightning bolts ... at liars!”  The camera angle switches to a close up of them. Jake backs up onto the bimah, Brian stands in front of a stained glass window, and they proceed to argue about Jake’s break up with their childhood friend Anna. Shots of Jake in front of the ark and Brian in front of the window are interspersed with close up shots of people from the Bar Mitzvah crowding around a doorway, looking startled. 


This sequence provides an example of a pivotal event associated with a sacred space. Brian evidently brings Jake into the sanctuary not only because he is angry and drunk, but also because he believes that Jake will feel compelled to tell the truth in this space. Despite Brian’s anger at Jake, he seems to view the sanctuary of the synagogue as a sacred space. While perhaps respect for the space would generally preclude screaming within it, Brian’s first words to Jake as they enter indicate that he does view it as being connected to God. He also indicates the extent of his disappointment and rage by speaking in these terms. 


The sanctuary itself, by virtue of its visual grandeur as well as its proportions, serves to heighten the sense of drama in this sequence, as does the shift from long shot to close up. This interaction between characters functions as one of the pivotal moments in the film. Jake has been having a secret relationship with Anna, Brian has fallen in love with her, and neither of them has given the other any indication of it until this point. This interaction, more than any other in the film, shows the friendship being tested. It in fact does not become clear until later on that their friendship has not ended. There seems to be something very deliberate about this event taking place in the synagogue. The synagogue becomes equated with their moment of truth and also with their expressions of pain, frustration and confusion. It almost seems that something about being in the synagogue allows, and even encourages them to be honest with each other.


A similar event occurs in A Stranger Among Us, when Ariel introduces Emily to the Kabbalah. Emily
 gets up in the middle of the night and walks out onto the back terrace of the house she is staying in. Ariel
 sits at a table on the terrace. He stands up when Emily walks down the back stairs. We see a long shot of Emily descending the stairs toward Ariel onto the electrically lit terrace. Their voices provide the only sound. Ariel asks Emily if she has ever used her gun, then gives her rabbinical opinions on self defense. As he walks toward her, taking off his overcoat, the camera changes to a medium shot. He puts the coat around her shoulders. As she adjusts the coat, she asks “what is this?” and pulls out a small black book. As he leans over toward her to look at the book, he replies “it’s the kabbalah. I like to keep it close to my heart.”


She leads him over to the table, asking him to read something from it. They sit down and, with some prodding, he begins to read. The text he reads contains very erotic overtones. He keeps stopping, and she pushes him to continue reading. He covers part of his face with his left hand and stops reading. She asks him what it says. He reads more, then covers the other side of his face with his right hand. Until this point, she has been leaning forward with her chin on her hand. He reads “let her vaginal secreting take place first,” and Emily leans far back in her chair laughing. Ariel sits up stiffly and closes the book. He explains that the Kabbalah is full of erotic imagery which is intended to be theoretical. He crosses his arms in front of his chest. Emily laughs and says mockingly “very theoretical.” 


Ariel gets up and walks behind her chair toward the stairs. She engages him in a conversation about his bride to be. She becomes angry about a comment he makes, and gets up to leave, but stops on the stairs. She sits down. They continue talking, and Ariel sits down on the stairs next to her. The camera angle moves in closer and closer as they discuss the idea of a basherte
. They discuss and argue some more, before Emily screams at Ariel that “the Kabbalah obviously never figured on me!” He looks at her in silence for a few seconds, then turns and walks a few steps away. She follows him, and he explains that he has to take the Rebbe’s place. She asks him if that is what he wants. He answers indirectly and walks inside.


Although this conversation, for the most part, lacks the overt anger and directness of the conversation between Jake and Brian in Keeping the Faith, it serves almost the same purpose - of establishing the characters’ underlying feelings and desires, and of showing a pivotal interaction between characters. Emily never states it directly, but it becomes clear from this scene that she loves Ariel, and wants him to be a part of her world. Ariel indicates that his destiny as the next Rebbe will not permit this, but somehow he does not quite seem convinced by what he says. 


In this interaction, the Kabbalah gets involved as a physical object, as a source of information, and as a point of departure for a personal discussion. Ariel literalizes a metaphor by keeping the book in his breast pocket, and thus close to his heart. In this way, when he gives Emily his coat, he almost physically reveals a part of his inner dialogue. As though they are chevruta partners,
 each of the characters brings out aspects of the text which the other had not understood. Emily appears to view the text as blatantly sexual, calling it the “Jewish Kama Sutra,” whereas Ariel insists that the text only uses erotic imagery in pursuit of a higher purpose.  From this discussion, each of the characters could begin to see the text in a new light. 


When Ariel reads from the Kabbalah and they argue over its meaning, their opposing viewpoints and the content of the text itself create a slightly awkward situation. At the same time, the text serves to bring them closer to an understanding, and opens up the possibility for them to discuss their feelings for each other more overtly. The Kabbalah becomes a code for their negotiation. When Emily expresses her affection for Ariel, she does so by saying that the Kabbalah never considered her. By saying this, she implies that Ariel never considered her when he made his decisions about his life. Here the Kabbalah serves as a metonymy for Ariel as well as a theoretical meeting place for the characters.


In a number of films, books, rituals and even sacred spaces become metonymies for characters. For example, the tallit comes to represent Hershale’s corruption in God, Man and Devil, Mendele Mocher Sfarim
  takes his name from the books he sells in Fishke the Lame, and Harry begins to define his wife by her adherence to ritual blessings in Deconstructing Harry. In Overture to Glory, the cantor and his synagogue ritual become synonymous - without his synagogue, he lacks a part of himself. Yentl refuses to be separated from her texts - they represent a quality inherent to her character. The wandering scholar in Green Fields also derives his identity and prestige from being a scholar - his identity can not be divided from his books and his studies. In a sense, the ritual of levirate marriage (yibum)
 acts as a metonymy for Rosa in I Love You, Rosa. 


