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O nce upon a time in Manhattan at The Museum of 
Modern Art, I was at my job, compiling program notes 
and watching audiences watch old Yiddish films. I was 
working on a major retrospective show, the 1991-92 

"Yiddish Film: Between Two Worlds" series co-sponsored by 
the National Center for Jewish Film. The biggest draws were 
The Dybbuk and Yiddle With His Fiddle, both full of gender 
ambiguities and good music. Somewhere between the 
labyrinthine back ways to the projection booths, the elevator 
rides to the film department office, and my subway rides home 
to the East Village, I began to appreciate Yiddish films in ways 
1 would have never expected. 

Since then, 1 have written and lectured extensively on vari­
ous aspects of subtext in Yiddish fibns, and continue to learn 
more every time I show my collection of video clips or speak 
with someone who worked on one of the original productions. 
One constant response from my audiences is widespread fasci­
nation with Molly Picon, who played the title role in Yiddle 
With His Fiddle among other classics. Picon's gleeful perfor­
mances were a unique phenomenon, given how rarely women 
in Yiddish films were depicted as more than some man's moth­
er, wife, daughter, sister or sweetheart. Almost anyone lucky 
enough to have seen Picon in person wants to talk about her 
effervescent magic onstage. 

Molly Picon's characters often combined rowdiness and 
modesty, a formula well-suited to audiences trying out new 
roles in a world quickly dropping its familiar social restraints. 

In this climate, the actress was given license to impersonate 
boys—but not men. She maintained a kind of worldly inno­
cence, daring enough to delight viewers, but never going too 
far. Latter-day comparisons to characters such as Yentl or 
Victor/Victoria recognize the fascination common to stories of 
women 'passing' in a man's world. But we should also take 
into accoutit the notably untransgressive nature of the parts 
Picon chose to play, in which questions of her character's sex­
uality came up only obliquely if at all. Molly Picon's butchy 
stuff was mild even for her own period, if we remember any of 
the wilder female-to-male non-Yiddish entertainers. 

But if Picon's roles placed implicit limits on her power and 
freedom, they also reflected the .shifting sense of power and 
freedom among Jews during the interwar decades. Calibrating 
what levels of risk would pass for entertainment reveals a 
close connection between rising Jewish anxieties and the 
changing ways our tomboy heroine was presented onscreen. 

Of all the figures of the Yiddish entertainment world, 
none was more widely beloved than the feisty Molly Picon. 
For over fifty years, this diminutive dynamo delighted fans 
as she sang, danced, scolded, swaggered, schemed, yearned, 
and did perfect wide-eyed doubletakes. And throughout her 
career in both Yiddish theater and films, whether in New 
York, London,Warsaw, or Buenos Aires, Molly made box 
office hits with her signature shtik: male drag. From the 
stages of New York's Second Avenue to the Yiddish-lan-
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guage silver screen, Picon's trademark crossdressing topped 
the list of music, scripts and general mischief custom-made 
to showcase her talents. 

Picon's transvestite appeal came from her particular charis­
ma, of course, but the popularity of this type of performance 
spans many ages and cultures. Playing with the trappings of 
gender always contains some degree of the risque, and any 
performer able to create such a scene provides a vicarious 
thrill for spectators. But while such spectacles may be per­
ceived as liberating and exciting, they also have the potential 
to scandalize and shock viewers. Molly Picon and her produ­
cers were clearly invested in what pleased their Yiddish fans; 
even Picon's most daring escapades never crossed into the 
realm of scandal. Her popularity did not derive from sexually 
provocative behavior, unlike the intriguing, sophisticated 
appeal of glamorous Hollywood androgynes. Stars such as 
Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich, contemporaries of Picon, 
challenged gender norms through highly sexual ized cross-
dressed roles. And, in films such as Queen Christina and 
Morocco, both enacted scenes with clear lesbian overtones: 
Garbo dressed in full swashbuckling regalia as she kissed her 
beloved Countess Ebba; Dietrich kissed a cabaret fan while 
wearing a tuxedo and top hat. 

