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Yiddish Shakespeare: Romeo and Juliet, Translation and
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Mark Thornton Burnett
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ABSTRACT
This article examines the ways in which Romeo and Juliet in
Yiddish (dir. Eve Annenberg, 2011), a film adaptation of
Romeo and Juliet, addresses itself simultaneously to a
Yiddish-speaking demographic and a wider US audience
not only via a mixing of languages but also through the
operations of the subtitle. The film accesses Yiddish from a
wide range of perspectives, deploying language, Jewish
rituals, Yiddish language klezmer music and tradition to
underscore the relevancies of Shakespeare’s text to ex-
Orthodox constituencies. Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish places
in the spotlight a relatively unknown dimension of
New York culture, and one that deserves attention, not
least because the film politicises the plight of its
dispossessed subjects inside discourses of Jewish identity
and diaspora. Translating Romeo and Juliet thus, Romeo and
Juliet in Yiddish expands our sense of what an American
cinematic Shakespeare might be. It enables reflection on
the complexions of contemporary Judaism and stimulates a
more nuanced awareness of secular and Orthodox relations
in early twenty-first-century America.
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While exciting considerable interest on release, as screenings at festivals
demonstrate, Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish (dir. Eve Annenberg, 2011), an adap-
tation of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, has slipped under the radar of critical
attention.1 This low-budget ($175,000), Brooklyn-set film features Ava (Eve
Annenberg), a nurse and part-time graduate student with an Orthodox
Jewish past. In order to fulfil her scholarship requirement, Ava must update
and make contemporary an older Yiddish language translation of Romeo and
Juliet. For assistance, she approaches youthful Yiddish speakers Lazer/Romeo
(Lazer Weiss), Mendy/Benvolio (Mendy Zafir) and Bubbles/Mercutio (Joel
Weiss), gonifs or “leavers” (Orthodox Jews who have left their communities).
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In the process of working on the communal translation of Romeo and Juliet, the
“leavers” precipitate a series of performance insets. These reconceptualise Sha-
kespeare’s play as “the Orthodox fight[ing] among themselves” and centre on a
conflict between the Satmar (Montague) and Lubavitch (Capulet) families. The
play in the film, then, is both narrative premise and internal Shakespearean
adaptation. It might be more accurate, in fact, to describe the film as comprising
two Romeo and Juliet narratives. As the film progresses, the twinned plotlines –
the communal translation scenes and the performance insets – become ever
more interwoven, complex and alike. Mirroring the generational dynamics of
the play, Ava/the Nurse’s ignorance of Yiddish is supplemented by the skillsets
of the “leavers”, while her secular experience compensates for their preconcep-
tions about the non-Orthodox world.

Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish showcases a distinctive “aesthetic” – as befits the
“stylistic” (Hillier ix) register characteristic of American independent cinema,
the mise-en-scène is impatiently postmodern, textual substitutions are witty
and demythologising, and edgy subject matter is given ironic treatment. Typi-
cally, the performance insets contrast with gritty and graphic sequences which
detail Ava/the Nurse’s weary ministrations in the Emergency Room and the
concomitant dispossessed condition of the young “leavers”. Caught in a
double bind, the “leavers” have been rejected by their Orthodox communities
but lack the education and wherewithal which would allow them to function
in mainstream society. The bleak backstories of the “leavers” reinforce the
ways in which Annenberg acts simultaneously as cast member (she plays the
Nurse) and auteur. She is both an individual “creative” force taking primary
responsibility for “a film’s aesthetics and mise-en-scène” (Stam 83, 85) and, in
Rosanna Maule’s expression, a “collaborative” (24) practitioner. For example,
Annenberg recruited Lazer Weiss, who plays Lazer/Romeo, to the Shakes-
pearean role after discovering him at a chulent or weekly Jewish
gathering. J. J. Murphy notes that a characteristic of American independent
cinema is the use of “nonprofessional performers” (18) and, certainly, a
pattern of participation is underpinned by autobiographical elements (Weiss
is a “leaver” in “real life”). The fact that Weiss appears as co-producer on the
credits makes visible the significances of his creative/performative contribution
and the extent to which personal experience fed into the film proper. More
broadly, the overlap between casting and context works to introduce slippages
between the players and the aesthetics, contextualising the bumpiness of the
individual performances and drawing attention to the material realities pressing
upon filmic representation.

