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Have you ever called someone “a Yenta”… 

either to her face or behind her back? 
 

If yes, when & in what context? 

What does this word mean to you? 
 

Has anyone ever called you “a Yenta” to your face… 

or perhaps maybe you think you might 

have been called “a Yenta” behind your back? 
 

If yes, how does this make you feel? 
 

Have you ever called a man “a Yenta”… 

or heard a man referred to as “a Yenta”? 

 

Store these questions in the back of your mind now 

& we’ll return to them during the Q&A  



Oy Yente, Yente: 
How a Name became a Noun 

 

A lecture for AJEC members 
 

 by Jan Lisa Huttner 

(aka “Second City Tzivi”) 
 

October 26, 2011 



This is an update of the second in a series of 

annual lectures honoring the 50th birthday of 

Sponsored by the Chicago YIVO Society 
in collaboration with ORT Urban Women  

 



Personal Introduction 
 

Quick Recap: 
Plot & Characters 

 

Section One: 
 

Yente’s arc in Jerome Robbins’ Fiddler  
 

Section Two: 
 

Yente in Sholem Aleichem’s Dos Tepl 
 

Section Three: 
 

Yente’s arc in Norman Jewison’s Fiddler  
 

Section Four: 
 

So, nu: what difference does it make? 
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Who here saw Jerome Robbins’ original production of Fiddler on 

Broadway between 1964 & 1966 when Zero Mostel was Tevye? 
 

Who here has seen Norman Jewison’s film adaptation of Fiddler  

(originally released in 1972 ) with Chaim Topol as Tevye? 
 

Who here has seen Fiddler on stage anywhere in the past decade? 
 

Who here has never seen Fiddler anywhere in any form? 
 

Who here has at least one Fiddler CD on her shelf right now? 

 

Does anyone here still have an Original Cast Album LP? 

 

And finally, who here has seen the new documentary film 

Sholem Aleichem: Laughing in the Darkness? 
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Every time I set off to see a new production of Fiddler, 

the thing I most want to know is: 
 

Mah nish tanah ha performance ha zeh? 
 

(How is this performance different from all other performances?) 

 

Perhaps you’ve heard there’s 

an “11th commandment”? 
 

“Call it the 11th commandment: Don't fuck with Fiddler. Since Fiddler on the 

Roof's blockbuster debut in 1964, subsequent stagings have been guided in 

every detail by a famous production book—commonly referred to as its "bible." 
 

Fiddling With Fiddler 

Alisa Solomon 

The Village Voice 

January 13, 2004 
 

Phooey! 
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Fiddler on the Roof wasn’t born in a multiplex on 1972, 

Fiddler was born on Broadway in 1964. 
 

So while it’s true that Norman Jewison’s screen adaptation is always the 

same now (whether you watch it on DVD or on cable TV), on stage 

Fiddler is always different. 
 

And every time a new production of Fiddler is mounted, 
 

whether by school kids or by professional companies 
 

on large stages or on small ones, 
 

the creative team is always making 

critical decisions behind-the-scenes. 
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In my life as a Jewish journalist (the new life which began for me in 

2002), I’ve seen over two dozen productions of Fiddler, and believe me, 

I’ve gone well beyond the Loop. 

 

Locally, from north to south, I’ve seen Fiddlers in Lincolnshire, Evanston, 

Oak Brook and Munster.  And in Florida, I’ve seen Fiddlers in Sarasota 

and West Palm Beach. 

 

I saw the much maligned 2004 Broadway revival three times (twice with 

Alfred Molina as “Tevye” and once with Harvey Fierstein).  I even 

considered going back a fourth time when Rosie O’Donnell replaced 

Andrea Martin as “Golde,” but no… that was too much even for me  

 

However, I’m on my to Regina, Saskatchewan next week, so I can 

personally assess Troika’s new touring company before they arrive at 

our Auditorium Theatre on November 22nd.  Really, this is true! 
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Oy, let me count the ways! 
 

Today we’re just going to focus on one specific character: 

 

“Yente-the-Matchmaker” 
 

• Who is Yente-the-Matchmaker? 

 

• How has she been portrayed over the years? 

 

• What difference does it make? 
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The musical Fiddler on the Roof (which made its original debut on 

Broadway in 1964) is based on a series of eight short stories 

published by Yiddish writer Solomon Rabinowitz (Ra-bin-o-witz) 

between 1895 and 1916.  

 

The major characters are a milkman named Tevye, his wife Golde, 

and their five daughters (from oldest to youngest): 

 

1. Tzeitel 

2. Hodel 

3. Chava 

4. Shprintze 

5. Bielke 



AJEC: October 26, 2011 11 

The macrocosm/microcosm plot is built around the collision of two 

timelines. 

 

• On the community level, Jews are being forced out of the “Pale 

of Settlement” through a brutal combination of pogroms and 

expulsion orders, so even as he struggles to make a living, 

Tevye is always alert to rumblings from the wider world. 
 

• On the family level, three of the daughters have reached 

adulthood, so Golde is preoccupied with their marriage 

prospects. 