In “Fishke the Lame,” Mendele Mocher Sfarim makes a living by selling prayer books, books of supplementary prayers for women, popular literature, and ritual and folkloric items. His very identity (as well as his livelihood) depends on text and ritual. In a sense, he becomes a text by virtue of his knowledge of and attachment to the texts and rituals. The camera shows a medium shot of Mendele standing behind a table covered with tallits, ritual objects and books. He spreads out his arms toward the camera and implores an unseen public with “people, come and buy. I have all kinds of prayerbooks, chapbooks in Yiddish, amulets to protect expectant mothers, charms against the evil eye, brass candlesticks, yarmulkes for boys. People, come buy my books! I even have the novels of Abramovitsh
 .” As he lists his wares in a pleading, salesman like voice, he picks up each item to demonstrate. 


The camera moves in closer as a woman wearing a head scarf approaches him and asks if he has any tehinnes
 . He responds enthusiastically and demonstrates a prayerbook for candle lighting. The woman shakes her head. He looks discouraged. She asks if he has one for a woman who cannot conceive. He immediately picks up a book and tries to hand it to her, but she tells him to read it for her. He laughs and tells her to buy it and read it at home. She insists on hearing him read it. He opens his eyes wide and leans back, readjusting his glasses and looking slightly alarmed. He begins to chant the prayer, looking up at the woman nervously as he turns the pages. She leans closer toward him as he chants, nodding her head and crying into her skirt. He looks up, stops reading, and tries to hand the book to her, naming a price of five kopecks. She responds that she only wanted to hear him read it. He looks very confused and put off. The camera moves to a long shot of them as she says, “you read it so well.”


Throughout the film, Mendele also makes up his own versions of tehinnes, usually as a method of praising the Jewish people, asking God to guard them, or chastising God for not taking an active part in watching over his people. Tehinnes thus come to represent an essential part of Mendele’s character. The woman who asks him to read her the tehinne for a barren woman takes advantage of both his knowledge of and desire to sell tehinnes, and his sense of identification with them. She thus manipulates his association with these prayers in order to put him in the bizarre position of lamenting his inability to become pregnant. He appears to be highly uncomfortable, but goes along with her requests anyway. In this way, he not only relates to tehinnes as physical object and a part of his career, but also performs, and thus in a sense becomes one of these prayers. One could argue that he even crosses gender roles as a result of the particular prayer he chants. As much as this scene creates a comic effect, it could also be interpreted as inventing some sort of transgender ritual. In any case, the tehinne, both as concept and as physical object, serves as a metonymy for Mendele - the two become interchangeable.


Another example of manipulating ritual occurs in “I Love You, Rosa,” when the main character forces Nissim, her deceased husband’s younger brother, to go through all but the final step in the ritual of refusing levirate marriage
  in order to prove that she can take control over whether or not she officially becomes married to him. This film centers around the question of what happens when a man dies without children and his only unmarried brother is still a child.
  Rosa, a young widow living in a Sephardic community in Jerusalem, becomes obligated to marry her twelve year old brother in law in the ritual of yibum. She ends up raising him as a son for a period of time, but he insists he has fallen in love with her, they get into a fight over the question of their potential marriage, and he leaves. 


Five years later, he returns to try and fulfill his obligation to marry her. She requests that he perform the releasing ritual of halitza, saying that without it, she is not free to choose who she marries. The camera shows a medium shot of a group of rabbis seated at a red covered table in the synagogue, then shifts to the right, revealing Rosa and various family members, bathed in white sunlight, seated on white benches in two rows in front of a pair of large windows. Nissim walks in from the right, towards an empty seat on the front bench, followed by another rabbi who takes a seat at the table. One of the rabbis hands Nissim a sandal with long black leather straps, which he proceeds to lace up on his right leg. We see a number of close up shots of the row of rabbis at the table, then of Rosa, of Nissim, and back to Rosa. 


The rabbis address Rosa, and she stands up, holding a siddur, then they address Nissim and he stands as well, also holding a siddur. We see a close up of Rosa as she states “my husband’s brother refuses to perpetuate his brother’s name.” A rabbi prompts Nissim, who replies that he will not take her. The camera moves into close up shots of Rosa, then Nissim, then the relatives sitting on the bench, looking on in suspense. A medium shot reveals Rosa kneeling on the ground, unlacing the sandal from Nissim’s leg. She unlaces all but the end of the strap, then stands and exits the synagogue without completing the ritual. The rabbis and the relatives look on in visible relief and surprise. 


Rosa manages to prove both that she has the ability to choose whom she marries, and that Nissim loves her enough to give her this freedom of choice. She demonstrates a thorough knowledge of the ritual, and of the authority it accords to women, as well as that which it denies them.
 Mizrachi apparently has deliberately picked this ritual to demonstrate Rosa’s character.
 According to halakha, if Rosa and Nissim perform the ritual, they will be considered as officially divorced, and can not ever marry each other again.
 The woman does not wield complete authority over the ritual, as the brother in law must refuse the marriage, however, her statements and actions are required in order for the ritual to be binding. 


Rosa uses these concepts to test Nissim’s love for her. If he does not agree to give her the freedom to choose whether or not to marry him, she will not believe that he truly loves her, however if she goes through with the ritual, she cannot marry him. She thus takes the ritual almost to its completion, in order to test him, but does not finish it, in order that she can choose to marry him. At the moment of untying his sandal, it is entirely up to Rosa whether she marries Nissim or not. Thus this ritual serves as a metonymy for Rosa, as the woman who abides by the law and yet can manipulate it to her advantage, and it also becomes an essential part of arguably the most pivotal scene in the film. The lack of background music and the usage of bright reds, whites and other stark colors serve to heighten the sense of drama and the sense of focus on the ritual itself. 


East and West (Mizrekh un Mayrev) also deals with the boundaries between personal authority and the binding nature of ritual. Jacob, a young hassidic man, makes use of the rituals of marriage and divorce in order to create a relationship with the secular American Mollie. Mollie and her father travel from their secular lives in America to visit their family in Eastern Europe and attend the wedding of a cousin. Mollie spends a great deal of time in the film making fun of  and manipulating Jewish ritual, and one of the servants even refers to her as “the American Shiksa.” Jacob at first appears to regard the ritual very seriously, but during the course of the film demonstrates that he can not only compete with, but actually out do Mollie in her own game. The mock wedding sequence gives one example of Jacob’s ability to manipulate ritual.


