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Piero Capelli*

Foreword

* Università Ca’ Foscari, Venezia – piero.capelli@unive.it

If it wasn’t for Jews, fags, and gypsies, there would be no theater.
Mel Brooks, To Be or Not To Be (1983)

The essays collected in this issue of Skenè deal with Jewish theatre at large 
– that is, theatre written and staged by Jews, about Jews, mostly (but not 
only) for Jews, in Hebrew or in other languages used by Jews in history. 
They show how much Jewish theatre diversified throughout the history 
and the cultures of the Jews,1 yet maintaining a quite distinctive character 
of a tradition within a tradition. They also show several instances of how 
the tensions, polarities, and contradictions that have marked Jewish socie-
ties and Jewish tradition since the Renaissance were referred to or openly 
denounced in Jewish theatre.

As evidenced in these essays, the main question underlying the Jew-
ish theatrical tradition was the quest for what Zehavit Stern defines a usa-
ble Jewish theatrical past, and how to build one within a wider cultural and 
religious tradition that had inherited no ‘classic’ dramatic canon from its 
past, nor even any theatrical text at all – with the one possible exception of 
the lengthy sequence of dramatic dialogues included in the Biblical book of 
Job. In its post-Biblical period, Judaism has mainly been a tradition of reli-
gious law and practice codified by the class of the rabbis. Right at the be-
ginning of the formative period of rabbinic Judaism, the rabbis disavowed 
theatre as a despicable form of blasphemous admixture of their idea of Ju-
daism with the surrounding dominant pagan cultures of the Hellenistic and 

1 I here refer to the definition by Biale 2002.
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Roman period; or else, they only legitimated it when used as a farcical cel-
ebration of the generally hostile confrontation between the Jews and their 
pagan neighbours and/or rulers (such is the case, for instance, of the en-
actment of the Biblical story of Queen Esther, a specific theatrical genre 
which will later be named Purimshpil, as we will see further). In the Baby-
lonian Talmud, the canonical compilation of rabbinic legal and intellectu-
al tradition (fourth to seventh cent.), the following normative statement is 
found: “Our rabbis say: One must not go to theatres [tarteyaot] nor to cir-
cuses, since in such places people entertain themselves with pagan enter-
tainments” (tractate Avodah Zarah, 18b). The rabbinic paradigm of Judaism 
became mainstream in Jewish tradition until and even beyond the onset of 
secularisation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, to the extent that 
it is commonly referred to as Judaism tout court. Theatre and theatres were 
thus formally and normatively considered as places, both symbolic and 
concrete, of cultural, possibly even religious promiscuity and hybridization 
with non-Jewish cultures, critically endangering the kind of Jewish identity 
that the rabbinic class meant to promote. 

Nevertheless, as shown in several of the essays collected here, starting 
from the Renaissance, rabbinic tradition and the literary and social prac-
tice of theatre were mutually linked in a dialectical relationship by which, 
especially in Italy, several of the most important authors of Jewish theatre 
of the modern age emerged precisely from the ranks of the rabbinical class. 
Such are the cases of Leon Modena (1571-1648) (whose allegorical rewrit-
ing of the Biblical story of Queen Esther is analysed in Chiara C. Scord-
ari’s essay), Mosheh Zacuto (d. 1697), and possibly Mosheh Ḥayyim Luzza-
tto (1707-1746). Leone de’ Sommi Portaleone’s (d. 1597 ca.) Quattro dialoghi 
in materia di rappresentazioni sceniche (Four Dialogues on Scenic Perform- 
ances), composed in Mantua in the second half of the sixteenth century, 
were the first and definitely most influential attempts at formulating a spe-
cifically Jewish theory of theatre. De’ Sommi established that theatre as a 
genre in Jewish literature should have moral instruction as its ultimate aim: 
he thus found a viable mediation between the normative ruling of the rab-
bis, the deeply rooted ideology of Hebrew as the sacred tongue, and the 
new Renaissance taste for literature and theatre. As Fabrizio Lelli puts it 
in his essay, “if the play form was novel for Hebrew, its capacity for creat-
ing parables and proverbs was well-known, and so could make it even more 
marvellous as a medium for theatrical entertainment”. Morally-focused al-
legorical drama was thus established as the most important subgenre in 
Jewish theatre – and the most practiced one too, well into the twentieth 
century, as we will see here. 

Jewish intellectuals of the Renaissance such as de’ Sommi were well 
aware of the need to build a Jewish theatrical repertoire – or rather, draw-
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ing on a distinction influentially proposed by Diana Taylor and referred to 
by Zehavit Stern in her essay, the need for a Jewish theatrical archive (Tay-
lor 2003). Minority identity, historical memory of suffered persecutions, 
and satire of Gentile persecutors merge in the first typically Jewish the-
atrical subgenre, namely, the rewriting (first as poetry, and later specifi-
cally for the stage) of narratives taken from the Hebrew Bible, particular-
ly – as stated above – of the book of Esther with its unsettling narrative of 
thwarted pogroms and pre-emptive violence against real or potential ene-
mies of the Jews. Performances based on the story of Esther were staged 
on the occasion of the feast of Purim (whose mythical foundation is narrat-
ed in the Biblical book); in time they came to be called by the Yiddish name 
of Purimshpil among the Jews of Central and Eastern Europe, though they 
are first attested in Jewish communities of Italy in the Renaissance, due 
to the crossed influences of various literary traditions: i. medieval Chris-
tian miracle plays, ii. Greek and Roman theatre as it was being rediscov-
ered by Humanist scholars, and iii. midrash, the vast exegetical and hom-
iletic literature on the Bible produced in Hebrew by the rabbis in late an-
tiquity and the middle ages.2 The adaptation of motifs taken from the Bible 
and from early rabbinic literature to theatrical genres – in particular to the 
erudite situation comedy of Italian Renaissance – already emerged in Ẓaḥut 
bediḥuta de-kiddushin (A Comedy of Betrothal), ascribed to Leone de’ Som-
mi and widely considered as the earliest comedy ever written in the He-
brew language. As stated in Fabrizio Lelli’s essay, de’ Sommi made explic-
it references to pilpul (the dialogical and dialectical discussion of issues of 
religious law as it took, and still takes, place in traditional Orthodox rab-
binic schools) and used it dramaturgically in a parodistic perspective. This 
is possibly the earliest literary example of the self-deprecating tendentious 
humour analysed by Freud in Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious 
(1905) and popularised by Yiddish literature and Jewish American theatre 
and cinema of the 20th century. 

Leon Modena’s allegorical tragedy Ester (Venice 1619), once again 
based on the Biblical book, is here analysed in detail by Chiara C. Scorda- 
ri. The play is dedicated to the Venetian lyrical poet and salonnière Sar-
ra Copio Sullam, a distant relative of Modena’s, then targeted as a poten-
tial convert to Christianity by Ansaldo Cebà, also a poet and the author of 
an epic poem on Queen Esther (La Reina Ester, Genoa 1615). Cebà’s fiction-
al Esther, a believer in the future coming of Christ, was being used by the 
poet as an exemplum for Copio Sullam. The most prominent female char-
acter in Modena’s play is rather that of Vashti, the queen repudiated by 
king Ahasuerus and replaced by Esther. In Modena’s rewriting of the Bib-

2 On the Purimshpil see Rosenzweig 2011.
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lical story, nourished with a vast acquaintance of Italian early Baroque lit-
erary tradition, queen Vashti – otherwise an almost irrelevant character in 
the Biblical book – commits suicide at the beginning of the play, thus being 
turned into a sort of non-Jewish symbol of the loyalty of the Jewish peo-
ple to themselves. On the other hand, Esther represents both the conform-
ing to other peoples’ will and the concealing of one’s own identity. The 
play is therefore an allegorical representation of the option between mar-
tyrdom (kiddush ha-Shem, “sanctification of [God’s] Name”) and crypto-Ju-
daism – a decision Jews had often had to take, starting from the persecu-
tions by the Crusaders until the expulsions from Spain (1492) and Portugal 
(1497). In order to pursue his literary aim, Modena made Vashti into a sort 
of proto-feminist heroine. Yet, on a practical and political level, the Jew-
ish attitude towards Gentile authority and power endorsed by Modena in 
his play remained the same as it had been at least since the middle ages – 
that is, a loyalism of the same kind advocated by Simone Luzzatto, Mode-
na’s contemporary and fellow rabbi in Venice, in his Discorso sopra il sta-
to de gl’Hebrei (Discourse on the Condition of the Jews, Venice 1638; see Veltri 
and Lissa 2019), and thus expressed by one of Modena’s characters: “Have 
there ever been Jews who, in captivity and submission, have become sedi-
tious, traitors, rebels, or who turned against their prince or lord? This never 
happened. Rather they are humble sheep who live obediently”.3 Last, Mode-
na depicts the character of Mordechai as a type of the so-called “court Jew” 
– a peculiar social profile in Iberian Judaism before the expulsions (see Ye-
rushalmi 1971) – and of his “two-hats existence” as both a courtier loyal to 
a non-Jewish kingdom and a devoted Jew who refuses to kneel in front of 
idols. Modena’s Esther is thus at the same time a staging of, and a plan for, 
the Jewish existence confined in ghettos (the first ghetto of modern Europe 
had of course been established in Venice in 1516).  