Enhancing the intertextuality further is the film’s framing of itself inside
larger structures of Shakespearean comedy and romance. As part of the discus-
sions around the communal translation, Ava/the Nurse reveals that she gave up
a child for adoption (this turns out to be Faigie/Juliet [Melissa Weisz] who has
been brought up in the Orthodox community). In this sense, Ava/the Nurse

2 M. THORNTON BURNETT



resembles the absent, and then magically reinstated, mother of the romances
(such as Hermione in The Winter’s Tale). The plot is additionally layered via
the introduction of a Puck-like figure, Zalman (David Germano), another ex-
Orthodox youth, who is suffering from too much Kabbala or Kabbalitis: “I’m
leaking magic”, he complains. Wishing to repay Ava/the Nurse for allowing
him to stay in her apartment – and, as the Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish press-
pack has it, “overwhelmed by Ava’s inadvertent adherence to ‘Chochnassus
Orchim’, an obscure tenet of hospitality” (1) – Zalman/Puck is impelled to
sprinkle his magic dust over her books and objects. “Perhaps my gratitude
will set in motion a chain reaction of happy accidents”, Zalman/Puck states,
his remark running counter to Friar Laurence’s more acerbic construction of
consequentiality: “These violent delights have violent ends” (2.6.9). Shakespeare
works, it is suggested, in part because of involvement in exchange and hospital-
ity. As Zalman/Puck states in the hospital scene, “worlds exist in different
dimensions … [but] I can make them intersect”. And across several insets,
he serves as a comedic scene-changer, smoothing the movement between one
phase of action and the next.

It is possible to argue that, in this film, the Yiddish language operates in a
similarly transitional capacity. A. O. Scott in a review of Romeo and Juliet in
Yiddish notes the presence of “modern and ‘Elizabethan’ Yiddish, as well as
various forms of Brooklyn English”, an assessment that alerts us to the film’s
hybridised and cross-fertilising vocabularies. In the film, the performance
insets are wholly in Yiddish, with the language also featuring heavily in the dia-
logue of the communal translation scenes. Reinforcing its functions and instru-
mentality, Yiddish is further foregrounded in a spiralling newspaper montage,
in terms of greeting and affection and in the intricacies of ritual (such as the
Shabbat/Sabbath dinner). While Hebrew is, by and large, the language of the
Jewish populations of Israel, Yiddish is a stateless and diasporic language
which is spoken in parts of Eastern Europe and Russia but also in Jewish com-
munities in Argentina, Australia, Britain, Canada and the US, New York
especially. Pre-Holocaust, as Dovid Katz explains, there were some 10–13
million Yiddish speakers globally (553). Today, the numbers have declined
drastically: there are between 1.5 and 2 million Yiddish speakers, most in
Hasidic and Haredi Jewish communities (Katz 580). Following the diaspora,
and keeping pace with processes of immigration, Yiddish has now become
“synonymous”, as Tanya Basu explains, with “Orthodox Judaism”.

This article examines the ways in which this unusual Shakespearean adap-
tation addresses itself simultaneously to a Yiddish-speaking demographic and
a wider US audience not only via a mixing of languages but also through the
operations of the subtitle. Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish accesses Yiddish from
a wide range of perspectives, deploying language, Jewish rituals, Yiddish
language klezmer music and tradition to underscore the relevancies of Shake-
speare’s text to ex-Orthodox constituencies. Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish
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places in the spotlight a relatively unknown dimension of New York culture,
and one that deserves attention, not least because the film politicises the
plight of its dispossessed subjects inside discourses of Jewish identity and dia-
spora. Translating Romeo and Juliet thus, Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish expands
our sense of what an American cinematic Shakespeare might be. It enables
reflection on the complexions of contemporary Judaism and stimulates a
more nuanced awareness of secular and Orthodox relations in early twenty-
first-century America.

I

In the film’s opening scene, Shakespeare and Yiddish are presented as incom-
patible. As the exchange between Faigie/Juliet and her sister, Rivke (Reyna
Schaechter), establishes, Romeo and Juliet is an illicit text in an Orthodox
context. “You’re not supposed to be reading this”, Rivke warns. The Folger
edition connects Faigie/Juliet’s bedroom with Ava/the Nurse’s apartment:
there are versions of the play in both locations. This shared Shakespeare
suggests not only literary but also familial connections (eventually, the film
reveals Faigie/Juliet as Ava/the Nurse’s long-lost daughter). The taboo nature
of the text is re-emphasised later when Ava/the Nurse’s translators explain
their ignorance of the play, Lazer/Romeo reinforcing that “It’s not taught in
the school in our community”. But, in fact, there are long-standing traditions
of Shakespeare being staged in New York’s Yiddish language theatres. Plays
such as Jacob Gordin’s The Jewish King Lear (1892) and Mirele Efros or The
Jewish Queen Lear (1898) revitalised Shakespeare for Yiddish-speaking audi-
ences by transporting the action to a bourgeois Russian-Jewish milieu
(Kaplan 57, 84, 85). Such productions may have functioned to normalise
Jewish cultures by centring Yiddish language performance within Western dra-
matic traditions. Certainly, between 1890 and 1910, and elaborating imagina-
tively on the “original” texts, there were similar adaptations of Othello, The
Merchant of Venice and Romeo and Juliet, arresting features being the prioriti-
sation of Jewish domestic melodrama and an Eastern European shtetl or village
setting (Alter 144). More broadly, Annenberg’s adaptation belongs with a con-
tinuum of Yiddish Shakespeare films. There have been two film versions (in
1934 and 2018 respectively) of Gordin’s The Jewish King Lear (Fabiszak 157–
70), with Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish in some ways harking back to what
Eric A. Goldman has described elsewhere as the “Golden Age of Yiddish
Cinema” (73, 97).