We see Molly, wearing loose fitting exercise gear and the veil she has borrowed from her cousin the bride, standing under a makeshift chuppah, holding flowers, surrounded by the servants, a couple of hassidic looking men, and various other people who are laughing and acting silly. Mollie wants to have a mock wedding. She enlists Shabse, one of the servants, as the mock Rabbi, but he will not agree to be the mock groom as well, so he and the other servant, Mochle, decide to drag a yeshiva bokher into the game. A medium shot of a still kitchen reveals Jacob, in a black suit, with a kippah and peyes, sitting on a stool in the far right corner, absorbed in a large book. The only motion in the room comes from his intermittent turning of the pages. The two servants run into the room, gesturing wildly, and physically drag him away from his book and out of the room. 


The camera shows a medium shot of Mollie under the chuppah. Jacob at first looks frightened and moves stiffly, but when he sees it is Mollie he is being asked to marry, we see a close up of his hand touching hers, and then an extreme close up of his eye widening. Mochle provides a ring, and the camera shows a close up of three of the hassidic men who are helping to hold up the mock chuppah. Their eyes widen in terror and the intertitle reveals that they are telling him not to continue because he knows what it will mean. Jacob looks at them defiantly, puts the ring on Mollie’s finger, and completes the ritual. Mollie makes silly faces during the whole scene, apparently oblivious of the consequences of her and Jacob’s actions. When he puts the ring on her finger, the bystanders applaud and begin dancing. The rabbi comes in, and the men who warned Jacob tell him what has happened. He looks frightened and angry. Mollie’s father enters and laughs when Mollie tells him about her game. The rabbi gestures at him angrily, and via intertitles tells him that Mollie is now officially married to Jacob. Her father stops laughing and gestures threateningly at Jacob. Mollie begins to look worried and stops making silly faces.


Jacob joins in Mollie’s game against his will, however once he sees the possibilities of the game, he becomes a willing participant, and he even turns the game into a ritual with real world consequences. In this situation, Mollie comes off as silly and playful in a relatively good natured way. Jacob seems slightly afraid of her charades at first, but then he takes the opportunity to use the situation to his advantage and to give it new dimensions. His demeanor throughout this scene has a very serious and somewhat stiff quality to it, yet the effects of his actions indicate that he not only understands the ritual better than Mollie does, but he can also play with ritual and take the mock wedding to even more ridiculous lengths than she can.


This sequence also makes use of some of the principles of the wedding ritual and its reliance on gender divisions. Mollie appears to be in control of the charade, however as a woman (a role she takes on by donning the bridal veil, which stands in contrast to the unisex jogging outfit she wears), she has no ritual act to perform in the wedding. In contrast, Jacob seems overwhelmed by his intended role in her drama, yet as a man, he has the power to give her the ring and make the accompanying statement of kiddushin, making the marriage ritual binding.
 As a result of the particular ritual Mollie chooses to mock, Jacob can use his knowledge of ritual to take control of the situation. For all his seriousness, his actions show a certain sense of humor.  Thus the wedding ritual serves as a metonymy for Jacob - serious and yet unexpectedly fluid.


While East and West, as a comedy, ends happily with a mock divorce more ridiculous
  than the mock wedding, A Price Above Rubies uses ritual in a much more overtly oppressive and sinister way. Sender manipulates ritual in an attempt to antagonize and control his sister in law Sonia. He has been making efforts to divide her from his pious, yet not so perceptive brother, and to drag her into his world of corruption and abuse. He gives her a job as a buyer for his illegal jewelry business and pushes her to have sex with him. In one sequence, he has sex with her on a table in the back of the underground apartment where his jewelry business is located. 


We see a close up of Sonia’s face and shoulders, vertical, at the bottom of the screen, with Sender’s head, also vertical, just above her. The background is in shadow and out of focus. They breathe heavily. Sender raises himself onto his hands, pulling away from Sonia and moving out of camera range. Sonia puts her hands on his arms and says softly “just for a moment.” Sender’s mouth and nose descend into camera range, a few inches from Sonia’s head. He murmurs in a measured voice, “a woman of fortitude who can find?
  For her price is far above rubies.” Sonia looks down, raises her hands and places them on Sender’s lips. He says “when her husband relies on her-”. She shakes her head and mouths “no.” Sender continues, “- he shall lack no fortune.” 

Sonia puts her hands down. Sender says “she rises in the morning to feed her household.” Sonia turns her head away from him, in the direction of the camera. He continues “strength and majesty are her raiment. Joyfully she can anticipate the day of judgment.” Sonia breathes deeply. He says “False is grandeur and vain is beauty. Only a God fearing woman deserves praise. Give her the fruits of her handiwork, and let her be praised at the gates of heaven for her countless deeds.” Sonia gasps. She takes a deep breath and responds, her voice cracking, still looking away from Sender, “sometimes I wonder how God could have created so ugly a creature for woman to cling to. Men are ugly.” The camera moves slightly to show all of Sender’s face. Sonia pauses, then continues, “but you, Sender Horowitz,” then turns to face him, and finishes, “you are the ugliest man of all.” His reaction is lost in a fade in to a diamond.


In this sequence, Sender both becomes the text he recites and turns the text itself from something associated with holiness into something menacing and evil. He drags Sonia and the text down with him into his world of corruption and degradation. By taking the text out of its usual context, and in fact putting it into a situation almost completely opposed to its intention,
 he both mocks the wisdom of the proverb itself and emphasizes to Sonia how far she has strayed from the ideal given in the text (and thus in the religion). The camera angle adds to the effect of the text as metonymy for Sender. All we see is his mouth reciting the words. His entire presence in the sequence thus relies on his words. He edits the proverb as well, removing any reference to specific details about the concept of the woman of valor.
 