The reshaping of the public sphere in Jewish micro-societies of 18th-cen-
tury Italian ghettos is described in Michela Andreatta’s essay from the per-
spective of liturgy as musical theatre: a complexedly structured moment of 
piety (even of a mystical kind), self-representation, and socialization that 
had a crucial – though not yet adequately acknowledged – importance in 
perpetuating Jewish identity and community structures in Italy during the 
long age of ghettos and Counter-Reformation. The case studied here is the 
dramatic reading of Mosheh Zacuto’s poem Tofteh arukh (Hell Arrayed), a 
description of Hell and its chastisements published posthumously in Venice 
in 1715 and nocturnally recited in Ferrara in 1720 by the Ḥadashim la-Beka-
rim (Daily Renewal) Jewish confraternity. Performances and stagings of this 
kind, whose musical accompaniment was often assigned to Gentile com-

3 Translation by Scordari. On Jewish loyalism see Yerushalmi 2005.
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posers, could reach the scale of full-fledged operatic productions. Zacuto 
was well acquainted both with the kind of affective piety that was a hall-
mark of Christian Counter-Reformation, and with the style and rhetoric 
of non-Jewish baroque literature – both aimed at eliciting the inwardness 
of their audience, not only at a spiritual level (many of these performanc-
es were strongly characterised by mysticism), but mostly at an emotion-
al and aesthetic level, no longer in an exoteric but rather in a collective di-
mension: an actual “theatre of the mind”, as Andreatta describes it, rather 
than a theatre of action. From the cultural perspective, the walls surround-
ing Italian ghettos were much more of an osmotic barrier than is still gen-
erally imagined (cf. e.g. Andreatta 2016, 7-12).

The aforementioned issue of creating a Jewish theatrical archive was 
taken very seriously in the quantitatively most relevant of pre-Israeli Jew-
ish theatrical traditions: the one that was expressed in the Yiddish lan-
guage. The first written collections of Purimshpil were compiled at the be-
ginning of the eighteenth century by the German Christian scholar Johann 
Jakob Schudt.4 No earlier than the fourth quarter of the nineteenth centu-
ry, abreast of the emergence of Jewish nationalism, there began theatrical 
productions in Yiddish, starting from Avrom Goldfaden’s recitals at Shimen 
Mark’s The Green Fruit-Tree Garden café in Iaşi in 1876 (see e.g. Berkowitz 
2002, 10ff). With this came an inner-Jewish rediscovery and ennoblement 
of the Purimshpil, no longer considered as a low-level form of entertain-
ment nor as a reason for embarrassment regarding the surrounding domi-
nant cultures, but rather, in Zehavit Stern’s wording, as “a historical artifact 
and a source of national pride”. 

As stated above, Stern applies to Yiddish theatre Diana Taylor’s differen-
tiation between the “repertoire” and the “archive” of theatrical tradition – a 
differentiation that can also be formulated as that between the langue and 
the parole, or between the canon and the performance, of theatre as a liter-
ary genre. The case considered by Stern is that of the Tsentral Teater estab-
lished and directed by Zygmunt Turkow in the 1920s in Warsaw. The core 
themes that can be identified in the trajectory of the Tsentral Teater, and of 
Yiddish theatre at large, are, in Stern’s words, “the unique nature of mod-
ern Jewish nationalism, and the special path that Yiddish culture took in 
what regards the weighty tasks of nation building and cultural rejuvena-
tion”. But another crucial issue at stake here was the relation between the 
intellectual class of Ashkenazi Ostjudentum (which will come to constitute 
the first ruling class of the new State of Israel) and the working class of the 

4 In the 3rd volume of his Jüdische Merckwürdigkeiten (Jewish Notabilia) (Frankfurt 
and Leipzig 1714) and in his Jüdisches Franckfurter und Prager Freuden-Fest (Jewish Festi-
vals in Francfort and Prague) (Frankfurt 1716).
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shtetlach, the mainly Jewish country villages of Central and Eastern Eu-
rope. In 1923 the Tsentral Teater staged Shloyme Ettinger’s satirical come-
dy Serkele (written around one century earlier), where the hypocrisy of Or-
thodox Jews was contrasted with the authentic devotion of the Jewish rep-
resentatives of Illuministic rationalism (the maskilim). Serkele was written 
in the wake of Molière’s comedy and of Lessing’s bourgeois drama, but al-
so of the moral drama of the late Renaissance and Baroque as made popular 
in Italian ghettos (as seen in Andreatta’s essay) until Mosheh Ḥayyim Luz-
zatto’s early seventeeth-century allegorical dramas.5 Yitskhok Shlosberg’s 
stage music for Serkele was inspired by Jewish traditional music from Gali-
cia; also specific museum research was conducted for Moyshe Apelboym’s 
set design and stage costumes. Shifting as it was in between the museal-
ised, ossified dimension of the archive and the living performance of the 
repertoire, the staging of Serkele was thus, in Stern’s wording, the “staging 
of a national heritage”. Likewise, the staging at the Tsentral Teater of Men-
dele Moykher Sforim’s Der Priziv in 1924, forty years after its writing, was 
(and was presented as) the recovery of a historical document, that included 
a Purimshpil scene. Turkow endeavoured to promote a new Jewish theatre 
by recognising the Purimshpil’s antiquity as “archive”, drawing a parallel 
between it and modern-age non-Jewish comic theatre (especially the Ital-
ian commedia dell’arte and the French cabotine), and entangling the latter in 
the earlier from the dramaturgical standpoint – the same interwoven per-
spective from which Yitskhok Schiper, a close friend of Turkow’s, was writ-
ing the history of Jewish theatre in those same years (Schiper 1923-1928). 
Still, the traditional perception and reception of Purimshpil as a low-level 
form of theatre and cultural heritage impaired the final success of Turkow’s 
experiment. 

After the Shoah and the foundation of the State of Israel, the plurality 
and pluralism of the cultures of the Jews exploded as a contradiction and 
a conflict between ideologies, for example between the new Israeli ruling 
class, mostly of an Askhenazi origin, and the immigration of Jews from the 
Sephardi and near-Eastern diaspora from 1948 onwards. What had been the 
quest for a ‘usable’ Jewish past in Yiddish theatre came to conflict with the 
official cultural policy of the new State. The official ideal of the Jew and Is-
raeli citizen was now that of the sabra, the free and independent native, a 
winner who only spoke the Hebrew language as invented anew by Eliezer 
Ben Yehuda (1858-1922), as contrasted with the traditional loser’s image of 
the European Ostjude, fearful, subdued, and persecuted, expressing him-
self in a low-level Germanic dialect as Yiddish. As Lelli points out, a liter-

5 See Danieli 2003’s edition of Luzzatto’s La-yesharim tehillah (Praised Be the 
Righteous).
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ary production in Yiddish had started in sixteenth-century Italy (with Eli-
jah Levita’s adaptation of chivalry novels in the Italian vernacular such as 
Buovo d’Antona and Paris e Vienna) precisely as a contamination and en-
tanglement of genres and languages. Diego Rotman recounts in his essay 
the misfortunes of the Yiddish language and its literature and theatre in the 
first decades of Israel’s history – what Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin described 
as the “negation of exile” (Raz-Krakotzkin 1994 quoted by Rotman), that is, 
the suppression of a Jewish past now perceived as embarrassing and of its 
“lachrymose” commemoration, according to Salo W. Baron’s famous defi-
nition (Baron 1928). By the same token, Israeli Zionist ideologues could on-
ly tolerate a theatrical art in Yiddish that would “divest itself of the diaspo-
ra clothing and wear Hebrew uniform in sound and in style” (thus the critic 
Asher Nahor in 1953 in the newspaper Ḥerut, quoted by Rotman). Although 
the Yiddish stage was by now richly endowed with an “archive” of its own 
– one much older and richer than its Israeli counterpart –, and although it 
was totalling many more performances and public than the Hebrew-speak-
ing municipal or national theatres such as the Cameri or the Habima, 
State organisations and Israeli press remained politically and intellectual-
ly averse to Yiddish cinema and stage. After the Eichmann trial of 1961, Yid-
dish and its theatrical literature did gain some ground in Israel, if mainly in 
the perspective of the musealisation of an almost extinguished civilisation 
(the “vanished world” photographed by Roman Vishniac in the 1930s; Vish-
niac 1983). Yiddish theatre was meant to be received first and foremost in 
Hebrew translation, and even so, it was still perceived as more akin to folk-
lore than to ‘high’ culture. A reclaiming of the Yiddish stage as Israel’s “in-
tangible heritage” (thus Rotman), no longer perceived as incompatible with 
sabra culture and Zionist ideology, was made possible in 1965 by Shmu-
el Bunim’s recovery of Purimshpil – once again – in his direction of Itzik 
Manger’s Di Megile lider (The Esther Scroll Poems, written in 1936) in the 
original Yiddish in the Hammam Theatre in Jaffa. The immigration of Yid-
dish-speaking actors and writers from Russia in 1969-1971 led in 1975 to the 
establishment of the state-financed Yiddish Kunst Teater, which was none-
theless used as a vehicle for the assimilation of the new immigrants. Even 
in 1976, in the newspaper Davar, Zeev Rav-Nof defined Yiddish theatre as a 
“commercial melodrama . . . which today is nothing more than nostalgia” 
(quoted by Rotman) – precisely, the nostalgia for the vanished world of the 
shtetl. Likewise, Michael Handelzalts, reviewing in Haaretz the premiere of 
Sholem Aleichem’s Shver tsu zayn a yid (It’s Hard to be a Jew) directed by 
Israel Becker in 1988 at the Yiddishpiel Theater (then recently established in 
Tel Aviv by Shmulik Atzmon-Wircer), stated: “At least one good thing had 
come out of Zionism: it had made this type of theatre a thing of the past” 
(quoted by Rotman). Nowadays Yiddish culture is no longer perceived as a 
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threat for Israeli culture, and a National Authority for Yiddish Culture was 
established in 1996. And yet, the activity of the Yiddishpiel Theater is still 
perceived as a sub-cultural niche phenomenon: in Rotman’s words, a “mu-
seological project of remembrance”. 