More relevant here, however, are contemporary Yiddish language pro-
ductions – meditations and reflections on the place of Yiddish in the Jewish
imaginary and the American consciousness. These include Mendy: A Question
of Faith (dir. Adam Vardy, 2003), in which an alienated Hasid attempts to enter
secular New York society, and Divan (dir. Pearl Gluck, 2004), in which the
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director travels to Hungary to locate an heirloom. Crucially, and not least
through Annenberg’s enlistment, as a female director, of “non-traditional
visual and narrative techniques to challenge … expected … tropes” (Schreiber
96–7), Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish shares the spirit of these works. Like them, it
is implicitly and explicitly concerned with origins, whether that manifests itself
in a return to a homeland or a conflicted encounter with a former community’s
values. Too, Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish consorts with other Yiddish language
films in interrogating what is involved in living as an ex-Orthodox Jew in an
inimical diasporic environment. At a deeper level, Annenberg’s film relates to
a resurgence of interest in Yiddish in the US. Yiddish as language and belief-
system is inherently politicised and caught up in questions about belonging,
knowledge and ownership. On the one hand, Yiddish is judged as an “endan-
gered” language associated with nostalgia for a vanished way of life: it faces the
threat of being supplanted by other, national languages, as the steady decline of
the Yiddish language press indicates (Bluestein xvii). On the other hand, and
certainly in a New York context, Yiddish is a vibrant language, which is sup-
ported by a Yiddish studies programme at Columbia University and increas-
ingly seen as the language of “cool” (Katz 568). In the same moment, the
resurgence of interest in Yiddish from around the globe, as demonstrated in
summer programmes at YIVO (the Institute for Jewish Research) and arts
initiatives in Israel, has a world-wide application. In fact, Romeo and Juliet in
Yiddish bears out the multiple ways in which Yiddish, to cite Amelia Glaser,
“has been [increasingly] re-globalised” (268).

Subtitles feature in the film’s Yiddish language sequences; less predictably,
they also pop up to elucidate the meanings of a Yiddish language term when
it appears in the English language dialogue. There are also glosses of English
language terms used to explain Orthodox vernacular, as when Ava/the Nurse
describes her translators as “out” (the accompanying explanation reads
“expelled or absconded from the ultra-Orthodox community”). At several
points, the subtitle draws attention to the act of adaptation; that is, a vernacular
version of a familiar line highlights the proximation and acculturation involved
in the contemporising process. Typical is when Lazer/Romeo deflects Bubbles/
Mercutio with the line, “And in my case a guy can be a dick”. This substitution
for “a man may strain courtesy” (2.4.50) replaces formal diction with a demotic
Yiddish equivalent that highlights intuition and savviness. Similarly suggestive
is the subtitling accompanying Lazer/Romeo’s performance inset with Rabbi
Isaac/Friar Laurence (Isaac Schoenfeld): “I love the daughter of the rich
Capulet – I love her and she loves me”, the subtitle reads, continuing, “Every-
thing’s in place except the Huppah (wedding canopy)”. In this flippant, debunk-
ing translation, which reduces 2.3.53–60 to an expression of youthful self-
confidence, the Shakespearean line is repurposed via colloquialism and expla-
nation, the gloss stressing the significance of the ritual rather than the family
feud.
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Shakespearean fun notwithstanding, the film places in a sobering light the
lives of Yiddish speaking Lazer/Romeo and his companions. Yiddish in the
film is linked indissolubly to exclusion, precarity and powerlessness. For
instance, Lazer/Romeo dreams about attending college, only to recognise its
impossibility (“I don’t even have the English”); for his part, Mendy/Benvolio
has as his ultimate objective “losing my accent”. Such formulations belong
with the ways in which Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish renders material the
trials and difficulties faced by Yiddish speakers. The ex-Orthodox youths
barely survive in the abandoned truck that is their home and they are
reduced to petty crime and begging. Trading on the expectation that disability,
bereavement and mental illness are characteristic of the Orthodox community,
they solicit passers-by: dressing up in traditional black suits and wearing artifi-
cial peyots or sidelocks is an integral part of their operations. The fact that there
is no prospect of reintegration is indicated in the scene in which Lazer/Romeo
visits his baker father, exclaiming, “Papa, why won’t you talk to me?” But
neither is this abandoned group at home in the secular world. In fact, Lazer/
Romeo and Mendy/Benvolio are symptomatic of an arrested mobility, their
parked and disabled truck indicative of stasis, of the unlikelihood of moving
forwards in the urban landscape. This, then, is how the film dramatises the
depressed plight of the “homeless Hasids”, to adapt Mendy/Benvolio’s self-
description. The generality of the situation is unnervingly illustrated in an
Emergency Room scene. “Another ex-Orthodox overdose?” Ava asks Rabbi
Isaac/Friar Laurence despairingly as she treats an unnamed patient. Beyond
wit and style, then, the film gestures to a material and psychic crisis.

