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HOWFIDDLER ON THE ROOF GOT ITS NAME 

The show's Director/Choreographer Jerome Robbins, born Jerome Wilson Rabinowitz, was introduced to the work of French/Russian painter Marc Chagall as a boy on a trip to visit his grandparents in Russia.  In 1958, while in Europe, Robbins took a detour to his grandparents' shtetl in Russia.  He found that the entire Jewish population had been wiped out by the Holocaust.  There was nothing left.  "To realize this was gone forever...this affected him greatly," noted Harold Prince, the show's producer.

When he took on the job as the show's Director/Choreographer, Robbins recalled Chagall's oil painting titled The Fiddler.  The artwork depicts a violinist with a green face fiddling with his instrument on a rooftop in Vitebsk, Belarus. The painting incorporates elements of Judaism and Christianity and hints at Chagall's upbringing in the Chasidic Jewish community.

The  Chasidic movement emerged in Eastern Europe in the 18th century incorporating "mystical and ecstatic practices" adopted from the surrounding Slavic and Turkish cultures.  This led to religious practice where dance and music are meant to inspire one's faithful devotion.

Robbins drew inspiration from Chagall's paintings and from his 1958 visit to his grandparents' shtetl  "in terms of the emotional tone of the (show) as well as its scenic design by Boris Aronson.  Aronson painted villagers' homes in the sky...as an homage to Chagall...But it's also where the musical found its title."  The painting, The Fiddler," says Sheldon Harnick, the show's  lyricist and songwriter, "was of a man playing a violin and he's standing...actually just a bit above a roof, but he looks like he's standing on it...that picture fascinated us, and one of us suggested it as a title Fiddler on the Roof." 

The title character in the musical, the fiddler on the roof, is a metaphor for the precarious balance that the main character, Tevye, must strike between his Jewish traditions and the changing world around him. The fiddler represents the idea of  the importance of hanging on to one's cultural heritage, even in the face of adversity and change.


Early in the show's life, the leadership team of Sheldon Harnick who wrote the lyrics, Jerry Bock who wrote the music, Joseph Stein who wrote the book, Director/Choreography Jerome Robbins and Harold Prince would have regular meetings.  At each meeting, Robbins asked, "What is this show about?" For days, he received answers that did not satisfy him.  Robbins would say "No, that is not what gives these stories their power."

Ultimately the team said, ‘Oh for God sakes, Jerry, it’s about tradition, isn’t it?’ And Robbins  said, ‘Write that.’” According to Harold Prince, “...that unlocked everything that the show needed.”  Bock and Harnick wrote it, eventually Robbins choreographed it, and then it was inserted as the show's opening number.  The rest is history.

Fiddler on the Roof had a Broadway run of 3342 performances, the most for a Broadway musical to that date. The show has had five Broadway revivals and a successful movie.  Fiddler on the Roof is one of the most produced and revived Broadway musicals worldwide.

The answer to this question appeared on Jeopardy on November 30, 2023.  None of the contestants could come up with the right question -- What is Fiddler on the Roof?
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