YidLife Crisis live show returns to its roots

“The Jewish crisis has been around thousands of years,” says Jamie Elman, with classic Ashkenazi irony. YidLife Crisis has been around for 11. What started as a fun project for two actors with a shared vision took on a life of its own with now more than 3,000,000 views. And their newest live show is on its way back to Montreal.
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“The Jewish crisis has been around thousands of years,” says Jamie Elman, with classic Ashkenazi irony. YidLife Crisis has been around for 11.
What started as a fun project for two actors with a shared vision took on a life of its own with now more than 3,000,000 views. And their newest live show is on its way back to Montreal.
“I don’t think at any point have we said this is a great idea,” quips Elman’s partner, Eli Batalion. The two are graduates of Bialik High School in Côte St. Luc discovered a mutual love of the “Yiddishen tam, the Jewish flavour of certain kinds of comedy,” Batalion explains.
Seinfeld was a big influence. They based their series on conversations they had been having about topics that were relevant to them, “which, at the end of the day,” Batalion says, “is really not that different from how Seinfeld itself was written, not to put us up on that holy pedestal.”
The first four episodes from 2014 went viral, evolving into what Batalion describes as a “cultural brand about the Jewish experience across the world.”
In YidLife Crisis, Elman and Batalion play Chaimie and Leizer, schlemiel-schlimazel friends who get into comedically Talmudic (or Talmudically comedic) arguments about eating poutine on Yom Kippur, which Montreal bagel is best, and getting high on Sukkoth. The series’ popularity enough led to both Mayim Bialik and Howie Mandel appearing in episodes.
They have parlayed the series into live shows, touring from North America to England, Krakow, Tel Aviv, and beyond.
They don’t claim to be Yiddishists, they say they are more Yiddish-ish. In fact, their early scripts were written in English and then translated because neither speaks Yiddish fluently. “But with time, and a bizarre, totally uncanny instinctual sense that I cannot make sense of,” says Batalion, “we kind of know what Yiddish words to use, what sounds right, and what doesn’t.”
Elman recalls reading Sholom Aleichem’s Tevye Der Milkhiker, Tevye the Milkman, in school, the story that was the basis for Fiddler on the Roof. As it turns out, he will be appearing in a new Yiddish production of Fiddler – directed by Joel Grey – in Toronto in the spring.
Many episodes of YidLife Crisis take place, or are filmed, in Montreal. “It was very important to us, at the time,” Elman says. “We wanted to pay tribute to the city that reared us. It’s such a unique place, also in terms of the Yiddishkeit of the city. We’ve come to really understand over the years, and appreciate, Montreal being one of the last great bastions of Yiddish and Yiddish culture in the world.” He includes New York City, of course, along with Melbourne, Australia, and Buenos Aires, Argentina in the same category. But he highlights Montreal’s Jewish Public Library and the Saidye Bronfman Centre, which is now the Segal Centre. “Part of the DNA of YidLife was always [paying] tribute to Montreal.”
Their latest live show, Swedishkayt: YidLife Crisis in Stockholm, is currently on tour and making its way back to Montreal, where it began. Hearing that their videos were being used as learning materials in Yiddish classes in Lund, Sweden, they made their way to the Scandinavian country to film what Batalion jokes was a gefilte-fish-out-of-water documentary about the Jewish community in Sweden. That morphed into the live show in which they screen the film, and perform music and comedy based on their experiences in Sweden.
The Montreal show is on March 29 at the Segal Centre, presented by the Sylvan Adams YM-YWHA.