In important ways, the unhappy trajectories of the “leavers” and Ava/the
Nurse run along similar lines. Ava/the Nurse is also troubled, with the
camera’s detailing of objects and paraphernalia (pills and a pram) in her
cramped apartment suggesting prescription drug abuse and an unresolved
relation to past trauma (her early marriage to an Orthodox “book store
clerk” that “didn’t work out so well”). Her hostility towards her former commu-
nity is encapsulated when she is asked to translate the Yiddish Romeo and Juliet.
“Yiddish? The world’s most irrelevant language?” she exclaims, her horror sug-
gestive of the extent to which she has been damaged by her encounter with
Orthodox Judaism. A montage which cross-cuts with Faigie/Juliet allows us
to imagine Ava/the Nurse’s life before her communal estrangement. Whenever
we see Faigie/Juliet, she is in a closed environment, looking through the
windows of a shoe-store in Williamsburg or curtained off from the busy
street beyond. Her discovery in the film illuminates the gendered limitations
placed on her experience. She typifies, in fact, the archetypal Jewish woman
who, as Paula E. Hyman argues, is confined “to the domestic scene and [denied]
… opportunities for education and participation in the public realm of
economy and civic life” (18). Germane is a scene in her family’s kitchen: for
all Faigie/Juliet shakes her head at the discussion of her arranged marriage,
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the table is already laid for the wedding and (to her) an unappealing husband
identified (Paris [Luzer Twersky] is a Yeshiva Bocher or student of the Talmud
and the Torah). The representation makes an explicit parallel between early
modern gendered constraints and restrictions and those of contemporary
Orthodoxy.

II

The film’s performance insets occur in an imaginary dimension – another
“plane” which enshrines the translators’ Brooklyn-based projection of the
play. They roughly follow the trajectory of the play’s set-pieces and they are
generally sparked by a combination of incomprehension and insight. Thus,
although Ava/the Nurse’s translators knit their brows at seeming Shakes-
pearean impenetrability, their humour and imaginations are ignited when
faced with key cruxes. For example, ensconced in Ava/the Nurse’s apartment,
Lazer/Romeo’s puzzlement (“We don’t really get the story …What kind of
people are in this fight?”) allows for a transition into the opening brawl. Spiral-
ling graphics signal the shift to a downtown bridge on which the Satmar (Mon-
tague) and Lubavitch (Capulet) gangs meet. The Shakespearean dialogue
remains intact (“The quarrel is between our masters and us their men”
[1.1.18–19]) but is shorn of its famous sexual references: this confrontation
revolves around the forces of Orthodox affiliations rather than expressions of
masculinity. Instead, camerawork focuses on different styles of dress (formal
and semi-formal) and the presence or absence of peyots or sidelocks as indi-
cators of rival groupings. The fight itself is conducted with knives and blades,
with a mise-en-scène comprised of deserted backstreets and vacant lots
suggesting a conflict that secular New York ignores. A train passes overhead;
no “citizens” are involved; and no Prince Escalus enters to reprimand the
combatants.

