
Movie Made Jews An American Tradition:
Exploring the Jewish Influence on Hollywood

Hollywood has always been synonymous with the American film industry, but
what many people may not know is the significant influence that Jews have had
on this cultural phenomenon. From behind-the-scenes power players to iconic
actors and directors, the Jewish community has played a pivotal role in shaping
the world of cinema as we know it today.

Throughout the history of American film, Jews have left an indelible mark on
every aspect of the movie-making process. From the studios they founded to the
characters they brought to life on the big screen, their contributions have not only
entertained audiences but also helped to shape and define American culture
itself.
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The Early Pioneers

As early as the late 19th century, European Jewish immigrants began settling in
the United States, many of whom eventually found themselves drawn to the
emerging world of moving pictures. These pioneers, with their entrepreneurial
spirit and creative vision, laid the foundation for what would become Hollywood.

One of the most notable Jewish figures from this era is Adolph Zukor, who went
on to become one of the founding fathers of Paramount Pictures. His innovative
thinking and business acumen helped to establish the studio system that would
dominate the American film industry for decades to come.

Rise of the Moguls

The 1920s and 1930s saw the rise of the Hollywood moguls, a group of Jewish
immigrants who dominated the film industry with their vast studios and distribution
networks. Names like Louis B. Mayer, Samuel Goldwyn, and Harry Cohn became
synonymous with power and success.

These moguls not only controlled the production and distribution of movies but
also had a significant influence on the content being produced. Many of them
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used their films as a platform to address social and political issues, providing a
voice for marginalized communities and championing causes close to their
hearts.

Trailblazing Directors

When it comes to filmmaking, Jewish directors have made a lasting impact on
Hollywood. From the early days of silent films to the present day, directors like
Billy Wilder, Woody Allen, and Steven Spielberg have brought their unique
perspectives and storytelling abilities to the silver screen.

Billy Wilder, for example, was known for his sharp wit and social commentary.
Films like "Sunset Boulevard" and "Some Like It Hot" challenged societal norms
and pushed the boundaries of what was considered acceptable in mainstream
cinema.

Woody Allen, on the other hand, explored themes of identity and existentialism
through his films. His unique blend of comedy and drama made him one of the
most influential filmmakers of his generation.

Steven Spielberg, perhaps the most well-known Jewish director of all time, has
directed some of the most commercially successful and critically acclaimed films
in history. From "Jaws" to "Schindler's List" and "Jurassic Park" to "Saving Private
Ryan," his work has entertained and moved audiences around the world for
decades.

Iconic Actors

In addition to the influential figures behind the camera, Jewish actors have also
played a significant role in shaping the American film industry. From the early



days of silent cinema to today's leading stars, Jewish actors have brought
memorable characters to life and captivated audiences with their performances.

Names like Barbra Streisand, Dustin Hoffman, and Natalie Portman have become
synonymous with talent and success. Their performances have not only
entertained but also challenged societal norms and provided representation for
Jewish and minority communities on the big screen.

A Cultural Legacy

The Jewish influence on Hollywood extends far beyond the movies themselves.
Jews have also played an integral role in the development of film criticism, film
studies, and film preservation. Their contributions to academia and the
preservation of cinematic history have helped to ensure that future generations
can continue to appreciate and learn from the art form they helped create.

Today, the impact of Jews on Hollywood is still felt. Jewish producers, writers,
directors, and actors continue to shape the industry and contribute to its ever-
evolving landscape.

The Jewish influence on Hollywood is undeniable. From the early pioneers who
laid the foundations for the American film industry to the moguls who shaped its
golden age, and the directors and actors who continue to entertain and challenge
audiences today, Jews have made an indelible mark on cinema.

As we celebrate the rich history of American film, it is important to acknowledge
and appreciate the significant contributions made by the Jewish community. Their
artistic vision and storytelling abilities have not only entertained us but also
helped us to better understand ourselves and the world we live in.
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Movie-Made Jews focuses on a rich, usable American Jewish cinematic tradition.
This tradition includes fiction and documentary films that make Jews through
antisemitism, Holocaust indirection, and discontent with assimilation. It
prominently features the unapologetic assertion of Jewishness, queerness, and
alliances across race and religion. Author Helene Meyers shows that as we go to
our local theater, attend a Jewish film festival, play a DVD, watch streaming
videos, Jewishness becomes part of the multicultural mosaic rather than
collapsing into a generic whiteness or being represented as a life apart. This
engagingly-written book demonstrates that a Jewish movie is neither just a movie
nor for Jews only.

 

With incisive analysis, Movie-Made Jews challenges the assumption that
American Jewish cinema is a cinema of impoverishment and assimilation. While
it’s a truism that Jews make movies, this book brings into focus the diverse ways
movies make Jews. 
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