Yiddish films, by contrast, and Picon's vehicles in particu­
lar, were not going out of their way to transgress the bound­
aries of audience sensibilities. Compared to its 'mainstream' 
counterparts, Yiddish cinema was notably desexualized. And 

even onstage, while bawdy male (and female) impersonation 
thrived in European nightclubs and on American vaudeville 
circuits—fueling Broadway's so-called 'Pansy Craze' of the 
late I920's—such risky material did not make the crossover 
into popular Yiddish culture. While in one exceptional 
instance, lesbianism was portrayed in a Yiddish drama, 
Sholem Asch's 1908 Got Fun Nekome ('God of Vengeance'), 
it was still a highly controversial piece when performed in the 
I920's, and its content instigated theater closings in various 
cities where it played. In this context, it is quite significant that 
Molly Picon's "trouser roles" cast her as boyish, not mannish; 
while her repertoire included so many instances of putting on 
pants, these were fundamentally pranks rather than challenges 
to the sexual status quo. Picon rarely experimented with the 
male privilege that can come with wearing these clothes, and 
even then, only ever so tamely. 

PICON'S ROLES AS BAROMETERS 
OF JEWISH ANGST 
Picon's crossdressing roles were not static. In fact, they reflect 
very clearly the changing times in which they were made, 
when political and socio-economic transformations affected 
every facet of Jewish life. Within the context of an evolving 
Yiddish culture, the changing function of Molly Picon's 'gen­
der-bending' is a fascinating microcosm of the changing 
nature of cultural anxieties and mores over the decades. 
Picon's earlier drag roles, which launched her as a star in the 
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early 1920s, were largely unapolo-
getic romps with some eventual 
lessons in moderation. By 1936, her 
appearance in the giii-dressed-as-
klezmer-boy role required excuses 
to be invented so that the plot may 
introduce Molly dressed as a reluc­
tant yingi, longing only to be a 
meydl again. The shifting presenta­
tion of Molly's tomboy antics 
reflects first the Zeitgeist of the Jazz 
Age, then the Great Depression; the 
specifically Jewish experiences of an immigration boom fol­
lowed by restrictive American quotas; and, finally, the 
issues of ethnic identity as affected by the pressures of 
assimilation and anti-Semitism. 

The interwar period of the 1920's and 30's was a time of 
tidal shifts in the Jewish worlds of Europe and America. The 
very possibility of stardom such as Picon's in the Yiddish-
speaking community emerged as part of this era, when large-
scale dislocation, urbanization and immigration were giving 
Jews from Eastern Europe and their descendants unprecedent­
ed freedoms and choices. The earlier transformations of the 
hasliole (Enlightenment) movement had already opened the 
way for secular Jewish literature and theater, but the idea of 
women in the public eye as performers was still considered a 
shande well into the 20th century. Meanwhile the tradition of 
crossdressing on the Jewish stage, while it certainly had an 
ancient precedent in the Purim plays (purim.shpiln), had been 
essentially only a one-way, male-to-female, once-a-year reli­
giously sanctioned ritual involving men or boys playing both 
men's and women's parts. While women were allowed to wit­
ness Jewish men dressed as Vashti and Esther, the reverse did 
not pertain to performances done by any girls' yeshives. 

Clearly, all sorts of Old-World order had already been thrown 
into question to allow an act as unconventional as Molly 
Picon's to be considered popular family fare. 

The 1921 show which launched Picon's career ensured 
that, from the beginning, her fame was linked to her perfor­
mance in boys' clothing. Yanlcele featured Molly in the (mas­
culine) title role wearing elaborate yeshive bother and drum­
mer-boy outfits. The play, written for Picon by her hus­
band/manager and sometime co-star, Jacob Kalich, was char­
acterized in her autobiography as 'the Yiddish Peter Pan.' 
Picon, who had been born in New York in 1898, was sent to 
Europe in this show to prove herself with the Yiddish audi­
ences of Warsaw. Having made her theater debut at the age 
of 6. she was by this time a seasoned professional, but it was 
only after her triumphant run before Eastern European audi­
ences that she could truly be considered a Yiddish star. This 
production was revived intermittently for more than a 
decade, as Picon toured it to enthusiastic houses as far off as 
South America. 

While Molly Picon did not come from a theater family per 
se, as did many of the pre-eminent Yiddish actresses of this 
age, the professions of her mother—a dressmaker—as well as 
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