A Purim holiday party is the creative trigger for the Capulet “old accustomed
feast” (1.2.19). Accordingly, this sequence makes a virtue of specifying the
comic sombreros and feathery hats worn by the participants in honour of the
carnivalesque occasion. Initially masked, Lazer/Romeo appears here in more
conservative glasses, the change in eyewear connoting his imagined Orthodox
self. Meanwhile, the use of a mechitzah or gauze partition between the sexes
becomes a vital prop – via its gaps, and through its folds, the lovers conduct
their courtship. This sequence too is marked by a particularly playful engage-
ment with Shakespearean language. In the film’s rendition of the “Queen
Mab” speech, “O’er ladies lips … the angry Mab with blisters plagues”
(1.4.74–5) becomes, when translated back from Yiddish, “Then she blisters
their lips if she smells ‘the mitzvah’ (the love-making)”. Similarly, “Tickling a
parson’s nose as ’a lies asleep; / Then he dreams of another benefice”
(1.4.80–1) is multiply translated into “She trips over the lips of rabbis and
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they dream of charities”. There is approximation here, but also localisation and
euphemism, pointing up an encounter with the text that, in the words of trans-
lation critic Willis Barnstone, facilitates “another creation” (5). The simul-
taneous rhymical rapping/stamping performed by Mendy/Benvolio situates
Bubbles/Mercutio’s peroration as an urban performance, a Yiddishised take
on the music of the street in which love, and sex, are intimately entangled.

At first, Lazer/Romeo’s questions about the text betray his distance from, and
preconceptions about, the secular culture to which he is newly exposed. “What?
[Romeo and Juliet] can’t have sex, Christians?” he asks, his bafflement striking a
comic note, premised, as it is, on a collapsing of the early modern and the con-
temporary and on a generalised construction of secular heterosexuality. Over
time, however, Lazer/Romeo’s comments indicate a more confident interven-
tion in the logics of the story. “I would break in”, he notes, speculating about
the aftermath of the “party” (the Elizabeth lute music that sounds at this
point offsets the associations of petty crime by announcing the move to the
classic Shakespearean balcony scene and romance). Combining, as it does, a
star-encrusted and moon-lit background, a Lazer/Romeo who trips comically
over garden ornaments and a Faigie/Juliet who delivers her lines from a fire
escape, the scene combines into itself a simplified vernacular (“Romeo,
Romeo, it had to be ‘Romeo’”), the conceit of West Side Story (dir. Jerome
Robbins and Robert Wise, 1961) and the comic mayhem of William Shake-
speare’s Romeo + Juliet (dir. Baz Luhrmann, 1996), an enriching cultural-cine-
matic interplay. Distinctively, dialogue consorts with stage business to suggest a
negotiation with selves and roles: Faigie/Juliet plays with her mask, while Lazer/
Romeo assures, “Call me but love, and I’ll call the Moil” (this repurposed iter-
ation of 2.2.50 references themohel, the official who oversees circumcision, and
hence alerts an audience to processes of identity formation and the promise of a
lovers’ covenant).

The wordless, subdued (keyboards and harmonium) score in this inset
throws into relief the flirtations of the dialogue. In contradistinction, the
different scores reserved for the consummation scene depend for their effect
on lyrics, matching the ways in which in Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish the
soundscape is energised by its commerce with Yiddish language klezmer
music (by artists such as Jake Shulman-Ment) and contemporary music by
Jewish artists. The film stages this set-piece as diaphanous eroticism, billowing
sheets only partially hiding the naked bodies of the lovers, the sound of the
wind suggesting the waking world beyond the window, and a ladder in the
background recalling the play’s “cords” (3.2.35) and perhaps, too, Jacob’s
ladder as it has been immortalised in the work of Marc Chagall, Russian/
French painter. Over Lazer/Romeo’s aubade we hear, as soundtrack, singer
Lior’s version of the prayer, “Alvinu Malkeinu”, with its supplicatory refrain,
“Our father, the King, we have sinned before You”. At once, the idea is that
love is sacral and spiritual; more broadly, the score functions intertextually,
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opening out the prospect of a melding of differences (Lior, born in Israel but
now living in Australia, combines in his music the traditions of Judaism and
Islam). “Alvinu Malkeinu” privileges the male voice. At the opposite end of
the spectrum, in “Shnirele Perele”, a traditional Yiddish folk song performed
by Basya Schechter and her band, Pharoah’s Daughter, the female voice dom-
inates. Hailing from one of New York’s Orthodox communities, Schechter
mixes and matches Hasidic chants and world music hues in her work and
often, as here, to stress a sacralising dimension: “Shnirele Perele”, as the
words demonstrate (“Ribbons, pearls, golden flags, the Messiah, son of
David, is above us”), had its origins in a prayer offered by Jewish women in cel-
ebration of Shabbat. At a further intertextual level, Schechter’s experience as an
Orthodox Jewish woman who has embraced secular society rebounds on the
filmic narrative, foregrounding the journey being undertaken by Faigie/Juliet
and accentuating the implications of her claiming for herself a voice.
Working against the grain of the silent and circumscribed Faigie/Juliet in her
domestic situation, her equivalent in the film’s Romeo and Juliet performance
inset is marked by her association with a female vocalist, characterised by
playful inversions (she wears Lazer/Romeo’s hat) and ends the scene by
affirming her own perspective: “O, think’st thou we shall ever meet again?”
(3.5.51) (Figure 1).