This sequence plays a pivotal role in the film for a number of reasons. The title of the film obviously comes from the first words of the text which Sender recites. Also, this sequence marks Sonia’s first real break with Sender. She has not particularly encouraged his advances before this, however here she disagrees with him, and even mocks him for the first time. First, she attempts to physically stop him from saying the words, then she turns away from him, but in the end, she looks directly at him and, interpreting the text / religion in her own way, expresses doubts about the benevolence of God and tells Sender how little she thinks of him. While in some sense, she and Sender both reject this concept of God, she reveals here how much her views differ from Sender’s and her need for independence from him. Her husband’s world of inane goodness did not fulfill her needs, but Sender’s world of corruption does not suit her any better. It is almost as though Sender mocks and opposes the concept of God, while Sonia actually mocks and opposes God.


Also the concept of rubies recurs throughout the film. In the very beginning of the film, Sonia’s brother gives her a ruby, which is her birth stone, as a birthday present, and she sees that it is fake. Later, her husband gives her a ruby for a birthday present, and the final sequence of the film shows the ruby being placed in the ring Sonia’s lover has designed.
 In this way, the ruby becomes a sort of metonymy for Sonia, so that the mention of rubies in the proverb ties in with Sonia very specifically. 


A number of times the film mentions that Sonia learned a great deal from her father, who was a master at assessing the value of gems and jewelry. Sonia also becomes associated with the craft of jewelry making and the assessment of precious stones, with the effect that this text about the woman of valor and her craft also carries connotations about Sonia’s work as Sender’s buyer. In a way, the proverb can almost be seen as praising Sonia - that even in her degradation, she still fulfills much of the concept of the woman of valor, who clearly has a place in the world of crafts. As a result of these details, the proverb Sender recites comes to refer both to Sonia’s inability or lack of desire to fit the mold of the religion (at least in terms of her community’s interpretations), and her inherent worth, which does not depend on such things. While Sender presumably says these words to drag her down to his level, they can almost be seen to have the opposite effect - of reinforcing her valor, and worthiness. In this way, one of the most essential sequences in this film depends on and refers to this proverb on a number of levels. This one brief sequence contains most of the vital concepts of the entire film. Thus the film itself becomes an interpretation of the text. 


In a number of films, a character comes to be represented by, or to derive a sense of identity from a particular text, or in some cases a synagogue or ritual practice. In Yentl, Yentl defines herself by the Talmud and her studies of Jewish law. The traveling student in Green Fields derives his identity from being a (former) yeshiva student and a teacher of the texts. In Overture to Glory, the cantor derives his identity from his relationship to the synagogue. The Believer seems to tie Daniel to the story of the binding of Isaac, and to the idea of sacrificing others or being a sacrifice. In other films, one character will begin to define another character by a particular text or ritual. Deconstructing Harry, for example, seems to show how Harry comes to view his ex-wife as being represented by her (in his mind) excessive devotion to ritual. In Every Time We Say Goodbye, the shabbat dinner sequence gives an indication of the cultural and linguistic barriers between David, the American son of a Protestant minister, and Sarah, a Sephardic Jerusalemite. 


The Believer returns a number of times to a scene of a young Daniel at his hebrew day school, learning about the binding of Isaac. The film has a white tone to it, as though it has been overexposed, and it has a slightly blurred quality. Daniel, wearing prominent glasses, argues with his teacher and the other members of his class about the binding of Isaac. He tells them that Abraham actually went through with the sacrifice, and cites in his defense other sources which support this conclusion. The teacher ridicules him and tries to silence him. He says that the text indicates not that one should have faith in God, but that God is a bully who enjoys showing off and emphasizing how little power humans have. The film returns to this room and aspects of this argument on  a few occasions, and in fact ends with Daniel running up an endless staircase in the school building, where his teacher reappears and apologizes at every landing. 


Daniel seems to derive his whole identity from his identification with and his attempted disassociation from this memory and the story of the binding / sacrifice. He says on many occasions that Jews thrive on being weak and pitiable, and must be destroyed. In the classroom sequence, he connects this to the idea of the binding of Isaac by indicating that this founding principle of the religion implies a desire to be a sacrifice. He actually joins a group of Neo-Nazis and tries to provoke them to perform anti-Semitic acts, apparently as a way of disassociating himself from what he sees as a tradition of weakness and encouragement of self-sacrifice. He yells at a group of Holocaust survivors that they should have done more to defend themselves from the Nazis, and the film begins to intercut dream sequences of Daniel as a Nazi, and then as the Holocaust survivor in one of the people’s stories. 


Daniel never actually denies his Jewishness in the film, he simply changes the topic whenever anyone questions him, and gives one of his speeches about everything wrong with Jews. The second to last sequence of the film poses a number of questions about Daniel’s sense of identity and its evolution. Daniel evacuates everyone except himself from a synagogue on Yom Kippur
 , and remains in the synagogue while a bomb he has planted explodes. He manages to become both the perpetrator and the victim, and simultaneously to destroy (and thus  physicalize) a sacred space. In a sense, he seems to be attempting to be Isaac- the one being sacrificed, Abraham - the performer of the sacrificial ritual, and God - the force of cruelty and senselessness. In this one moment, Daniel thus embodies the entire cast of the pivotal moment in the binding story. Then the camera shows white and a shofar sounds. This could almost be interpreted to represent the ram from the story which takes Isaac’s place in the end. 


To a certain degree, Daniel has sacrificed both himself and the story of the sacrifice, while saving the lives of the other Jews who were praying in the synagogue. Despite all his claims to the contrary, he apparently could not, or would not kill his own people, and evidently did feel some sort of tie to them. He also appears to have wanted to destroy the story itself, and by destroying himself with it, he indicates the extent to which it represents some part of him. Here the binding of Isaac story functions as a synecdoche for Daniel.