A defining feature of Judaisms since antiquity has been the expectation 
of a messiah who will come to gather the Jewish people, redeem it from ex-
ile in the Diaspora, and lead it back to the Land that its God had long prom-
ised to them. In the Jewish tradition, such an expectation almost unavoid-
ably determined a teleological understanding and framing of history – and 
of Jewish history in particular. Although modern Israel was born a secu-
lar, officially non-religious State, the religious stream within Zionism read 
and still reads its history and its very existence (including the harsh con-
flict with the Arab countries and the socially excruciating issue of disput-
ed territories) as the fulfilment of that expectation. This made it possible 
that Jewish religious performative traditions were continued in Israeli thea-
tre, either in a secular, sometimes even critical perspective, or else through 
their re-reading by a recent theatrical tradition originated in the Orthodox 
environment (e.g. in Amichai Hazan and Oshri Maimon’s Tikkun ḥaẓot [The 
Midnight Amending], of 2017, analysed in Yair Lipshitz’s essay). The idea of 
Zionism as the civil religion of the new Israel was well represented already 
as of 1936 in a line from Nathan Bistritzky’s play Ba-laylah ha-zeh (On This 
Night): the generation of the fifth wave of immigrants to Israel (aliyyah) 
(1929-1939) “is not afraid of profaning the sacred, because it sanctifies the 
profane” (translated by Lipshitz). 

For sure, the relationship between Jewish theatre and Israeli theatre 
can be described in terms of obvious discontinuousness. Yet, one should al-
so discern the endurance of performative practices, metaphors, and sym-
bols that can be traced back to the space occupied by theatre in the social 
life of Jewish communities, confraternities, and mystic circles since the ear-
ly modern age. A meaningful example of this continuity is described in Yair 
Lipshitz’s investigation of the nocturnal setting of some Hebrew plays writ-
ten by Jewish playwrights settled in Mandatory Palestine (1917-1948) and in 
the State of Israel as a metaphor of the time of exile, whose end was covet-
ed and prayed for by the Jews over almost two thousand years (one cannot 
but recollect the title of Elie Wiesel’s successful autobiographical retelling 
of the Shoah: La nuit, of 1958), but also as a meta-time that Jews should de-
vote to meditation on Time – that is, on their history and destiny. The sym-
bolism of night and darkness can be traced back to canonical and non-ca-
nonical Jewish and Jewish-Christian religious writings of late antiquity, 
from the Dead Sea Scrolls to Johannine literature and the Talmud, but it 
is peculiarly explicit and meaningful in Jewish liturgy from the sixteenth 
century onwards, as seen for instance in the nocturnal reading of Mosheh 
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Zacuto’s above-mentioned poem Tofteh arukh – or even more so, in the 
nocturnal Kabbalistic ritual of tikkun ḥaẓot, the “midnight amending” of the 
universe (whence the title and content of Hazan and Maimon’s aforemen-
tioned play), a ritual by which pious Kabbalists from the sixteenth century 
on strived to cooperate on the amending of the Godhead’s inner dynamics 
and of a cosmos that had originally been corrupted by the interference of 
Evil in God’s plan (see Idel 2020). It was also at night that, according to the 
Biblical book of Exodus, the Jews were delivered by their God from slavery 
in Egypt and were therefore born as a people – the most important found-
ing myth of Judaism, one still ritually commemorated today in the yearly 
reading of the Passover Haggadah, where the formula “On this night” that 
gave its title to Bistritzky’s aforementioned play is to be found.
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Theatrical performances in Early Modern Italy could be of two kinds, both 
inspired by previously existing models: staging of specific sections of the 
Christian liturgy or of narrative passages of the Scriptures; adaptations of 
classical (mainly Latin) dramas. The new fascination with antiquity dis-
played by late fifteenth and sixteenth-century authors, who revived Gre-
co-Roman literary genres and adapted them to their times, paved the way 
to the interference between the two productions. Plots that drew inspira-
tion from the Bible or the sacred representations of the past were adopt-
ed for tragedies, comedies, pastoral dramas, and interludes that mainly fol-
lowed the canons of classical theatre.1 Characters associated with Judaism 
(mainly performed by non-Jewish actors) would appear on stage, either to 
move the highest sentiments of the spectators to virtue or to amuse them; 
they could be shaped after the most popular repertoire of medieval perfor-
mances, in which the Jew generally played the villain or the fool,2 or ac-

1 See the classic but still valid Nicoll 1927; Ducharte 1966.
2 For instance, Judah’s character in late Medieval mysteries meant to stress the in-

clination to evil of contemporary Jews: see Newbegin and Wisch 2012; Newbegin 2014.
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cording to classical tragedy’s heroic patterns,3 or the stereotypical roles of 
Greco-Latin comedy or Italian commedia dell’arte.4

In spite of the Rabbinic rules that prevented Jews from adhering to lit-
erary trends that were not rooted in the Jewish tradition, Italian commu-
nities cherished the most significant productions of non-Jews (see Les-
ley 1992). Indeed, already in the pre-Modern era, they adopted some of the 
most common motifs fashionable among their neighbours. For such intel-
lectual borrowings they could either use the holy language or local vernac-
ulars. Starting from the thirteenth century, all over the Mediterranean area, 
but especially in the Italian peninsula, Jewish intellectuals turned the most 
important products of non-Hebrew literatures into Hebrew. If this phenom-
enon triggered the translation of mainly scientific texts, Jews also adopt-
ed poetical and narrative ‘external’ productions in order to stress that their 
literary legacy did not consist only of religious books. Moreover, by adapt-
ing new genres to Hebrew, they could stress the role played by the Bible 
in the shaping of a universal knowledge: in other words, the language of 
the Scripture, allegedly held as the most ancient and sacred of all, was flex-
ible enough to be used for purposes other than the liturgical or juridical 
ones. From a different perspective, creating Hebrew belles-lettres that were 
grounded in Biblical patterns also meant that the Hebrew Scripture treas-
ured all possible knowledge and was ultimately the model of inspiration of 
the nations.5

Such attitude is well expressed, for instance, in the intellectual work of 
one of the most cultured Italian Jewish intellectuals of the fifteenth centu-
ry, Yoḥanan ben Yiṣḥaq Alemanno (c. 1435 - c. 1504). An itinerant teacher, 
like most of his contemporary colleagues, Alemanno spent long periods of 
his life wandering about the most thriving centres of early Renaissance Ita-
ly: Mantua, Ferrara, and Florence. In the latter city, he was inspired also by 
his non-Jewish acquaintances to compose a Hebrew biography of King Sol-
omon, shaped after the classical genre of the lives of illustrious men. In the 
introduction of his long Commentary on Song of Songs, titled Ḥešeq Šelomoh 
(Solomon’s Yearning), Alemanno explains the reasons that induced him to 
behave like his non-Jewish contemporaries, that drew upon Plutarch or 

3 On Esther as a tragic heroine in sixteenth and seventeenth-century Italy, see Ar-
bib 2003.

4 See also below. On the development of such Jewish characters, especially in the 
seventeenth-century Italian theatre, see Gurney 2015.

5 As a matter of fact, non-Jews, in their turn, especially in Italy, passionately inves-
tigated the traditional forms of Jewish hermeneutics of the Bible in order to found the 
bases of a universal knowledge belonging to all religious and philosophical systems. On 
these intellectual phenomena that characterized the encounter of Jewish and non-Jew-
ish intellectuals in late Medieval and Early Modern Italy, see Bonfil 1994.
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Valerius Maximus to deal with the lives of the exempla virtutis (models of 
virtues) of their own generation (see also Lelli 2004a, 29): 

I shall not, however, amplify this discussion further, because I am very well 
aware, my son, that you are a wise and understanding man, a Jew who is 
not used to such long stories about a man and his deeds, and who might 
say that listening to the bleating of this flock of Solomon’s virtues wearies 
the mind. You may say: “All these virtues are already recorded in the book 
of Chronicles. Why must you recount his statutes and teachings? Praise the 
Lord with grateful, noble words for He is awesome and praiseworthy”. Lis-
ten, therefore, to my replies to anyone who would seal his ears from hear-
ing more. First, I greatly envied those among all the nations who praise 
their idols and compose about a single man whole hosts of books as long as 
the chronicles of the kings of Israel and Judah combined; while we the com-
munity of Jews, do not know how to give two or three particles of praise to 
one of the holy men of our people. I have, therefore, opened my mouth to 
glorify and praise King Solomon, may he rest in peace, with many praises. I 
took it upon myself to put them into a book in an order that will make ap-
parent to all the nations that we have a heart like them.
(qtd in Lesley 1976, 53).

In Alemanno’s words, King Solomon may become the model for the fif-
teenth century Jewish intellectual who is knowledgeable enough to master 
all possible contemporary sciences, including the most recent achievements 
of non-Jewish scholarship. 

