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The Works of Yiddish Set Designer Boris Aronson

A Manhattan gallery is exhibiting the drawings and costumes of the master scenic designer through December 23

By Jeannie Rosenfeld | December 21, 2015 5:20 PM

Little-known today, and the only member of Fiddler on the Roof’s original creative team to go home without a Tony in 1965, set designer Boris Aronson was
probably the best positioned to achieve authentic poignancy.

Born in Ukraine at the dawn of the 20th century, Aronson, whose father was the chief rabbi of Kiev, joined avant-garde circles in Moscow and Berlin, where he was
inspired by Fauvism and Cubism to revitalize representations of Jewish subjects. He was also a key figure in the Kulter-Lige, a secular organization which
promoted Yiddish culture as a means of forging a modern identity.

Aronson settled in New York in 1923, and soon became a mainstay of the Yiddish theater. A year later

he became the principal stage designer for the Unzer Teater in the Bronx, where, he recalled, “No one knew for sure
if they would be paid or not, but they had an adventurous spirit.” His work for the Yiddish Art Theater brought
broader acclaim and entry to the Great White Way. Tellingly, Fiddler is the only production he worked on that
brought together Yiddish and mainstream realms.

Aronson was a bridge between worlds, as the sole emigre and traditional Jew collaborating with assimilated
second-generation talents like Sheldon Harnick and Jerome Robbins. But he also contributed a distinctly modern
sensibility. His expressionistic tableaux conveyed the essence of emotions and events, while two concentric
turntables signaled seismic shifts. Aronson’s Constructivism was more fully realized in subsequent collaborations
with Fiddler’s producer Harold Prince such as Cabaret and Company, which dispensed with traditional “sets”
altogether.
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