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The Thomashefskys premiered at Carnegie Hall in April 2005.  With words and music 
brought to life for the first time in a century, the production has been playing to sold out 
houses. 
 
The story’s lead characters are Bessie and Boris Thomashefsky, grandparents of Michael 
Tilson Thomas. Bessie and Boris emigrated to the United States from Eastern Europe in the 
1880s and, while still in their teens, began to play major roles in the development of 
American Yiddish theatre.  For Jewish immigrants of the late 19th and early 20th Century 
who settled on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, the Yiddish theatre was central to their 
lives.  It replaced touchstones of Eastern European life - the village marketplace, the 
temple, the rabbi - and provided a stage for the new ideas that were shaping the 
psychological, emotional, moral and educational transition to a new, American way of life. 
 
In The Thomashefskys, Michael Tilson Thomas serves as guide through the lives and 
repertoire of his grandparents.  His grandfather died before he was born, but his 
grandmother lived until he was seventeen.  His close relationship with her and many of her 
colleagues is a source of much of the material in the performance. 
 
“My grandparents became mega-stars,” says Tilson Thomas, “and found themselves smack 
in the public eye.  They were subject to adulation and relentless scrutiny.  Legions of crazed 
fans were obsessed with every detail of their work and their lives.  It was a far cry from the 
simple Jewish family life in the Ukrainian villages of their origins.  In the old country, there 
was already an answer to every question.  Now, in a new land of total freedom, new 
unimagined questions were waiting around every glittering corner. 
 
“They wanted to use their theatre to explore these new questions and serve as a forum to 
search for possible answers.  I marvel at what they attempted and how well they 
succeeded, from the classics to avant garde dramas, to original productions based on 
current events and contemporary Jewish life.” 
 
At the height of their influence they owned theatres in and out of New York, published their 
own magazine, “The Yiddish Stage,” wrote columns in the popular Yiddish newspapers of 
the day, sponsored and encouraged new generations of young artists, brought uncountable 
numbers of Yiddish artists to the United States, tirelessly raised funds for progressive social 
causes and, through it all, were adventurous trend setters. The end of unrestricted 
immigration and changing tastes of the first-born American generation caused the 
diminishing of their world.  Nevertheless, in 1939 the New York Times reported that 30,000 



 

people lined the streets of the Lower East Side on the occasion of Boris’ funeral.  Bessie 
lived on until the early 1960’s and, from her Hollywood Hotel, wryly witnessed the rises and 
falls of show business legends. 
 
Tilson Thomas shares the stage with a 30-piece orchestra and four principal performers who 
bring the repertoire and words of Bessie and Boris to life.  All the material is authentic — 
researched and reconstructed by The Thomashefsky Project over the past eight years.  The 
Project was founded in July 1998 in order to rescue the story of the Thomashefskys and 
early American Yiddish theatre’s contribution to American cultural life.  Through its work, 
many disintegrating scores have been located and preserved to recreate as true a version of 
the original works as is possible. 

These reclaimed musical treasures present audiences with a musical sound that few have 
heard, integrating aspects of Eastern European klezmer and cantorial modes with American 
tones and rhythms.  With time these components became more integrated and more 
American, as Eastern European Jewish composers became more engrossed in their new 
surroundings, greatly influencing composers like Irving Berlin and George Gershwin. 

 
A range of musical numbers performed in the show reflect this new, increasingly American, 
musical sound.  Film clips and projections of archival photographs, posters and other 
memorabilia enhance the telling of this uniquely American tale. 
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ABC TELEVISION NEWS 

NIGHTLINE: Boris & Bessie: Aired on June 3, 2005  

 
  

On June 3rd, 2005, 
ABC Television News’ 
Nightline presented a 
full program devoted 
to the Thomashefskys 
and the story of early 
Yiddish Theater. 