Focusing on the most popular literary genres among gentiles, and adapt-
ing them to the biblical narrative was a specific habit, especially of North-
ern Italian Judaism at the turn of the sixteenth century. We still have, for in-
stance, lengthy poems on the Scriptural Books of Kings in four-line strophes 
of two rhyming couplets, and a poetic version of the Books of Samuel dating 
to the end of the fifteenth century. Elia Levita (1469-1549), best known for 
his intellectual collaboration with non-Jews and especially with the Roman 
Cardinal Egidio Antonini da Viterbo (1469-1532), adapted two chivalric sto-
ries, known to him in their Italian version, Buovo d’Antona and Paris e Vien-
na into Yiddish; the first one, entitled Bovo-Buch, dates back to the first dec-
ade of the sixteenth century and is one of the oldest testimonies of Yiddish 
literature (Bikard 2012, 33). Both works consist of around seven hundred ot-
tava rima stanzas each: that was the first time this stylistic pattern was used 
in German literature. Levita’s Yiddish works grounded in Romance litera-
ture display the use of grotesque and burlesque elements. This peculiarity is 
closely related to the inversion of traditional values which is generally asso-
ciated with Carnival expressions and which was cherished by most Italian 
sixteenth-century literati, Christian and Jewish (ibid.). 
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Northern Italian Hebrew manuscripts abound with Purimspielen or Pu-
rim-Shpil plays in ottava rima, the best-known possibly being Mordekhay 
Dato’s Istoria de Purim (The Account of Purim), dating to the second half of 
the sixteenth century (see Busi 1987; English translation in Tennen 2008). 
This can be deemed as a significant intercultural phenomenon: plays which 
were performed during the Jewish festival of Purim, followed the patterns 
of theatrical performances common among Christians, and we should not 
forget that many Renaissance comedies all’antica, like Ludovico Ariosto’s 
(1474-1533) ones, were performed during the pre-Lent period. Indeed, Pu-
rimspiel productions seem to have been performed already in the twelfth 
century (Davidson 1907, 123-5; 264-5), when the humorous parody of the 
Book of Esther started enjoying popularity. An interesting and influential 
example of such a reading, common in Italian communities, is the four-
teenth-century Kalonymos ben Kalonymos’s Massekhet Purim (The Treatise 
of Purim) (Davidson 1907, 115-34) in which the traditional Midrashic inter-
pretation of the Bible is used to provide a comic explanation of contempo-
rary events. However, being the Purim festival grounded in the persecution 
of ancient Persian Jews – Purimspielen could also be (and are still to these 
days) charged with epic and tragic connotations.  

A Purimspiel can consist of a poetic monologue, or a story performed by 
several actors – usually the story of Esther, but also the selling of Joseph, 
Hannah and Samuel, or David and Goliath. As said, the habit of taking bib-
lical stories to stage for a large audience is reminiscent of the Christian sa-
cred representations. However, the osmotic society of sixteenth-centu-
ry Italy made it possible to portray biblical characters as classical or con-
temporary figures of the commedia dell’arte, and in many Purimspielen, for 
instance, King Ahasuerus was represented as a sort of Jewish Pantalone. 
As we will see later on, in the case of Leone de’ Sommi, characters of the 
non-Jewish comedies all’antica merge into biblical figures.

A solemn kind of Purimspiel, entirely in Hebrew, is well represented by 
the third-rime poem titled Yašir Mošeh (Moses Will Sing) by Mošeh Kohen 
of Corfu (see Shmeruk 1971 and Lelli 2007). The long late sixteenth-centu-
ry composition6 was recited in front of the Jewish congregation on the Sab-
bath that precedes the celebration of Purim (Šabbat zakhor), when the fes-
tivity is introduced by the obligation of remembering evil Amalek, the leg-
endary ancestor of Haman. The Corfiot author tells extensively the story of 
the biblical heroine, the Queen of Persia, by drawing upon phrases that are 
fully derived from the Scripture and from the most common Rabbinic in-
terpretations of the Megillah (the Scroll of Esther), and especially those con-
tained in the homonymous treatise of the Babylonian Talmud and in the 

6 The poem was first published in Mantua in 1612; see Lelli 2007, 100-1.
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Midraš Esther Rabbah. The poet aims to address his audience in a clear lan-
guage, by blending different stylistic patterns.7 The scenic purpose of the 
composition appears from the very first tercets, when the author calls his 
audience’s attention by stressing the action with frequent dialogues (1-12):

[The event] took place in King Ahasuerus’ days,
Who listened to Haman’s words,
And watered us with poison and absinthe. 

It was him who, forging lethal tools, plotted 
Persecution and massacre, calamity and murder,
But fell trapped into the net he had disguised. 

“These people scattered like cumin, like wild fennel”,
So said he to him, “whose faith is different, now I will rise
And, if you allow me, I will annihilate them for ever. 

Indeed I will wipe out every living being
Among them, should this please you,
I will destroy them, they will never rise again”.

Even in his lexical choice, the poet adheres to the biblical text, by stressing 
images that awake the listeners’ attention and make the action highly dra-
matic. Haman’s direct discourse, which is shaped after the third chapter of 
the Book of Esther, acquires a solemn gravity compared to the biblical mod-
el. The rhythm of each verse creates a narrative continuity over the 428 ter-
cets of the Hebrew hymn. Moses of Corfu deliberately uses Dante’s iambic 
hendecasyllable (see Bregman 1992), paralleling the contemporaneous re-
vival of this verse for classical theatre. 

The above-mentioned tendency of Italian Jews to adopt literary gen-
res from the non-Jewish society (see Lelli 2004b), may explain the develop-
ment of the specific interest by Italian Jews in non-Jewish scenic activities. 
Thus, despite the Rabbinic rules against theatre, seen as a place of promis-
cuous encounters and contamination with diverse non-Jewish religious cul-
tures,8 Italian Jews stressed the primeval origin of sacred representations in 
the Bible, and especially in the Book of Job (see Leone de’ Sommi 1968, 13-4). 
Between the first and the second decade of the sixteenth century, Yosef ben 
Šemuʼel Ṣarfati (?-1527) translated from Castilian into Hebrew Fernando de 
Rojas’ La Celestina9 and, by the end of the sixteenth century, Terence’s play 
Eunuchus was printed in the holy language in Mantua, as well as a Ma‘aśeh 

7 See Hebrew original in Lelli 2007, 104-5 (translation mine).
8 See, e.g., Bab. Talm. ‘Avodah Zarah 18b, where mention is made of the sacrifices of-

fered in theatres to pagan gods.
9 Only the introduction of Ṣarfati’s translation has come down to us: Cassuto (1935) 

highlights that this could have been “the first comedy in Hebrew”.



20	 Fabrizio Lelli

Yosef (The Story of Joseph, apparently a dramatization of the biblical narra-
tive, now lost – see Schirmann 1979, 47-8; 54; Leone de’ Sommi 1988, 21). In 
this perspective, Yoḥanan Alemanno’s views can be compared with those 
of the main representative of the Renaissance Jewish theatrical develop-
ment, the Mantuan Yehudah ben Yiṣḥaq Portaleone, also known as Leone 
de’ Sommi (1525-1592) (on whom, see below). In his Hebrew comedy, which 
will be described in detail later on, De’ Sommi lets a personification of Wis-
dom introduce his play by the following words:

Now some playwrights among the gentiles have looked down upon the 
Jews because they seem to lack this literary facility. It is for this reason that 
I have this day resolved to show that the Hebrew language is not inferi-
or to its artistic power. Indeed what is a crowning glory for other languag-
es is but a glitter of a shoe-buckle for Hebrew. Hence, men should not deem 
it a defect in that language because they have not seen it cast, ere now, into 
a pleasing comedy. Rather, it is because the words that constitute this holy 
tongue are of most ancient and wondrous origin, and it has seemed unwor-
thy for such sacred words to be said solely for human pleasure. But what 
other languages can do, Hebrew can do better. The very proof of this state-
ment I shall soon place before your eyes. For if the play form is novel for 
Hebrew, its capacity for creating parables and proverbs is well-known, ad so 
can make it even more marvelous as a medium for theatrical entertainment. 
(Leone de’ Sommi 1988, 68)

As secular entertainment began to replace performances on religious 
themes, and all the more so throughout the sixteenth century, Jews of tal-
ent were more and more requested as actors, dancers, and musicians. In-
deed, the role played by Jewish actors is well known already for the fif-
teenth century (Leone de’ Sommi 1988, 16). We have evidence of costume 
performances of biblical episodes that were requested from the Jewish 
communities by the local Italian rulers, and especially on the occasion of 
wedding ceremonies. For instance, in Pesaro in 1475 Jewish actors were 
hired for the wedding of Costanzo Sforza and Camilla Marzano d’Arago-
na to stage a pantomime of the encounter of the Queen of Sheba and King 
Solomon (see Le Nozze di Costanzo Sforza 1946; Sparti 2011, 240). A few 
years later, in 1489, and again in Pesaro, the community enacted the apoc-
ryphal story of Judith and Holofernes10 in the framework of the nuptial cel-
ebrations for Giovanni Sforza, Costanzo’s son, and Maddalena Gonzaga. In 
Northern Italy many actors were Jewish. In 1520 Ercole Gonzaga of Man-