The suggestion of an empowered Faigie/Juliet continues into the final per-
formance inset, the lovers’ meeting in a white-walled, candle-lit crypt.
Tahara rites having been completed, Faigie/Juliet is represented supine on a
sheeted surface. Bringing to mind earlier inversions, she is draped in a tallit
or shawl with black stripes (a garment usually reserved for men) and, on
waking, ignores the ritualistic chanting of the distraught Rabbi Isaac/Friar
Laurence: speeded up camerawork combined with slow motion gestures
assert the primacy of her response to calamity. Yet, thanks to a typically
witty turnaround, this is not where or how the inset concludes. Incorporating
from the communal translation scenes Lazer/Romeo’s suggestion that her
’phone should be “buried” with her, the rapidly developing action shows
Faigie/Juliet resisting the temptation of the fatal dagger, receiving a transforma-
tive call and expressing bathetic impatience at the intrusion (“What? Be quick!
I’m dying in here!”). The “drugs”, it turns out, have been “diluted”, a comically
cynical construction of a dishonest apothecary which introduces the possibility
of a different ending.

III

Such a reimagining of Romeo and Juliet’s set-pieces and players depends for
effect on inventive uses of setting. During the aubade inset, Faigie/Juliet, in
the command that she enjoys in the moment, urges Lazer/Romeo to leave,
stating of the light, “It is some meteor that the sun exhales to light your way
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to Manhattan”. The approximation of 3.5.13–15 illuminates a typically playful
delight in stripping the text of its Italian frame of reference to install instead
New York identifiers. Certainly, Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish points up the crea-
tivity of its adaptive process in utilising a wide range of spaces, from a dimly lit
warehouse and grimy street corner to a galley kitchen, a convenience store and
the gloomy interior of a synagogue. All these spaces reverberate with Brooklyn
and Williamsburg associations. Whether it be the elevated train, or rows of
brown-brick tenements, the cinematography relies for its aesthetic effect on a
realist envisioning of district specificities. Glimpses of shop-fronts, such as
“Schreiber’s: Fruits & More” (located on Lee Avenue), bear witness to the
film’s detailing of Yiddish neighbourhoods (furnishing a context for the frac-
tured relationships of the “leavers”); other settings recur in such a way as to
suggest separation and alienation. For example, shortly before the Purim
party, Mendy/Benvolio and Lazer/Romeo meet on Brooklyn Bridge to assess

Figure 1. The aubade scene. Courtesy of Vilna City Films/Shutterstock.
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the state of their lives. Establishing shots that take in the city from both ends of
the bridge remind audiences of the iconic status of this New York landmark, its
symbolic position as a crossing-point between Brooklyn and Manhattan, its
architectural grandeur, and its significance in the metropolitan imaginary as
a statement of technological achievement. The sun beams down on the pair;
the East River is lensed in shimmering glory. But, as an index of the opportu-
nities enjoyed by the pedestrian New Yorker, the Brooklyn Bridge here func-
tions only to throw into relief the frustrations of the “leavers”. On the
Bridge, Lazer/Romeo wrestles with a particularly tricky moment in the text
(“What the fuck is this? Queen Mab?”), while Mendy/Benvolio finds that his
’phone has lost its signal. Both berate the mechanics of a world that has cast
them adrift from social contact and exacerbated anxiety (“Exercise doesn’t
help …We’re banished from all the parties”). And, if the Brooklyn Bridge con-
notes civic freedom, then this is unmoored by an accompanying sense of con-
striction: Lazer/Romeo complains that he wants to “buy something” but lacks
funds, while Mendy/Benvolio articulates his financial dissatisfactions via a
pejorative construction of Shakespeare (“[he’s] just trying to make money”).
Indeed, at a later point, and running in tandem with act five, scene one,
Lazer/Romeo is glimpsed with his head in his hands on the sidewalk, his
truck having been towed away: the young “leavers” in the film increasingly
belong nowhere (Figure 2).