Description: "The audience was obsessed with everything that they did on and off the stage, 
and they couldn't escape from it. They were being shadowed by journalists and 
every little detail of their lives was all too intensely reported." - Michael Tilson 
Thomas  

It's nice to see that there are some constants in our society. Most notably, the fact that no 
matter what century we live in, celebrity is a prized commodity, and something that we as 
Americans have never -- and will never -- tire obsessing over. Tonight's "Nightline" is a story 
about that kind of celebrity, but it's also a story about culture, history and society.  

More than 100 years ago, Boris and Bessie Thomashefsky were two of the biggest stars in a 
particular phenomenon known as the "Yiddish Theatre." In the 1890s on New York City's 
Lower East Side, home to many of the city's Jewish immigrants, this odd brand of theatre sprung 
up almost overnight. The performances themselves were a strange mixture of "stories-ripped-
from-the-headlines," music from the old world, a dash of Shakespeare, and a good helping of 
gossip. In its own way, it was immensely successful. For 10 cents, an immigrant family working 
in a sweatshop for 15 hours a day could spend a few hours sitting, relaxing, and laughing at 
themselves. 

Boris and Bessie were two of the new phenomenon's biggest stars. Newspapers and gossip 
followed them wherever they went, tracking their infidelities, foibles, successes and failures. 
They were almost always front page news, and I'll bet you've still never heard of them. 

Their grandson, Michael Tilson Thomas, conductor of the San Francisco Symphony, wants to 
make sure that doesn't happen. Over the past few years, through his "Thomashefsky Project," 
he has been working to preserve their memory. Searching through archives around the country, 
they have unearthed a treasure trove of Boris and Bessie memorabilia. Tonight, Jeffrey Kofman 
sits and talks with Michael Tilson Thomas, and we'll see some of that history: photos, headlines, 
posters and flyers that made the Thomashefsky couple famous. Plus, for the first time in more 
then 100 years, we will actually hear Boris and Bessie sing. 

And because television is about excess, we'll hear from Fivish Finkle. He's the star of Boston 
Public and Picket Fences, who, some 70 years ago, actually acted with Boris. I would like to take 
credit for booking Fivish, but the truth is that he happened to be eating at the 2nd Ave. Deli 10 
minutes before we started shooting. 

Ted Gerstein & the Nightline staff.  Producer, ABC News, New York. 



  

 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4601242 

 
Performing Arts 
Project Recalls Yiddish Theater Legends 
by Jeff Lunden 

 
 

 
Bessie and Boris Thomashefsky were the 
most popular performers of the Yiddish 
Theater era. Thomashefsky 
Project/Michael Tilson Thomas 
 
 

 
Michael Tilson Thomas, left, with his 
grandmother, Bessie, and his father, Ted 
Thomas Thomashefsky Project/Michael 
Tilson Thomas  

 

Morning Edition, April 15, 2005 · Michael Tilson Thomas is a 
superstar in the classical music world. He is the music director of the 
San Francisco Symphony and artistic director of Miami’s New World 
Symphony. This weekend, Tilson Thomas is taking a look at the 
world of his grandparents, who were superstars of another era: 
Yiddish Theater greats Bessie and Boris Thomashefsky.  

Tilson Thomas says that, growing up in Los Angeles, his 
grandmother Bessie Thomashefsky was a frequent houseguest. He 
never knew his grandfather, who died in 1939.  

The pair, born in Russia, became legends in Yiddish Theater, a genre 
they helped define. Among Boris Thomashefsky's more ambitious 
projects was a version of Hamlet that would inspire audiences to 
explore the original Shakespeare. And Tilson Thomas says he hopes 
this evening, dedicated to his grandparents, provides similar 
inspiration. 

The Thomashefskys: Music and Memories of a Life in the Yiddish 
Theater plays at New York’s Zankel Hall this weekend. It will be 
repeated at Davies Hall in San Francisco this June. 

More Yiddish Stories on NPR 

• March 25, 2000 
Remembering the Early Years of Film 

• May 29, 2004 
Neil Sedaka, Recording Yiddish 'Memories' 

• May 21, 2002 
Yiddish Radio Project #10: 'Reunion' 
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