10 Even though not included in the Hebrew Scriptural canon, the Book of Judith was 
widely known among Jews and especially appreciated in fifteenth century-Italy: see 
Lelli 2004b, 62-6.
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tua invited two Jewish players, Solomon and Jacob, from Ferrara to per-
form at court. In 1549 a Jewish company presented a comedy at the wed-
ding of Duke Francesco III in Mantua. In 1563 a troupe comprised mainly of 
Jews presented Ludovico Ariosto’s Suppositi (the comedy of the Supposes) 
at the Gonzaga court to honour the visit of two archdukes of Austria (Le-
one de’ Sommi 1988, 16-7). In 1568 a troupe mainly composed of Jews per-
formed Le Due Fulvie (The Two Fulvias) by the local playwright Massimo 
Faroni. In 1583 they staged the comedy Gli Ingiusti Sdegni (The Unfair Dis-
dains) by Bernardino Pino with dances by the Jewish ballet master, Isacchi-
no Massarano (on whom, see Sparti 2011, 245). Under Dukes Guglielmo and 
Vincenzo I Gonzaga, Jews were required to perform almost annually. Jews 
used theatrical productions as a way of paying tribute to their patrons and 
also to pay their community tax (see Roth 1930, 198-9). It should be remem-
bered that the figure of a Jewish court musician – dancer – singer and en-
tertainer became popular from the end of the fifteenth century: the broth-
ers Guglielmo and Giuseppe da Pesaro (the first one also known by his con-
vert’s name Giovanni Ambrosio) introduced new modes of dance imported 
from other European regions into Italian courts (Guglielmo Ebreo of Pesa-
ro 1993; Sparti 2011). The musical talent of Jewish artists certainly contrib-
uted to their affirmation as actors. On the other hand, because of the mo-
bility of the artists, musical and theatrical skills could be easily associated 
with Jews, who were used to frequently change residence and consequent-
ly to speak various languages, a further prerequisite for performing in front 
of diverse audiences. A significant evidence of such a perception of Jews in 
Northern Italy appears in the characterization of the Jewish protagonist of 
Ludovico Ariosto’s Il Negromante (The Necromancer, completed in 1510 and 
first staged in Ferrara in 1528) (see Ansani 2016). The chief character’s deeds 
are partly recalled for the audience’s benefit by his attendant, Nibbio (Kite), 
at the beginning of the second act of the comedy. In a monologue, Nibbio 
reveals for the first time the actual name of his master, the astrologer Giac-
chelino or Jachelino, an Italianate diminutive of Hebrew Yeḥiʼel. From Nib-
bio’s words, Giacchelino is presented as a blurred figure, whose real name, 
homeland and religion are not understandable at first sight:11 

My master, Jachelino, certainly has great confidence in himself . . . / he . . . 
professes to be a philosopher, / an alchemist, a doctor, an astrologer, a ma-
gician, / and even a conjurer of spirits . . . / . . . Like nomads, / we go from 
place to place, / and wherever he passes he leaves his imprint / like a snail 
or, for a more fitting comparison, / like fire or lightning; and in each place, / 
in order to disguise himself, / he changes his name, his dress, and his coun-

11 English translation in Ariosto 1975, 116. Italian original text in Ariosto 1964, 431-2.
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try. / Now he calls himself Peter, now John; now he pretends / to come from 
Greece, now from Egypt, now from Africa. / In reality, he’s a Jew, / and he 
was among those who were expelled from Castile . . . 

In Ariosto’s comedy we witness one of the first instances of a Jewish the-
atrical character that appears to blend the qualities of the scornful person-
age of Medieval sacred representations with the stereotypes of the classical 
comedy. Ariosto parodies contemporary Jewish scholars that could be seen 
in Northern Italian cities, hired by princely courts for their astrological 
competences. Such a characterization was common also in the Italian Jew-
ish society of the previous centuries, and appears, for instance, in the satir-
ical portrayals of contemporary intellectuals by Kalonymos ben Kalonymos 
(in his already mentioned Megillat Purim) or by the latter’s contemporane-
ous Immanuel Romano (in his Maḥbarot ʻImmanuʻel [Immanuel’s Composi-
tions]; see especially Mahberet 8).

From all this emerged a different and less solemn Judeo-Italian Purim-
spiel (see Busi 1987 and Tennen 2008) that addressed a more variegated au-
dience than the mere Jewish community (see Steinschneider 1881-2 and 
Schirmann 1964). We know, for instance, from Marin Sanudo’s journals 
that on March 4th 1531, on the day following Purim, “there was performed 
among the Jews in the ‘Geto’ [the Venetian ghetto] a very fine comedy; but 
no Christian could attend by order of the Council of Ten. It ended at ten 
o’clock at night”. This was almost certainly an annual event, which gentiles 
must have attended in earlier years, thus arousing the disapproval of the 
city authorities (see Roth 1930, 199). 

We have observed the success of the Mantuan community’s theatre. 
This was largely due to the skills of the already mentioned Leone de’ Som-
mi,12 who wrote several comedies (as well as pastoral dramas, and inter-
ludes – see Belkin 1986) in Italian, of which only a few survive in manu-
script.13 De’ Sommi was a yešivah teacher and, due to his outstanding ed-
ucation, he became the secretary of the important Mantuan Academy “of 
the Invaghiti” (the Lovesick), and enjoyed great fame all over Europe as 
an impresario at the Gonzaga court. He is the author of the celebrated Di-
aloghi in materia di rappresentazioni sceniche (Dialogues on Scenic Stag-
ing), the first ever written Italian treatise on the subject.14 He is deemed to 

12 On Leone’s life and works see Leone de’ Sommi 1988, 18-20; Belkin 1997.
13 Most of Leone’s extant works were acquired by the Library of Turin which was 

almost completely destroyed by fire in 1904. There survives today Hirifile, and Le tre 
sorelle (The Three Sisters), besides fragments of other comedies. Leone’s Hebrew play 
reached us in many different manuscript copies. See Leone de’ Sommi 1988, 19-20; Leo-
ne de’ Sommi 1990.

14 Composed around 1565; see Leone de’ Sommi 1968.
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be the author of the very first Hebrew comedy extant to this day in the his-
tory of Jewish literature. In 1931 Haim Schirmann discovered and attributed 
to De’ Sommi this comedy (Schirmann 1931; Leone de’ Sommi 1946). The ti-
tle of the play is Ṣaḥut Bediquta de-Qiddušin, an Aramaic formula that can 
be translated literally as “an eloquent farce [i.e. comedy] on wedding” and 
that has been recently published in an English version by Alfred Golding as 
A Comedy of Betrothal (Leone de’ Sommi 1988). De’ Sommi’s play follows 
the stylistic patterns of contemporary non-Jewish theatre all’antica (e.g. the 
five act-division, the location of the action in a piazza before the houses of 
the three main characters), but its plot results from the adaptation of tradi-
tional motifs inspired by the Scripture and Rabbinic literature, as in the Pu-
rimspiel genre. Indeed, the author takes the move from Midrashic themes 
that widely circulated also in Medieval literature (see, e.g., Tanḥuma Le-
kh Lekha 8, Bab. Talmud Gittin 8b, 29a and their multiple interpretations in 
the thirteenth-century Sefer Ḥasidim [Book of the Pious] or ʻImmanuʻel Ro-
mano’s Maḥbarot ʻImmanuʼel), but merges this sub-text into the plot of con-
temporary comedies, such as Ludovico Ariosto’s Lena. The moral conno-
tation of the Midrashic subject was possibly chosen also for its parallels 
with the Christian Counterreformation trends that meant to reduce the too 
sensual aspects of Renaissance comic theatre. Such a moral intent, which 
would become more and more crucial in the theatrical production of the 
following centuries, is still tempered in De’ Sommi’s text: vices are blamed, 
hypocrisy is ridiculed, and justice is praised, although the context is a mer-
ry atmosphere, which faithfully describes the contemporary habits of the 
Jews of the Mantuan area (whereas in later productions the relation of the 
literary text with real life is less apparent). The linguistic skill, that charac-
terizes Medieval Jewish authors, appears at its best in Leone’s work, where 
biblical and Rabbinic sentences are often provided with new bizarre mean-
ings. To give the idea of this multilayered text, here follows Golding’s Eng-
lish translation of the entire second scene of the fourth act, in which two 
young yešivah students appear:

Jair. Soon, Joktan, my good friend, there will be heard in the house the 
sound of joy and gladness, the sound of bride and bridegroom, for our 
law instructor, Master Greedy, has given his youngest daughter in mar-
riage to a certain highly esteemed and honourable man of substance in the 
community.
Joktan. When will we begin to trip the light fantastic and otherwise have a 
gay old time?
Jair. On this very day, old fellow. Let’s hope that his son-in-law will pro-
claim in the words of the prophet Micah, “And they shall learn . . . no more,” 
since Master Greedy will be occupied and won’t be able to keep an eye on 
us.
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Joktan. May it be the Lord’s will! Amen. What I’m really worried about is 
that our Master will impose extra assignments on us to solve problems and 
otherwise provide answers to his legal questions. You know as well as I that 
for the entire month just past we have done absolutely no study at all and 
have forgotten whatever we have learned.
Jair. With words like these I can keep him happy. For I already have a ques-
tion to stump all the experts on Jewish Law15 when they try to provide an 
answer. In the scroll16 commemorating the Feast of Esther it is written: “And 
they hung Haman”.17 Yet in the chapter dealing with Balak18 it is definitely 
written, “And the children of Israel consumed the manna19 - that is, in He-
brew “Ha-Man, Ha . . . man - Haman” So how could the Jews, who had been 
commanded not to eat carrion, eat Ha-Man, then eat from the body of the 
hanged Haman?
Joktan. That one I’m up on. The answer that Rabbi Bilaam, the son of Rabbi 
Bibi, quoting his father, gave was: “What says the Torah? - ‘And they con-
sumed the manna’, that is, Ha-Man . . . Haman.” That serves notice on us 
that in the merry time of Purim, the feast of Esther, we are expected to eat 
sweet cakes made of fine flour and oil, and ever after they are to be known 
by Haman’s name.20 So it may always be said that the taste of manna was 
like the honeycake.21

Jair. A fine explanation originating from Rabbi Bibi of blessed memory.
Joktan. You’ll see that our good teacher will be satisfied with the way we 
solve these tricky questions, even if our answer is not strictly kosher.22 But 
what I’m really frightened about is that he’ll take it into his head to have us 
compose and learn by heart some long speech praising the bride and groom, 
so that we may deliver it at the wedding banquet. In that case we’ll spend 
our time just looking at the fancy dishes without being able to eat them.
Jair. May such a disaster never befall us! Ever! But look! I believe a have a 
way to get us out of that terrible situation.
Joktan. From whence comes our help?
Jair. I shall let it be known that I have a headache and have taken to my bed.