The scenes set in Cony Island substitute in the film for Sycamore Grove. Of
course, before Annenberg, Luhrmann had exploited the resonances of a ruined
cinema for his cinematic vision of “Verona Beach”; similarly, Romeo and Juliet
in Yiddish utilises the coastal/popular culture connection, Cony Island appear-
ing in her film as, in Robin Jaffee Frank’s words, a “seedy” site of “shabbiness
… vanished glory … deterioration … [and] tawdry beauty”, a “symbolic place

Figure 2. Lazer/Romeo (Lazer Weiss) and Mendy/Benvolio (Mendy Zafir) negotiate Brooklyn
Bridge. Courtesy of Vilna City Films/Shutterstock.
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of … disappointment”, a parody “American Dream” (17, 27, 170, 174, 175,
252, 256). The “Circus Theme” score by Joel Diamond that sounds over
these scenes, full of melancholy phrasing and muted jauntiness, expresses
the mood succinctly. Hence, when Lazer/Romeo and Mendy/Benvolio visit
Cony Island in a performance inset version of act one, scene one, and sing
a Yiddish folk song on the ferris wheel, the initial impression is of transpor-
tation to a world of release and wonder. But the illusion quickly dislimns: the
beach is deserted; the concessions are closed; and the lots are weed-infested.
In this context, it is entirely apposite that, on the G-train back to Brooklyn,
Mendy/Benvolio should crystallise a darkening sentiment in the line, “What
sadness lengthens Romeo’s hours?” (1.1.161). Later, in a performance inset
of act two, scene four, Cony Island again appears in decrepit guise: this
time, an empty boardwalk is complemented by a shot of the now defunct
Parachute Jump and a stationary Wonder Wheel. More mausoleum than
theme park, Cony Island at dusk, animated only by a solitary musician
plying his trade, serves as the setting for Lazer/Romeo’s attempted suicide
(he overdoses on heroin). This episode loops the narrative back to the hospi-
tal scene, reminding us of the bereft predicament of the “leaver”; simul-
taneously, it completes the thematic trajectory the film maps. In a manner
reminiscent of Moyshe-Leyb Halpern’s poem, “Memento Mori”, Cony
Island reverberates as crypt or grave – the place to which Lazer/Romeo is
“drawn to Death / As a desiring man at dusk is drawn / To the window of
a woman he adores” (81).

IV

The Emergency Room – or the notion of hospitality – is key to the film’s dou-
bling of its suicide storylines. In the crypt, Lazer/Romeo takes the fatal potion.
Meanwhile, in the parallel – communal translation – dimension on Cony
Island, he attempts to take his own life, having swindled Ava/the Nurse out
of $20,000 and fallen into despair (“Why do we have to fight?”). It is a develop-
ment that leads immediately to the unconscious Lazer/Romeo being brought to
Ava/the Nurse’s apartment for emergency recovery treatment, the film at this
point looping back to the hospital scene. “There’s nothing to fight about”,
Ava/the Nurse tells Lazer/Romeo, as if answering his earlier question. In
addition, having written to her daughter (in English and Yiddish) without
expecting a reply, Ava/the Nurse is now greeted by Faigie/Juliet, who enters
the apartment, explaining, “I’m looking for my mother”. Several strands inter-
sect at this point: English and Yiddish have alike proved enabling, while the
category of Yiddish, to adopt Amelia Glaser’s formulation, has revealed
itself capable of accommodating “shifting paradigms in the definition of
Jewish identity” (268). Freed from her inhibiting domestic setting, Faigie/
Juliet finds the “nurse” she mentioned at the start. And, in a complementary
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plot permutation, Ava/the Nurse assumes a Jewish mother role up until now
unavailable to her; in this way, she overcomes antipathy and reclaims her child
(an aspect of her background and identity), reconciling herself to her past. For
his part, Lazer/Romeo embraces the romance which, previously, he had balked
at (his stated position throughout having been that “Love is a fiction”). Con-
fronting his own antipathies, he asks, after spotting Faigie/Juliet for the first
time, “Did I mention that I just started believing in love?” While he has not
attended college, the Shakespearean experience, it is implied, has educated
him in matters of the heart.