Deconstructing Harry, while very different in tone from The Believer, uses ritual in a similar way to the other film’s use of the binding in order to create a sense of the disassociation one character begins to feel from another. Also, like the usage of the binding story in The Believer, in this film ritual comes to represent the main character’s derision and discomfort towards Judaism as a religion. Harry’s story
  clearly indicates his main character’s bewilderment and displeasure at his wife’s adoption of religious ritual after the birth of their son. 


The camera shows a close up of someone’s arms holding a baby. The background is light colored and out of focus. Woody Allen’s voice says “yes, it all went quite well until Helen became pregnant and gave birth.” The camera shifts to a close up of Helen’s face, looking down at the baby and smiling. Then she stops smiling and looks upward, very seriously. “From that moment on,” continues Woody Allen’s voice, “as if she had experienced a divine revelation, she suddenly became what Epstein referred to angrily as ‘Jewish with a vengeance.’” 


At these last words, the camera cuts to a shot of Epstein sitting at a table facing the camera, and Helen walking determinedly towards him from the hallway behind him. As she approaches him, she says “I just rue the day that I listened to you and I didn’t have him circumcised.” He puts down the food he was eating and looks up at her horrified. “What, are you nuts?!” he replies. The camera shifts back and forth between them as they argue, Helen looking defiant and speaking in a strained voice, and Epstein looking defensive and irritated, and also speaking in a strained voice.


Woody Allen begins another voice over narration. “Helen had taken on the obligation of daily prayers.” The camera shows a medium shot of Epstein stirring a pot on the counter, while Helen stands behind him in a tidy white kitchen. Klezmer music plays in the background. She walks over to him with two partially filled wine glasses. Woody Allen continues “Jews, of course, fearing a wrathful and vengeful God,” as Helen hands Epstein a glass, “give praise and thanks for everything.” Epstein raises the glass, and Helen puts her hand on his arm to stop him. She says the blessing for wine,
 then drinks, while Epstein doesn’t move and looks bewildered. The camera cuts to a close up of a hand on two loaves of challah, then shifts to Helen and Epstein seated at at table, as Helen says the blessing for bread.
 


The camera cuts to a medium shot of Helen, wearing a scarf on her head, standing in the kitchen, covering her eyes, with two lit candles on the counter in front of her. She says the blessing for lighting candles.
 Next, the camera cuts to a medium shot of Helen and Epstein in a brown wooden bed, both wearing white. Helen leans over toward Epstein, says “borei pri ha-blowjob,
 ” and leans over further. The camera cuts to a shot of Helen in her office. The klezmer music continues until the camera returns to a shot of Woody Allen, and the main story line begins again. 


This sequence, by extending the logic of the ritual blessings to its most ridiculous conclusion, indicates a certain mocking attitude on Harry’s part. The way Allen phrases the voice overs for the story, as well as the background music, the overly serious way in which Helen is shown performing the rituals, and the comic (and slightly frightening) denouement of the series of blessings, all make Helen and the series of ritual blessings appear absurd and stringent. Epstein’s confusion and skepticism at once give the impression that he thinks Helen has gone mad, and convey the rapid decay of his relationship with his wife. For part of the sequence, the camera simply shows Helen performing a series of ritual blessings. In the shots where we see Epstein, he plays a very passive role, not talking and hardly moving. Helen does not say or do anything other than the blessings and the accompanying rituals. During the time she performs them, Helen becomes the rituals. As a result of this, the portrayal of the ritual as absurd and overly strict serves as a metonymy for Helen. 


The voice overs, told from Epstein’s perspective, reveal that he has begun to view his wife as inseparable from and even defined by the performance of ritual. In this way, the ritual shown as absurdity reflects his disassociation from his wife. While the idea of an absurd ritual as representative of Epstein’s wife has none of the terrifying quality of The Believer’s concept of Daniel as sacrifice, the same principle of disassociation from text/ ritual as representative of general defiance and decaying relationships seems to be at work here. Epstein simultaneously rejects both the ritual and his wife, in much the same way as Daniel rejects both Jewish text and the Jewish community. 


The synagogue, and cantorial performance, take on a similar role in “Overture to Glory,” where a cantor has to decide whether he will sing for the opera or lead prayers in the synagogue. He initially abandons the synagogue to pursue a singing career, but he cannot seem to distance himself from his roots as a cantor. Oddly, although he never returns home to visit his family, when the high holy days come around, he skips a rehearsal for the opera and has a friend convince the people at the local synagogue to let him lead services. Even when he leaves his family to join the opera, he spends more time saying goodbye to the synagogue than he does taking leave of his wife and son. The synagogue thus becomes more associated with his identity than two of the main characters in the film.


The original Yiddish title of the film, Der Vilner Shtot Hazen
  indicates this phenomenon as well. The main character, Yoel, cannot seem to escape his identity as a cantor. When his father in law interrupts an opera performance to give him the news that his son has died, Yoel returns home, not for his son’s burial, not to see his wife, but to walk in the rain, directly to his old synagogue and join in the prayers. After hearing the news of his son’s death, he could not sing his opera role, and the doctor predicted he would never sing again, however as soon as he enters the synagogue, he suddenly regains the ability to sing. He even takes over as chazan for the services.


The camera shows a medium shot of Yoel standing at the bimah, facing the camera, singing a prayer. He finishes singing and collapses, as the men around him rush to catch him. The camera cuts to a close-up of the men’s heads, covered in tallits, blocking Yoel from view. Then we see a close up of Yoel’s face diagonally across the screen, his eyes rolling upward. The camera cuts to a series of close ups of people looking alarmed - first his wife, then the young people in the synagogue, then the men standing around Yoel. Then we see a long shot of the synagogue, with  people crowding around Yoel, then a close up of the men looking down at him. The camera fades in to a shot of a cantor’s siddur with lit candles resting on it, first right side up and then upside down, as a voice over narration says “baruch dayan ha emes.”
  