15 The Halakhah, or Rabbinic law.
16 He is referring to the Megillah, the most common name of the Book of Esther.
17 Est. 7:10.
18 This biblical section (Num. 22:2-25:9) has nothing to do with the episode of the 

manna. Maybe the author hints at the Rabbinic connection between Haman and the 
pseudo-prophet Balaam that appears in this biblical section and is later recalled by Jok-
tan in the name of “Rabbi Bilaam”.

19 Ex. 16:25.
20 Joktan is referring to “Haman’s ears” or Hamantaschen: see below.	
21 Ex. 16:25.	
22 The use of this term is ambiguous, as it literally means ‘fit [according to religious 

law]’ and is generally referred to food, which is what interests more the two interlocu-
tors.	
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Joktan. I also thought of pulling such a stunt. But on second thought I re-
alized that if I acted like that I still would not be allowed to enjoy myself by 
sampling the pastries and dainties that are sure to be piled high upon the ta-
ble. I really would suffer then, if I were deprived of such wonderful foodstuff!
Jair. There’s none smarter than you in anticipating what might happen. 
Let’s think of another remedy for our difficulty, so that we will not have to 
endure punishment, should this calamity strike us.
Joktan. Lo and behold, the Master is leaving the house!
Jair. I’m getting out of here fast.
Joktan. And I’m already out of sight!23

In this lively dialogue we can feel the dense rhythm of the dialectic ex-
change or debate of a Talmudic academy,24 that here is alluded to in parody. 
The purely speculative question suggested by Jair is built on the tradition-
al hermeneutic rules that allow the interpreters of the Hebrew Scripture to 
compare two different biblical passages in which the same word (or even a 
homophone) occurs (the so-called gezerah šawah): in this case, Jair remarks 
that the Hebrew word for manna sounds exactly like Haman, the name 
of the evil enemy of the people of Israel in the Book of Esther. According 
to Rabbinic rules, then, the two terms have to be interpreted in close con-
nection. But here arises another major issue concerning kašrut, or dietary 
law. The apparent conundrum can be solved in a paradoxical way, by hint-
ing at the traditional Purim dessert, generally known to this day by the Yid-
dish term Hamantasche: the biblical honey cakes then are nothing but the 
‘Haman’s ears’ of the Jewish cuisine. Higher forms of exegesis are reduced 
to daily issues by two greedy yešivah students who target all their juridi-
cal knowledge to food. Of special significance in this context is the name of 
the students’ teacher, Hamdan, which can be translated ‘Greedy’. The over-
all situation is hilarious and allows the audience to set the whole action in 
the framework of the joyous feast of Purim which was very likely the time 
of the year when the play was staged.

Characters are designed according to the categories of classical thea-
tre: young men whose only aim is to satisfy their appetites and escape their 
duties. Jair adapts the biblical verse from the prophetic Book of Micah “nei-
ther shall they learn war any more” to his own expectations, by omitting the 
word ‘war’. Even the English translation of the dialogue allows the modern 
reader to perceive the constant reference of the author to the Bible: a case in 
point is the expression “From whence comes our help?”, an evident hint at 
Ps. 121:1.

23 Leone de’ Sommi 1988, 107-8. Hebrew original in Leone de’ Sommi 1946, 220-2.
24 On the centrality of yešivah education in Renaissance Italian Jewish society, see 

Bonfil 1993, 17-27.
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By and large, the parody of the Scripture as well as of the most tradi-
tional forms of Jewish education represents the real innovation of Leo-
ne’s Hebrew comedy. Its manifest meaning can be fully understandable 
only to a Jewish audience who is well trained in the contemporary pat-
terns of non-Jewish comic theatre, as well as its more hidden message, that 
the utter study of the Torah and the Rabbinic literature can result either in 
the authentic knowledge of God or in the mere achievements of mundane 
goods.

The intent of letting Jewish audiences fully understand the most pro-
found moral meanings of the Scripture according to new literary genres 
was sought also by Italian Jewish authors of tragedies. For instance, the 
Venetian Leon Modena (Yehudah Aryeh of Modena, 1571-1648), possibly the 
best-known Italian Rabbi of the Renaissance, in the introduction to the edi-
tion of his L’Ester: Tragedia tratta dalla Sacra Scrittura (Esther, A Tragedy 
Drawn from the Holy Scripture)25 states that he composed his drama in or-
der to establish a closer relation between “Rabbinic interpretations, called 
Midrašim by the Jews” and “the gravity . . . requested by tragedies and he-
roic holiest narrations” (Leon Modena 1619, 9-10). Modena’s only extant 
play is introduced by the character of Truth, who remarks that the author’s 
intent to draw upon Midrashic material aims at the “greater delight of the 
learned” and is motivated by “truthfulness of the matter” (Leon Mode-
na 1619, 10). Published in Venice on the day of Purim 1619, Modena’s drama 
was the revised version of a 1558 Purimspiel by the Portuguese former con-
vert Salomón Usque (see Roth 1930, 199; Zavan 2004. See also Canals Piñas 
2001), later elaborated by the Venetian Eliʻezer di Graziano Levi, Modena’s 
maternal uncle. Usque and Levi’s work had enjoyed such a good reception26 
that its several performances were attended by both Jews and Christians 
(Zavan 2004, 121-2; Arbib 2003, 112). The moral goals of Leone’s tragedy ap-
pear, for instance, in his sympathetic portrayal of Queen Vashti, who fol-
lows contemporary melodramatic patterns. In the fourth scene of the first 
act, Vashti laments the tragic fate that befell her, right at the time when she 
was “living merrily in a high state”: 

Well, may I bemoan Nature, a mother / to others, and to us a cruel 
step-mother, / doing such harm to us in making us women, / Ah feminine 
sex, unfortunate sex, / born into the world only as a target / for all the trag-
ic blows struck / by this, which I call death and the world [calls] life; / sex 
that receives only sorrows / and misery and misfortunes in any degree, / In 

25 Modena’s Ester was published by Giacomo Sarzina’s Venetian press in 1619, but its 
composition dated back to 1613: see Piattelli 1968, 163.

26 According to some scholars, the original drama was written in Spanish, while 
others hold it was composed in Italian: see Roth 1930, 199; Zavan 2004, 120-3.	
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whatever condition she be born, [whether] low / or in a high situation . . . 
(Arbib 2003, 124)

In the seventeenth century, Italian Jewish theatre was deeply influenced 
by the presence of converso-born authors who drew inspiration for their 
dramas from Iberian autos sacramentales. Such theatrical forms were in-
troduced to Italian communities mainly by playwrights who came from 
the Netherlands.27 The Amsterdam-born Mošeh ben Mordekhay Zacuto 
(1620s?-1697) descended from a family of former converso Jews. After mov-
ing to Italy, where he lived in Verona, Padua, Venice and Mantua, around 
1640 he wrote the drama Yesod ‘Olam (The Pillar of the World), which takes 
the move from Midrashic re-readings of Abraham’s deeds from the Book of 
Genesis (see Zacuto 2016, 21-5). Before the discovery of De’ Sommi’s play, 
this was deemed to be the first drama extant to this day ever composed in 
Hebrew. The author maintained the three unities – of plot, time, and place 
– of classical theatre but the play, possibly composed for Purim, consists 
only of lengthy poetic monologues (Zacuto 1875; Melkmann 1967). Even the 
best-known poem by Zacuto, Tofteh ‘Arukh (Hell Set, or A Description of 
Hell), seemingly inspired by Dante’s Comedy, is divided in acts and belies 
a strong influence of contemporary Spanish theatre (see Zacuto 2016, 21-
5). In the context of the then flourishing Venetian academies, Śimḥah ben 
Abraham Calimani (1699-1784) composed a drama influenced by contempo-
rary pastoral plays:28 his three-act Qol Śimhah (A Voice of Joy or Simhah’s 
Voice) features only moral virtues and vices. His better-known contempo-
raneous Mošeh Ḥayyim ben Yaʻaqov Luzzatto (aka Ramḥal, 1707-1746/47), 
well versed in all fields of literature and thought, composed at least three 
Hebrew dramas: Ma‘aśeh Šimšon (Samson’s Deeds) centres upon the con-
flict between sensual love and religious and civic duties; besides biblical 
characters, four allegoric virtues appear in his three-act play; Migdal ‘Oz 
(Powerful Tower), in three acts, elaborates upon the traditional metaphor-
ic story of a princess that will marry the first man who will be able to en-
ter her father’s private garden. Young Šalom (Peace) succeeds, but is cheat-
ed by Zifa (Deceit) and only after many trials he manages to marry Šelo-
mit. Luzzatto’s drama follows in the footsteps of Torquato Tasso’s Aminta 
and Giovan Battista Guarini’s Pastor fido, but rereads their pastoral setting 
according to contemporary Kabbalistic doctrines. The last and most cele-
brated Luzzatto’s three-act drama is titled La-Yešarim Tehillah (Praise to the 

