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Can a Yiddish ‘Fiddler on the Roof’ 
Make it to Broadway? 
The show produced by the National Yiddish Theatre 
Folksbiene has become a summer sensation 
By Charles Passy 
 
Updated Aug. 12, 2018 4:45 p.m. ET 

The show, produced by the National Yiddish Theatre Folksbiene (NYTF) and 
directed by the Tony Award and Oscar winning actor Joel Grey, has become a 
summer sensation. By the time the musical opened in mid-July at the Museum 
of Jewish Heritage in lower Manhattan, its entire run through late August was 
already sold out. 

Now, NYTF, a nonprofit company, has extended the run at the museum’s 350-
seat theater through Oct. 25 and is looking at transferring the production after 
that to another off-Broadway venue, if not Broadway itself, with the support of 
outside producers. A number of prominent producers have already attended the 
show. 

“You see something like this happen once in a blue moon,” said NYTF Chief 
Executive Officer Christopher Massimine. NYTF has sold 30,000 tickets to date 
for the “Fiddler” production, already more than any previous show it has 
presented at the museum. 

“Fiddler” could remain in its current theater for another extension, Mr. 
Massimine said. A cast album is being considered as well. 

Even as it was performed in the original English for much of its history, 
“Fiddler” (1964) was often identified as a Yiddish show. The musical is based 
on the writings of the Yiddish literary great Sholem Aleichem. And it was 
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translated into Yiddish just a year after the original Broadway staging for an 
Israeli production. 

But that translation faded into obscurity, according to Mr. Massimine, so the 
idea of a truly Yiddish “Fiddler” languished. That is, until the NYTF resurrected 
it for the current production, which cost $700,000, a sizable sum for a company 
that has an annual budget of $3 million. 

NYTF was willing to take the financial risk because the company felt a Yiddish 
“Fiddler,” albeit with English and Russian translations that are posted above the 
stage, would allow the show, now sometimes regarded as a relic, to emerge in a 
new light. 

“This ‘Fiddler’ touches a deep chord in your soul,” said Jana Robbins, a veteran 
Broadway producer who serves on NYTF’s artistic advisory board. Ms. Robbins 
added that she is “very interested in helping create that life beyond” for the 
show, whether it is a transfer to another theater or a tour. 

There are a lot of challenges for “Fiddler” to make the leap, particularly to 
Broadway. The very element that makes this production unique, the Yiddish 
translation, will make it a tough sell to the more mainstream audiences, 
especially tourists, that dominate Broadway, producers say. 

Broadway theaters are also far larger, with a minimum of 500 seats, than the 
350 seats in the “Fiddler” production’s current home. Some theater 
professionals say the show, produced with such intimacy in mind, would lose its 
impact in a bigger venue. 

Mr. Massimine said that he expects the company will determine the show’s 
future by Oct. 1. 

Write to Charles Passy at cpassy@wsj.com 
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