The camera shows a close up facing up at a Yoel’s father in law’s face and his outstretched hand as he continues “Yoel Dovid, we will never forget you.” The camera cuts to a close up of Yoel’s face and his father in law’s hand stretching towards it. The father in law’s voice says “for generations and generations it will be remembered,” we see a close up of Yoel’s wife fainting, and then the father in law again, saying, “for them you sang, but for us you prayed, beloved citizen of Vilna.” The father in law’s hand comes toward the camera, as though we are seeing from Yoel’s view, and covers the camera, before the camera cuts to a shot of the hand closing Yoel’s eyes and covering his head with a tallit. Finally, we see a close up of the siddur with candles on it, and the candles are extinguished as the page turns and dramatic music plays. A drawing reading “The End” flashes on the screen.


The majority of the pivotal scenes in this film take place in synagogues. In the end, Yoel does not even visit his wife or see his son buried before he dies. He proceeds straight to the synagogue as soon as he returns to Vilna, takes over leading the high holiday prayers, and dies in the synagogue. Then the men in the synagogue all crowd around him. His wife could hardly have approached him or spoken to him before he died, even if she had wanted to do so. Her father seems to have a closer relationship with Yoel than she does. 


The film also seems to be equating Yoel with his identity as chazan, which it represents with the siddur and candles. When Yoel dies, the candles are blown out over the book, presumably in symbolic reference to his death. The siddur thus confirms that he has died, and also serves to indicate that he died in the midst of his role as a cantor. His death and the end of his cantorial role coincide exactly, and the life of the synagogue seems to come to a halt at this point as well. In this way, both the synagogue and the siddur, and the cantorial ritual they represent serve as a sort of synecdoche for Yoel - the siddur in fact gives a more final and convincing death scene than Yoel does. The role of cantor was such a part of him, that when it ends, he actually dies, and when he dies, it is presented not as the death of an individual person, but as the death of a cantor.


Although Yentl contains no such dramatic death scenes, the main character in this film also becomes inseparably connected with the texts that s/he studies. Also, in Yentl, the main character actually takes on a different gender role as a necessary part of furthering her education and her connection to these texts. She actually marries a woman, Hadas, as a part of her entry into the yeshiva world. Then she teaches Hadas about the Talmud in lieu of consummating the marriage. In the end, she chooses the Talmud, and thus the continuation of her studies, over both her “wife” and the man she loves. 


In one sequence, Hadas attempts to get Anshel / Yentl to fulfill the Shabbat mitzvah of having sex with one’s spouse. Hadas walks to the side of Anshel’s desk in the semi darkened room where Anshel is studying. The camera shows a close up of Anshel holding a glass of tea, then moves to a medium shot of Anshel, dressed in a suit vest and tie, sitting at a table with books in front of him/her. Hadas stands facing the window, with her back to Anshel. She says “it’s almost sundown. The Sabbath.” Anshel says “yes,” shifting nervously in her chair. “Mother says it’s a special blessing on the Sabbath,” continues Hadas. Anshel takes off his glasses and begins to clean them, pauses, then interjects “going to synagogue?” The camera shifts to a close up of Hadas’ profile as she replies, “going to bed.” Anshel grunts noncommittally. “Unless you’re tired,” continues Hadas, turning around to approach Anshel. She picks up Anshel’s tea glass and hands it to him, telling him to drink it before it gets cold. She comments that Avigdor, her former fiancee, used to make her tremble and spill things, but Anshel doesn’t. 


The camera cuts to a close up of Hadas’ hands caressing the table, then moves slowly upward to her face as she says, “so will you teach me?” There is a pause as the camera cuts to a close up of Anshel’s face, his eyes looking down and his mouth open. “Talmud?” he asks hopefully. The camera cuts to a close up of Hadas as she bursts into laughter and says, “no, not Talmud.” Anshel persists, closes all the blinds, has Hadas lock the door, and proceeds to tell Hadas about the Talmud. After dissuading Hadas from going to check the soup and then from sewing, Anshel continues. 


The camera cuts to a close up shot of the back of Hadas’ head, as she leans her chin on her right hand. Anshel paces up and down the room facing her and talking excitedly about Talmud. As the camera angle reveals Hadas’ face, we see her eyes are closed and she is slumping over in her chair. Anshel says the Talmud discusses “everything from making love to planting Egyptian beans.” At these words, we see a close up of Anshel’s back crossing in front of Hadas, then of Hadas’ face as her eyes open and she looks up. “Making love?” she asks hopefully. Anshel repeats “to planting Egyptian beans,” and Hadas mumbles something and closes her eyes again. 


Anshel returns to listing topics covered in the Talmud. When she mentions disputes about flocks of chickens, Hadas looks up, with her eyes partly open and says in a tired way, “Anshel, while your books argue about chickens, I’ve had to pluck them.” She stands up and shuffles toward the bed, continuing “It’s Friday, I’ve been up since dawn, I’m too tired to be a scholar on Fridays, Anshel.” We see a close up of Hadas falling headfirst onto the bed, her eyes closed. “I’m sorry,” she says, and Anshel apologizes as well. Hadas mumbles into the bed, “I’m too tired for the special Sabbath blessing, even if maybe you were going to demand it, maybe.” She stops speaking and the camera cuts to a close up of Anshel, sighing and looking down in silence.


In this sequence, Yentl / Anshel avoids dealing with Hadas’ request by deliberately misunderstanding it and instead teaching her about Talmud until she can not stay awake any longer. Hadas actually tries to please Anshel by learning about the Talmud, while still hinting about fulfilling the mitzvah. Until she begins to fall asleep, Hadas seems very attentive, although perhaps more to Anshel than his discourse. She does indicate on a few occasions that she has been listening by repeating or commenting on what Anshel has said. In this sequence, Anshel at least manages to put off giving any direct answer to Hadas’ request, if not actually to substitute learning for sex
 .