 

The minor characters in Fiddler are the suitors who want to marry 

the three eldest daughters and the matchmaker who wants to 

control this process, augmented by a chorus of neighbors living 

side-by-side in the village of Anatevka (mostly Jews but also some 

Russian Christians). 
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Solomon Rabinowitz is best known today by his pen name 
 

“Sholem Aleichem” 
 

In Yiddish, “sholem aleichem” literally means “peace be with you” 

(just like “salam aleykum” in Arabic), but it’s typically used more 

colloquially to mean “Hi there!” 
 

Rabinowitz was born in Ukraine in 1859 and he died in New York in 

1916.  His death occasioned an outpouring of grief all across the 

Yiddish-speaking world, and thousands attended his funeral. 
 

But even though he tried to adapt several of his stories for the 

stage (including several of his Tevye stories), Rabinowitz was 

never able to succeed as a playwright, either in American or in 

Europe, during his own lifetime. 



 

Yente’s arc 

in Broadway’s 

original production 

of 

Fiddler on the Roof 



Original Cast Album (1964)

Starring Zero Mostel as Tevye 

with Bea Arthur as “Yente” 

& Joanna Merlin as “Tzeitel.” 
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Tevye: A fiddler on the roof. Sounds crazy, 

no? But in our little village of Anatevka, 

you might say every one of us is a fiddler 

on the roof, trying to scratch out a 

pleasant, simple tune without breaking his 

neck. 
 

It isn’t easy. 
 

You may ask, why do we stay up here 

if it’s so dangerous? 
 

We stay because Anatevka is our home. 

 

And how do we keep our balance? 
 

That I can tell you in a word – tradition! 
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Yente: Avram, I have a perfect match for 

your son.  A wonderful girl. 

  

Avram: Who is it? 

  

Yente: Ruchel, the shoemaker’s daughter. 

  

Avram: Ruchel?  But she can hardly see.  

She's almost blind. 

  

Yente: Tell the truth, Avram, is your son so 

much to look at? 

 

The way she sees and the way he looks, 

it's a perfect match. 
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Tzeitel: Since when are you interested 

in a match, Chava?  I thought you just 

had your eye on your books. 
 

And you [turning to Hodel] have your 

eye on the Rabbi’s son. 
  

Hodel: Why not?  We only have one 

Rabbi and he only has one son.  Why 

shouldn't I want the best? 
  

Tzeitel: Because you're a girl from a 

poor family.  So whatever Yente 

brings, you'll take. 

 

Right?  Of course right. 
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Tzeitel [as Yente]: 
 

Hodel, oh Hodel, have I made a 

match for you! 
 

He's handsome, 

he's young! 

All right, he 62… 
 

But he's a nice man, a good catch… 
 

True?  True. 
  

I promise you'll be happy.  And even 

if you're not, there's more to life than 

that -- don't ask me what. 
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Tzeitel [as Yente]: 
 

Chava, I found him.  Will you be a 
lucky bride!   
 

He's handsome, 
he's tall, 

that is, from side to side. 
 

But he's a nice man, a good 
catch… 
 

Right? Right. 
  
You heard he has a temper.  He’ll 
beat you every night, but only 
when he's sober, so you're all 
right. 
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Tzeitel [as Yente]: Did you think you'd get a prince? 
 

Well, I do the best I can. 
 

With no dowry, no money, no family background 
be glad you got a man. 
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And we all know what happens next: 
 

Tzeitel makes plans to marry 
Motel-the-Tailor; 

 

Hodel falls in love with 
Perchik-the-Revolutionary; 

 

Chava starts flirting with 
Fyedka-the-Russian. 

 

BUT… 
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Yente [sotto voce at Tzeitel’s wedding]: 

What happens to the matchmaker? 
(see page 97) 

 partition/division = מחיצה
 



Yente: Rifke, I have such news for you.  

Remember Perchik, that crazy 

student?  Remember at the wedding, 

when Tzeitel married Motel and 

Perchik started dancing with Tevye’s 

daughter Hodel?  Well, I just learned 

that Perchik’s been arrested, in Kiev. 
  

Villagers: No!  Yente: Yes! 
  

Woman One: Shandel, Shandel!  Wait 

till I tell you…  Remember Perchik, that 

crazy student?  Remember at the 

wedding.  He danced with Tevye’s 

Hodel?  Well, I just heard that Hodel’s 

been arrested, in Kiev. 
 

Villagers: No!  Terrible, terrible! 
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Woman Two: Mirila!  Do you remember 

Perchik, that student, from Kiev?  

Remember how he acted when Tzeitel 

married Motel?  Well, I just heard that 

Motel’s been arrested for dancing at the 

wedding. 
 

Villagers: No!  Woman Two: In Kiev! 
  

Mendel: Rabbi!  Rabbi!  Remember Perchik, 

with all his strange ideas?  Remember 

Tzeitel’s wedding where Tevye danced with 

Golde?  Well I just heard that Tevye’s been 

arrested and Golde’s gone to Kiev. 
  