27 On these dramatic productions, see El Macabeo 2006; Gomez 2007.
28 See Schirmann 1979, 54-94. See also Belkin 1986. Leon Modena wrote a pasto-

ral play on Rachel and Jacob and his pupil Benedetto Luzzatto composed the pastoral 
drama L’amor possente (Powerful Love): see Roth 1930, 199. On Jewish participation in 
Venetian academies, see Veltri and Chajes 2018. 
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Righteous) and features only moral representations of vices and virtues. 
Luzzatto’s praise of faith and moral reason echoes the contemporary values 
expressed by Arcadian melodrama.29 Jewish playwrights and actors great-
ly contributed to the development of Italian theatre throughout the Mod-
ern era: their artistic activity was still highly praised in the nineteenth cen-
tury when Jewish Dramatic Societies flourished in several Northern Italian 
cities.30
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1. Leon Modena’s L’Ester: A Story of Crisis and Resistance 

Leon Modena’s L’Ester: Tragedia tratta dalla Sacra Scrittura was published in 
Venice on Purim in 1619. The tragedy is a reworking of an earlier play writ-
ten in 1558 by Modena’s maternal uncle, Eleazar Levi (also known as Lazzaro 
Graziano) and Salomon Usque. Unfortunately, this former text is known to-
day only thanks to Modena’s mention in his foreword to the reader.1

From a cultural standpoint, Modena’s Ester aims at conveying Judaism 
to the Christian world, merging Midrashic and Talmudic exegesis with to-
poi of Italian tragedy. Framed in the backdrop of the Persian court, Vashti 

1 “Sessant’anni in circa sono, che un Salomon Uschi, con luce, e aiuto di Lazaro di 
Gratian Levi mio materno zio, compose questa tragedia” (Modena 1619, Letter to the 
readers; “It was about sixty years ago that a certain Salomon Usque, enlightened and 
aided by Lazaro di Gratian Levi, my maternal uncle, wrote this tragedy”, translation 
mine); cf. Roth 1943, 65-85, 77-8; Zavan 2004, 120-3.
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and Esther typify models of heroic behaviour equal to countering the social 
and cultural challenges Judaism had to face. While Esther is the silent and 
compliant instrument of divine action, thereby saving the covenantal com-
munity, Vashti personifies the exile’s drama and the female loneliness, hov-
ering between glorious past and present-day distress. From the political-re-
ligious standpoint, the play outlines a diasporic Judaism based on princi-
ples of tolerance and openness, and in dialogue with other cultures and 
traditions. Building on Esther’s story, Modena sketches his own model for 
a clever Jewish mode of resistance when facing the religious and political 
challenges of early modern age.  

However, behind Modena’s Ester lies also a third and more personal rea-
son. The tragedy is dedicated to the Venetian Jewish salonnière Sarra Sul-
lam Copio (1592-1641). Modena had known Sarra for many years: he was re-
lated to the Copio family through his wife and knew her uncle, Moise Co-
pio (a merchant, as his brother and Sarra’s father Simon; Westwater 2020, 
24; Modena 2000, 65). The dedication takes its cue from the correspond-
ence between Sarra and the Genoese writer and monk Ansaldo Cebà (1567-
1623), which began in 1618 – one year before the publication of Modena’s 
Ester. Quite likely, Modena’s purpose was to warn Sarra against the risks 
of her exchange with Cebà. Sarra began her correspondence with Cebà af-
ter reading his epic poem La Reina Esther (published in Genoa in 1615).2 Ce-
bà’s portrayal of Esther as a courtly heroine and Vashti as a convert to Ju-
daism seemed to Sarra both a celebration of Jewish national existence and 
an invitation to cross-faith dialogue (Westwater 2020, 24-30). Cebà’s Vashti 
was a ‘double’ of Esther: the latter was an exceptional woman, imbued with 
moral virtues; by epitomizing a God-inspired reason, she foreshadowed 
true Christianity (Arbib 2003, 104). On the contrary, Vashti was a world-
ly woman, capable of murder because of her jealousy and vindictive nature. 
Only by facing up to Esther’s moral virtues could she freely accept exile 
and convert to Judaism. Actually, the Platonic relationship between Sarra 
Copio Sullam and Ansaldo Cebà revolved around the question of conver-
sion and religious identity: Cebà endeavored to convert Sarra to Christian-
ity. To his eyes she appeared as a veiled matriarch, endowed with the cha-
risma of Esther, whose historical mission was “to leave the Jewish ranks” 
(“lasciar l’Hebraica schiera”, Cebà 1623, 24; translation mine) and become 
Catholic, accepting Christ’s ethos, by turning into “the most just, the most 
innocent and the most blessed man” (“il più giusto, il più innocente, e il più 
sant’huomo”, Cebà 1623, 7-8; translation mine):

2 The exchange between the two began in spring 1618 and went on for four years. 
Ansaldo Cebà published his letters to Sarra Sullam Copio in 1623 (Cebà 1623). See Veltri 
2009, 226-47: 229-33.
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Mosse l’antica Esther le voci ardenti, 
Ond’io ritrassi in carte i suoi splendori: 
Movi tu, nova Sarra, i miei fervori  
A farti luminosa in fra le genti.
Nobil, cred’io, sei tu, tu rappresenti  
De la sposa d’Abramo gli antichi honori 
. . . 
Ma tu porti però su gli occhi un velo, 
Che ravvisar ti toglie il gran Pianeta, 
Onde di vero amor ferisce il telo. 
Tu feconda di gratie hai l’alma e lieta; 
Ma non t’avvedi, oime, ch’errante zelo
Miseramente il passo al Ciel ti vieta 
(Cebà 1623, 3-4)

[Ancient Esther roused burning voices, 
Whence I portrayed her splendor on paper; 
May you, new Sarra, rouse my fervors 
To make you gleam midst the nations. 
Noble you are, I believe; you represent 
The ancient honors of Abraham’s wife 
. . . 
But over your eyes you carry a veil 
Preventing you from seeing the Great Planet, 
From which the lance of true love strikes. 
You have a soul fruitful and fertile with graces, 
But alas! You do not notice how an erroneous zeal 
Meanly denies you the passage to heaven. 
(translation in Harrán 2009, 120-1, with minor changes)] 

Despite Cebà’s numerous requests of conversion, Sarra stood firm in her 
Jewish faith. For Cebà, “Reina Esther” was, after all, “a Christian because 
she believed in Christ, who one day is going to come”. Therefore, he wrote 
to Sarra: “You are, I don’t mean Jewish, but pertinacious, because you don’t 
believe in Christ who came” (“La Reina Esther, se nol sapete, fù Christiana, 
perche credette in Christo venturo; e voi siete, non voglio dir hebrea, ma 
pertinace, perche non credete in Cristo venuto”, Cebà 1623, 90-1; translation 
mine). In other words, what in Cebà’s poem appeared to be an endorsement 
of Judaism and of female heroism, eventually turns out to be a pattern of 
Christianity and a type of Christ’s coming.  

Against this backdrop of intellectual liaisons, Sarra Copio Sullam 
emerges as a “very peculiar woman”, who felt more comfortable with the 
male models of virtues, such as the Abrahamitic one (Arbib 1999, 146). Fur-
ther evidence comes from Sarra’s Manifesto (1621), a letter in which she 
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confuted the indictment of the archdeacon of Treviso Baldassare Bonifacio 
who accused her of denying the immortality of the soul. She declared that 
she followed Abraham’s example of behaviour, and challenged her accus-
er “without arms” using only her “firmness of mind” and the “religious feel-
ing” (translation in Harrán 2009, 316): “the deed itself [i.e. the false accusa-
tions] did not require any other learning than the firmness of my mind and 
of that religious feeling that I owe to God and to the law that He gave me” 
(translation in Harrán 2009 312-13). It is not surprising that, in his Ester, 
Modena offers Sarra Copio Sullam a “deflationary” model of female hero-
ism (Fortis 2003, 31-2). He emphasizes the dialectical relation between “our 
two ancient mothers, Sarah and Esther”. While the matriarch Sarah, en-
dowed with saint-like traits, generated Jewish lineage, the pious queen Es-
ther regenerated it, saving it from death: Sarra Copio Sullam is urged to im-
itate the kindness, the virtue, and the greatness of the two biblical women.3 

2. Who Hides Behind Vashti?

Those who expect to find in Modena’s play an exaltation of Esther’s per-
sonality will be disappointed. In the Megillah, Esther stands at the cen-
tre of the story. Unlike Vashti, a static character, unwilling to accept a sub-
ordinate role within the courtly environment, Esther appears as a creative 
and dynamic person: she emerges from her initial concealment, character-
ized by submissiveness, and weakness, finally becoming the authoritative 
leader who saves her own community from annihilation. On the contrary, 
in Modena’s play, Esther is almost overshadowed by Vashti. The latter en-
ters in 1.4: the scene takes place in an atmosphere full of bad omens. In the 
prologue, the shadow of Amelek – probably an adaptation of Vashti’s shad-
ow in Vincenzo Gramigna’s tragedy Amano (1614) – comes back from hell 
to mourn the loss of his beloved son Haman; and in 1.2, Mordecai charg-
es Vashti to hinder Jewish redemption. Only the Eunuch Zethar shows a 
sympathetic concern for Vashti, who manifested a “virile” and “great spir-
it” (“con animo virile, animo grande”, Modena 1619, 1.3; translation mine) by 
refusing to obey to Ahasuerus and display her beauty to Persian officials.  