Considering the manner in which Anshel / Yentl speaks about the Talmud, one could argue that s/he views Talmud as much more exciting or at least more necessary than sex. In the end of the film, when Yentl feels she has to decide between Avigdor, the man she loves, and the continuation of her studies, she chooses her studies. She may love Avigdor, but she needs the Talmud. It appears as though she considers her studies to be such a vital part of her identity that she can not give them up for anything or anyone. She proves, during the course of the film that she would rather pretend to be a man, marry a woman, and reject the man she loves than give up her books. She goes so far as to indicate that she can not give up her studies. These events, as well as Hadas’ attempt to approach Anshel / Yentl through text, show the way in which the film sets up books and study as synecdoche for Yentl. One could even argue that text study serves as Yentl / Anshel’s equivalent of sex. 


The Frisco Kid uses a Torah scroll less as a representative for a particular character, and more as a sort of character in its own right. In this film, Rabbi Avraham carries a Torah scroll across the American continent, treating it as one would a beloved child or as a hero in a western might treat a capricious heroine. He repeatedly rescues it and gets into trouble because of it and its teachings. His best friend, Tommy the bank robber, begins to refer to the scroll as though it has a will of its own. This gives the scroll itself the sort of status normally reserved for characters. 


In one sequence, Tommy persuades Avraham to leave the Torah where it is while they go to eat breakfast. Avraham has just woken up in a bed in a monastery, after having eaten one too many mushrooms at a Native American celebration the night before. He sees one of the monks, who has taken a vow of silence, and tries to have a conversation with him, before his friend Tommy enters the room to make sure he has recovered.


The camera shows a medium shot of Tommy, dressed in cowboy gear, approach Avraham’s bed, which faces away from the camera. Tommy asks Avraham how he is, then the camera shows a close up of his face as he says “boy, you look a lot better. You were really out of your head last night. You had me really worried.” The camera shifts to a close up of Avraham’s face against his pillow as Tommy continues, “could you eat a little something?” Avraham opens his mouth and says “always!” The camera shifts to a medium shot of Avraham getting up from the bed and putting on his kippah, as Tommy says, “they’re waiting breakfast for us.” Avraham leans over to the side of the bed and picks up the Torah scroll, which has been visible in the background throughout the sequence, but Tommy tells him, “leave that Torah here. It’ll be safe. We’ve had enough trouble with that Torah.” Avraham puts it down, stretches, and they exit from the room.


This sequence serves as one of many examples in the film of the way in which Avraham, Tommy, and other people view the Torah scroll. While Avraham spends a great deal of time and effort protecting the Torah, there are a number of occasions on which he either leaves it somewhere or loses it or its wrappings. He does eventually give it to the daughter of the Rabbi in San Francisco, and although he seems slightly reluctant to part with it, he does not seem to view this object as connected to his identity in the same way as Yentl does. It actually seems to serve as an object in its own right. Avraham in a sense indicates this when he argues with Tommy near the end of the film about his own lack of qualifications to be a Rabbi. He refers to an earlier incident in which some rustlers attacked them and he defended the Torah before Tommy. 


Avraham tells Tommy “when they were shooting at you, I ran to save the Torah. . . . I wasn’t thinking about God. I didn’t do it because of God. I don’t know one thing about God. I was thinking about a book. I cared more for a book than I did for my best friend. . . . I chose a piece of paper instead of you.” This statement both shows Avraham’s dissatisfaction with his own behavior, and also indicates that he understands the difference between himself and the scroll, and between the scroll and God. The fact that he actually tried to save the scroll first, however, does give the impression that he saw the scroll as something worth saving. He worried more about it than about Tommy. 


Avraham almost seems to be categorizing the scroll as a baby or a helpless heroine of some sort. Presumably he thought that Tommy’s ability to fight the rustlers was greater than the ability of the Torah scroll to resist the fire the rustler threw it into. The scroll thus becomes some sort of substitute for a helpless character in need of protection. Tommy appears to buy into this concept when he advises Avraham that no one will harm the scroll while they eat breakfast at the monastery. Avraham’s physical treatment of the Torah scroll throughout the film become greatly reminiscent of the way in which one handles a baby or small child. Once, he checks under its cover to make sure it hasn’t been damaged, almost as though he were checking a baby’s diaper or clothing. By this treatment, the scroll begins to take on the role of a character. 


As we have seen in the preceding films, the Bible, ritual, and even synagogues and other sacred spaces serve a number of purposes in Jewish films. Some films use Biblical passages or stories as plot devices or as the basic concept of a particular sequence. A number of films use texts, ritual and synagogues as metonymy or synecdoche for a particular character, or as an identity or opinion one character imposes on another character. Some sequences portray ritual as beautiful or as an art form, while others show ritual as oppressive to women, to an individual or to a group of people. Some characters even become defined by their opposition to or derision for a particular text or ritual. A number of films make a point of desanctifying sacred spaces or of sanctifying secular spaces through the use of ritual or text. In some films, a text, ritual, or space appears to have some power in its own right, or even to serve as a character. Some characters derive their identity from their roles as cantor or yeshiva bokher, or obtain power from manipulating texts as a way of solving their personal problems. Other characters are able to have more open discussions as a result of a particular space or text, and some apparently view text study as a viable alternative to sex. 


In all of these films, texts, ritual and/or spaces seem to have a much greater impact on characters or plot than one would expect. Many of the films connect their most crucial sequences and events with particular texts. It often becomes difficult to form a clear division between a character and a ritual or a text, or even between the plot and its reliance on the ritual, text or space. In some cases, one gets the sense that an entire film has been constructed around a particular text, so that the film itself almost becomes the text or reinvents a text or a space. Although all of these films use their texts, rituals and/or spaces in different ways, it appears that many sequences and even whole films could not exist without their textual basis. 

� Dvarim 25: 5-10 says that if a man dies without having children, his brother is required to marry his widow or to complete the ritual of halitza to negate the requirement. Rabbis in the Ashkenazi tradition tend to favor the negation ritual, whereas in many Sephardi communities the marriage is encouraged. For further information see: Donin (294-5) and Dobrinsky (64-68, 394-9).





� literally: the Troublemaker





� the film is quite thorough and accurate in giving examples of such Yiddishisms. It contains numerous examples of all of the categories mentioned in James Matisoff’s study of these expressions.