Villagers: No!  Mendel: God forbid. 
  

Villagers: She didn't.  Mendel: She did. 
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Avram: Listen, everybody, terrible news, 

terrible... 
 

Remember Perchik, who started all the 

trouble?  Well, I just heard, from someone 

who should know, that Golde’s has been 

arrested, and Hodel’s gone to Kiev. 
 

Motel studies dancing; Tevye’s acting 

strange. 
 

Shprintze has the measles; Bielke has the 

mumps. 
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Yente: 

And that's what comes from men and women dancing! 



Tevye: 

Tradition! 
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Yente: 
What happens 

to the matchmaker? 
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When Yente triumphantly concludes “And 

that’s what comes from men and women 

dancing!” she reveals herself as a 

consummate businesswoman willing to 

do anything to seal the deal—even use 

“tradition” as a vehicle for social control. 
 

It’s a grave mistake to interpret Yente’s 

actions as mere gossip in this context.  

While she is the engineer who drives “idle 

gossip,” her own aims are far more 

purposeful. 
 

Yente knows that in this context the 

preservation of “tradition” directly 

benefits her own status and income. 

Yente-the-Matchmaker is a Businesswoman 

& 

she is always looking for her next deal! 



Yente 

as she appears 

in 

Sholem Aleichem’s 

story “Dos Tepl” 
 

(“The Little Pot”) 

(“The Little Pot” is currently available 

in two different collections 

of Sholem Aleichem stories…) 



“Ephraim-the-Matchmaker” 
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In my introduction (way back at the 

beginning), I said: “Fiddler  is based on 

eight short stories,” but Sholem Aleichem 

lovers know there is no “Yente-the-

Matchmaker” in any of his Tevye stories.   
 

Look close, however, and there is a 

matchmaker.  His name is Ephraim, and he 

makes his grand entrance midway through 

the Hodel story (which is the fourth 

“chapter” of the whole when Tevye the 

Dairyman is published as a “novel”).  

But consider this: 
 

Ephraim only appears after Tzeitel has already married Motel. 

Since they get married in chapter three (the one called “Today’s Children”), 

Ephraim clearly has no role in making a match for Tzeitel with Lazar Wolf.  



“Yente-the-Poultrywoman” 

Rabbi, I want to ask your opinion…  I don’t 

know if you know me or not.  I am Yenta—

that’s who I am—Yenta the Poultrywoman.  
 

I sell eggs and chickens and geese and 

ducks…  
 

Of course, you understand, if my husband 

were still alive—oh me, oh my! 
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“Yente-the-Poultrywoman” 

And yet to tell the truth, I wasn’t 

exactly licking honey when he was 

alive either.  He was never the bread-

winner, may he forgive me for saying 

this, all he did was sit and study; he 

sat over his holy books all day long, 

and I did the work… 
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“Yente 

the 

Matchmaker” 

Compare 

the stories of 

two widows 

who are primarily 

identified by 

their business 

functions within 

the community… 

“Yente 

the 

Poultrywoman” 



Yente-the-Poultrywoman: 
 

“I wasn’t exactly licking honey when he 

was alive either.  He was never the 

breadwinner…  I did the work” 
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Yente-the-Matchmaker 
(to Golde in Fiddler): 

 

“Ever since my husband died I’ve been a 

poor widow, alone.  It’s no life. 
 

All I do at night is think of him, and even 

thinking of him gives me no pleasure, 

because you know as well as I, he was not 

much of a person. 
 

Never made a living, everything he touched 

turned to mud, but better than nothing.”  

Now compare their dialogue… 



 

Yente’s arc 

in the 

film adaptation 

of 

Fiddler on the Roof 



 but has no dialogue with Avram 
 



 without any comments or reflections 
 



 



So nu: 

What difference 

does it make? 



Bea Arthur as Yente: 
• 42 years old in 1964 

• Big booming voice 

• Incredibly tall… 

even compared to the men! 
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Molly Picon as Yente: 
• 73 years old in 1971 

• Whiney, kvetchy voice 

• Incredibly tiny… 

       even compared to the women! 
 

 

And The Rumor… it’s gone! 

COMPARE 
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And then came Fiddler on the Roof in 

1964…  When it closed eight years 

later Fiddler had knocked My Fair Lady 

off her pedestal as Broadway’s longest 

run, and over the next four decades 

the new Broadway sensation would be 

followed by an elaborately faithful (and 

musically nearly complete) film in 

1971, three Broadway revivals (1976, 

1990, and 2004), and a short run at the 

New York State Theatre in 1981.” 
 

Geoffrey Block 
Series Editor, Broadway Legacies 

Oxford University Press, 2011 
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So yes, mine is very much a 

“feminist” take on Fiddler on the Roof… 

The people who tell you: 
 

there’s “a bible” guiding every staging “in every detail,” 

& the film is “elaborately faithful & musically nearly complete.” 

But what 

do you 

believe now? 

 

Or what I have read from the text today 

& played for you from the Original Cast Album! 


