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Translation and Yiddish? Yiddish and Media?? Or What Does it Take to Read 
 Joel and Ethan Coen’s Film, A Serious Man? 

 
Multilingual usage in film, summoning a variety of languages either with  or 

without translation, is not new. Examples abound, and not only in Central European 
languages, but also in Mandarin, Hindi, Arabic and even in Yiddish. The beginning of the 
twenty-first century, however, presents a new trend both in terms of the quantity, quality 
and variety of foreign dialogue. Moreover, such representation is often self-aware, ironic, 
and acutely conscious of the dramatic function of translation (1).  

Yiddish has been used creatively and quite significantly on two occasions in the 
beginning of the twenty-first century: In a 2002 opening scene of episode 11 of the fourth 
season of The West Wing, (2) and in the opening scene of Joel and Ethan Coen’s 2009 
film, A Serious Man (2009) (3). From the point of view of Translation Studies, the use of 
Yiddish in media highlights both the extent to which foreign language is used, and the 
dramatic function of such usage. From the point of view of Jewish Studies, it offers a 
fresh perspective to modern Jewish culture, politics and criticism.  

However, A Serious Man also points to a theoretical gap that renders the 
discussions of Translation, Yiddish and Media difficult. This article utilizes an approach 
that combines a background in Media, Jewish and Translation Studies – not only to 
understand better the purpose of the Yiddish Prologue in A Serious Man, but to suggest a 
new way of discussing the use of Yiddish speech and translation in contemporary  
media. 
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