� According to Nahma Sandrow, in her book on the play, the ritualistic actions shown, such as spitting or reciting charms against evil, and even references to evil spirits or the devil, give an accurate representation of the practices of the lower classes among Eastern European Jews. Sandrow (33)





� Sandrow says “the play is much cut and the acting is old-fashioned, making the film a period piece, even when it was new.” (35) This can be seen to indicate that Seiden was aiming for a nostalgic effect.





� The Bible gives very little guidance on divorce, aside from referring to procedures for halitza (see footnote #1), and the rather ambiguous statement in Dvarim 24:1, which refers to writing a writ of cutting off / divorce if one has found in one’s wife “rbd tvri,” which apparently means some sort of spiritual blemish (Dvarim 23:15 implies that a condition of holiness derives from a lack of “rbd tvri.” )





� Especially Sephardic ritual and the tradition among certain groups of permitting a man to have more than one wife (see Dobrinsky)





� Apparently Rivka didn’t realize she should have married a Yitzhak.





� Considering that no one actually dies or goes insane, which seemed to happen quite regularly in God, Man and Devil





� This prayer is usually part of the hrwi hnomw (otherwise known as the silent prayer) See Rinat Israel (59)





� lkhw, the blessing for a substance in which ingredients have been altered from their original form and texture, exclusive of bread and grape products. See Rinat Israel (117)





� Synagogues, especially in Israel, commonly contain signs to the effect that it is forbidden to speak during the Torah reading and during prayers. There is also a general practice of ignoring such signs, although speaking loudly is generally discouraged.





� Obviously he doesn’t consider it his duty to provide Meir with children or support with his studies.





� “hdom” - See Rinat Israel (1)





� Ruth 1:16





� In Sholem Aleichem’s Tevye stories, Tevye enjoys quoting from the Bible in Hebrew and then mistranslating it into Yiddish in a joking manner. See Halkin’s introduction to Tevye (xxvii).





� The Book of Joshua, in certain places, gives a similar effect by placing the ark as the subject of verbs, making it seem as though the ark passes over the Jordan and moves around Jericho by itself. See Joshua 4:7, 4:11, 6:8, 6:11





� The city of Tzfat, for example takes on mystical proportions. The playwright, S. Ansky is supposed to have gone on a trip around the countryside collecting folklore before writing this play. See Winkler’s Dybbuk and Kushner’s A Dybbuk and Other Tales of the Supernatural.





� Hershale has underpaid and overworked his friends and neighbors in his tallit factory.





� Generally one does not pray while wearing a blood stained tallit.





� a police detective posing as a baal tshuva in order to investigate a murder in a hassidic community





� the son of the Rebbe of the community





� Destined mate





� partners who study a text together in a traditional yeshiva setting





� “the book seller”





� See footnote number one.





� A reference to Mendele / Abramovitsh the author. Among the other goods, he sells his own novel / story as well, apparently. These sort of details about merchandise and inside jokes about the author appear more than once in the novel “Tales of Mendele” as well. This novel even begins with a “A Prologue by Mendele the Book Peddler, upon his setting out on his journey into the world with the very first printing of his own stories.” (7) Also see Mendele (5, 11, 13, 78)





� Penitential prayers for women.





� See note #1





� In the Sephardic tradition, this can actually pose halahic questions, as opposed to the Ashkenazi tradition, which encourages the refusal ritual as a general policy. 





� Unlike in the ritual wedding ceremony and in the ritual practice of divorce, in the ritual of halitza, the woman has an obligation to make a statement, without which the ceremony cannot be complete or valid. The woman must state her brother in law’s unwillingness to marry her, she must remove his sandal, spit in front of him, and say that this is how one treats a man who refuses to build his brother’s house. See Dvarim 25:9.





� According to the film description on the National Center for Jewish Film web site, the film is “based on the life of director Mizrachi's mother,”  however Mizrachi’s dramatic portrayal of Rosa’s manipulation of the ritual in this scene serves a purpose other than simply chronicling or dramatizing true events. 





� Dvarim 24:4 refers to the permanence of the divorce ritual in general.





� Assuming the presence of three male witnesses.





� And less binding. Like with Rosa, Jacob gives Mollie the opportunity to choose whether to divorce him without actually completing the ritual.





� This is the beginning of a segment of Proverbs 31, known as Eshet Hayil (Proverbs 31:10-31), which religious men recite in praise of their wives before the first Shabbat meal, on the evening of Shabbat. See Rinat Israel (210).





� Sender could hardly have found a more inappropriate situation in which to recite this text - just after having sex with his sister in law on a table in the basement where he runs an illegal jewelry business. The entire situation contradicts the words of the text almost exactly. 





� The proverb contains a number of references to buying grain, tilling fields, and other very physical and economic labors and endeavors. He recites only the first few lines, one line from the middle, and the last few lines - the lines which give the most general sort of praise. 





� A view of the ring without the ruby serves as the first sequence of the film.





� Presumably he knows that the story of the Binding of Isaac has already been read on Rosh ha Shana, making this a significant time to complete his action.





� We later learn that Harry has written this story in reaction to his half-sister’s sudden embracing of ritual. 





� Borei pri hagafen, which can be said over wine or grape juice. See Rinat Israel, section Brachot (116).





� Hamotzi lechem min ha eretz. See Rinat Israel, Brachot (108)





� Lehadlik ner shel Shabbat. See Rinat Israel, erev Shabbat, (184).





� Especially considering the portion in English, this is obviously not a real blessing, although it is apparently modeled on the blessings for fruit and vegetables, (borei pri ha etz, and borei pri ha adomah, respectively). For these blessings, see Rinat Israel, Brachot, (116, 117)





� Literally “The Vilna City Cantor”





� The prayer said upon hearing of a death.





� Here the film makes an interesting point by deviating from the Isaac Bashevis Singer story on which it is based. In the original story, there is an indication that Anshel finds a more physical way of consummating the marriage. As a result of this difference, the film actually gives greater emphasis to an idea that appears to be dormant in the original text. See Singer (36).
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