If Shakespeare is crucial to facilitating union and reunion, the final stages of
the film suggest that the act of adaptation is no less essential. As Lazer/Romeo
complains to Ava/the Nurse, having regained consciousness, “I don’t like how
the story ended …we need a better story. Let’s fix it”. The continuing attach-
ment to the value of the work, and the plea for a collaborative intervention,
casts into relief earlier assumptions and difficulties. Instead, here is celebrated
an affirmation of Shakespeare as artist (“This guy was good”, Lazer/Romeo
reflects) and, by extension, a reappraisal of the value of translation and the per-
tinences of the Yiddish language. Characters formerly divided via language and
experience finally communicate, the project having proved creatively genera-
tive. With celebration in the air, Mohammed (Noam Harari), to whom we
were introduced in an earlier scene at the food market, now enters the apart-
ment: it emerges that he is Mendy/Benvolio’s lover. Even if only guardedly,
and at several textual removes, the names are indicative of a dialogue
between Jewish and Arabic cultures, Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish here gesturing
to the Middle East via the introduction of same-sex desire. The Wizard of Oz
(dir. Victor Fleming, 1939), clearly an inspiration for the film, concludes
with a scene of familial homecoming; Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish extends
and contemporises the idea of family, as crowding into Ava/the Nurse’s tiny
galley kitchen are the “leavers” and their lovers, present and projected, and
friends and mentors, including Aaron/Peter (Aaron Keller) and Rabbi Isaac/
Friar Lawrence, in a festive moment marked by Bubbles/Mercutio ordering
pizza for the assembled throng. The dominant impression is not so much of
“peace” (5.3.305), to return to the play, as rapprochement or, to use Zalman/
Puck’s expression and philosophy, “intersecting”. As the ending of Romeo
and Juliet is transformed, the tragic imprimatur of the story is written over
by an ameliorative vision of the future.

There is one further story – or dimension – in the scene of rapprochement.
On three occasions in the film, the camera focuses in on a painting in Ava/the
Nurse’s apartment. First, Zalman/Puck charms the painting; later, a transition
shot of the work transports us to the consummation scene; finally, after the
credits and as the closing image, the painting appears again. The painting –
which we learn in the final credit image is an “Ode to Chagall” by contemporary
New York-based artist, Matt Jacobs – discovers an antique world. A bearded
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King Solomon wearing a crown and bearing a column for the construction of
the Temple looms in the left-hand corner; meanwhile, in the opposite corner,
wooden dwellings surround a synagogue (an idealised version of Vitebsk
where the painter spent his formative years). In this vision of a nineteenth-
century Eastern European shtetl, the Yiddish-speaking community is conjured
in the crowd of faces that fills the bottom of the frame. Occupying the greater
area of space in the painting, however, is the starry, moonlit sky in which magi-
cally float an acrobat with a conical hat, a donkey and a bride and groom, he in
peasant dress and cap and she veiled in magnificent white. At once, the painting
recalls the lovers – the film’s balcony scene, studded with stars, and Lazer/
Romeo’s swearing by the moon. In this sense, it functions as anticipation and
epilogue, offering a glimpse of a future in which Lazer/Romeo’s closing
remark that he now “believes in love” is acted upon and realised. More
broadly, the setting conjures a vital sense of Jewish history that takes us from
origins (the foundation of the Temple in Jerusalem) to diaspora (the shtetl dis-
appeared from East European culture in the wake of persecutions, revolutions,
wars and migration). At the same time, the acrobat recalls the Cony Island
setting of Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish even as it registers Chagall’s fascination
with fairs, circuses and the carnivalesque (Alexander 292, 317; Kamensky 53,
78). And, retaining the film’s sense of itself as an adaptation of a play, the paint-
ing hints, through its detailing of a community, at ideas of audience, confirming
Chagall’s passion for theatre (Alexander 257; Kamensky 333) and the signifi-
cant presence of Romeo and Juliet and the shtetl in Yiddish language performa-
tive and cinematic traditions (Alter 144; Hoberman 235).

Chagall himself, of course, was, like the “leavers” in the film, an exile. For-
merly known as Moishe Shagal, and originally Yiddish speaking, Chagall left
Russia early in his career, worked for a period in New York and finally
settled in France, always, however, a wanderer of sorts. If the New York connec-
tion affirms the relevance of Chagall, moreover, then so too does the artist’s love
of Shakespeare, as testified to in murals, lithographs and references in corre-
spondence (Alexander 473). Romeo and Juliet in Yiddish, then, indirectly
points up the nostalgia with which Chagall is typically associated as well as
the values of menschlichkeit (humanity) and Yiddishkeit (the Jewish way of
life) enshrined in his art. In fact, the film preoccupies itself with a process of
reinvention: just as Jacobs adapts Chagall, so does Romeo and Juliet in
Yiddish adapt Shakespeare. While Jacobs pays homage to Chagall Romeo and
Juliet in Yiddish pays homage to Shakespeare, approving his creative and brid-
ging powers via the collective imagination, adaptive projections and collabora-
tive acts of translation.
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