Modena’s approach to Vashti is, therefore, ambiguous. In 1.2 Mordecai 

3 “E certo, che si come è corrispondenza tra queste nostre antiche madri Sarra, et 
Ester, che quella generò la stirpe nostra, e questa la regenerò, salvandola da morte; il 
nome di Sarra vuol dir Principessa, et Ester fù Regina, quella santa, e virtuosa, questa 
pia, e da bene; così V.S. cerca quella, e questa nella bontà, nella virtù, e nella grandezza 
dell’animo imitare. Piaccia al Signore concederle sempre prosperità, e bene, perche pos-
si avanzarsi tuttavia di bene in meglio con vita felice.” (Modena 1619, Dedication to Sar-
ra Copio)
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portrays her as the “iniquitous” enemy of Israel, the worthy descend of Ne-
buchadnezzar, because she influenced Ahasuerus’ decision to stop the re-
construction of the Temple allowed by Cyrus (Modena 1619, 1.2). In this, 
he agrees with the rabbinical tradition. While the Babylonian Rabbis re-
fer to Vashti as a Babylonian Jewish-hater and a wanton woman who must 
be punished, the Jerusalem Rabbis describe her as a wise queen, whose on-
ly mistake was agreeing to the destruction of the Temple (Kadari 2009). 
But Modena, like Zethar, appears to be sympathetic with Vashti’s suffering. 
In 1.4, indeed, she is no longer the guilty queen who must be rightly pun-
ished, but an innocent victim, whose only fault was to have been born fe-
male. In 2.1, Mordecai, then, employs tragic irony, providing a further im-
age of Vashti:

qual peccato,
Enorme, qual delitto, ho mai commesso? 
. . .  
Io per usar tropp’honestà punita,
E di qual pena atroce? e qual severo 
Castigo, che il privarmi della vita,
Nulla stato sarebbe, al par di questa, 
O Vasti, è ver, che non sei più Regina?
Donna volgar, donna, donna più vil che serva 
… 
Irato certo [i.e. il cielo], e la cagione ignoro
(Modena 1619, 2.1)

[What terrible sin, what crime, have I ever committed? . . . I was punished 
for being too honest. But how terrible is my pain, how severe my punish-
ment! Taking life away from me would have been nothing when compared 
to this. Oh Vashti, truly you are no longer Queen? A vulgar woman, a wom-
an viler than a servant . . . Of course, the heaven is angry, but the reason I 
ignore. (translation mine)] 

Vashti is ready to leave the Palace with her foster-mother and complains of 
her misfortune: “O come male il piè si move, quando / Il cuor, ad altra par-
te è volto” (Modena 1619, 2.1; “How feet move badly, when heart is turned 
elsewhere”, translation mine). Her complaint echoes the lines from the 
poem Libi beMizraḥ (My Heart in the East) of the Hebrew poet, Yehudah 
Ha-Lewi (1086-1141): “My heart in the East but the rest of me in the West” 
(Halkin 2011, 21), as if Modena were transfiguring her misfortune and suf-
fering within the perennial Jewish drama of expulsion and loneliness.  

In portraying Vashti, Modena interweaves Jewish sources (Midraš Es-
ther Rabbah, Babylonian- and Jerusalem-Talmud, and, probably, also Ye-
hudah Ha-Lewi) and sixteenth-century Italian tragedy. Not surprisingly, 
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then, his Vashti has an irresolute and multifaceted character. On the one 
hand, she is a tragic persona, whose sorrow (for a deliverance that never 
took place) and distress (for a lost past) exemplifies the destiny of women 
and the destiny of Jewish people in exile. On the other hand, she is an am-
biguous character embodying both the status of the guilty enemy and the 
innocent victim.  

In 1.4 Vashti expresses the status of woman, by saying: “rinchiusa / In 
casa, ò d’alte mura circondata” (Modena 1619, 1.4; “locked inside the house, 
or surrounded by high walls”, translation mine). Similarly, Israel is con-
fined to the ghettos. Modena recognizes in the character of Vashti the Jew-
ish people, as the ‘woman’ of the world: victim, vulnerable, and vehi-
cle for divine (Frymer-Kensky 2002, 337). The image of ‘Israelite-woman’ 
thrown among strangers or hostile male powers recalls a passage in Ye-
hudah Ha-Lewi’s Sefer ha-Kuzari (The Book of the Khazar King),4 in which 
the Rabbi (or Ḥaver in the Hebrew translation) points out to the king of the 
Khazars:

[The Ḥaver said: “Israel amidst the nations is like the heart amidst the or-
gans of the body: the sickest and the healthiest of them”. (Sefer ha-Kuzari 
2.36; cf. Yehudah Ha-Lewi 1905. Translation mine)]

It is not my aim here to deal with the influence of Yehudah Ha-Lewi in 
Modena’s work. Leon Modena knew the Kuzari well: he compiled a stand-
alone index to the Kuzari, and he borrowed its language and arguments 
in his attack against Qol Śakhal’s author (Shear 2008, 100-1, 173). What is 
noteworthy is the fact that Modena’s use of Kuzari suggests the compatibil-
ity between “participation in general humanist discourse and polemical de-
fence of Judaism” (Shear 2008, 103). 

Modena made an extensive use of non-Jewish sources to describe the 
tragic nature of Vashti. In 1.4, for example, Vashti’s lamenting her misfor-
tune is imbued with references to Italian tragedy and pastoral poetry, such 
as Giovan Battista Giraldi’s Orbecche (1541) and Torquato Tasso’s pasto-
ral play, Aminta (1573). And yet, Modena borrows his idea of female beauty 
as a harmful gift from Tasso’s tragedy Il re Torrismondo (King Torrismondo) 
(1587). Like Rosmonda, Vashti laments:

Perche, lassa, non nacqui maschio anch’io? 

4 Originally written in Judeo-Arabic at the end of 1130s, the work circulated among 
Jewish in Latin Christendom in the Hebrew translation by Yehudah Ibn Tibbon (1120-
1190), under the title Sefer ha-Kuzari or Sefer ha-Kuzar (The Book of the Khazar). Cf. 
Shear 2008, 21-54.
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. . .
M’havessi, almeno la Natura dato 
. . . 
. . . la sembianza infin di un mostro horréndo, 
Che così la beltà, la beltà frale,
Dono infelice, à donna saggia, e casta,
Non havrebbe hora mosso, il Rè marito 
(Se marito da me deve chiamarsi)
A si illecita cosa, commandarmi
(Modena 1619, 1.4)

[Oh miserable, why wasn’t I born male too . . . If nature had at least given 
me . . . finally, the appearance of a hideous monster, so that the beauty, the 
ephemeral beauty – a wretched gift, for a wise and chaste woman – would 
never have moved the King, my husband (if I have still to call him a hus-
band) to command me a so illicit thing. (translation mine)]

Supposedly, Vashti’s ‘suicide’ is Modena’s invention: there is no mention of 
Vashti’s suicide in rabbinic literature (at least, in the midrashim, Vashti dies 
at the hands of Ahasuerus who had drunk so much that he could not sep-
arate good and bad, life and death; cf. Kadari 2009). In fact, suicide is a re-
current motif of Italian Renaissance tragedy (Bianchi 2014, 199-214; cf. Car-
ta 2018). But what is peculiar to Modena’s Ester is that it opens with the su-
icide of Vashti. As if her death were a reminder that too uncompromising a 
personality (both individual and collective) is destined to self-destruction. 
One may construe Vashti’s suicide as a warning both to Sarra Copio Sullam 
and to Jewish people “to cultivate a realistic perception of the world” (Ar-
bib 2003, 130). Similarly, the foster-mother recommends to Vashti:

Cara Regina mia, meglio era forse 
Ubidir, che del Prencìpe, e marito,
Ò giusta, ò ingiusta, che la voglia sia, 
Si dee seguir. 
(Modena 1619, 1.4)

[My dear queen, perhaps it would have been better to obey, since the will of 
a sovereign and husband, whether right or wrong, must be followed. (trans-
lation mine)]

“Vashti’s foster-mother represents popular wisdom, which is accustomed to 
the injustice of power” (Arbib 2003, 127). Her words echo the prejudice, ac-
cording to which nature has predisposed woman to obey because of her in-
feriority to man. It should be added that some twenty years before Mode-
na’s Ester, Giuseppe Passi had published in Venice his misogynistic cata-
logue I donneschi difetti (The Defects of Woman) (1599). He deemed Vashti 
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an arrogant woman, who was repudiated for disobeying her husband; her 
punishment was meant as a warning to all married women.5 In this frame-
work, Modena’s Vashti purports both to open “Sarra Copio Sullam’s eyes” 
to women’s actual condition (Arbib 2012) and to warn the Jews (particular-
ly the Venetian Jews) against the risks of a Judaism that remains poorly in-
tegrated in Christendom. Vashti serves as an instrument of denunciation, 
thereby drawing attention both to the female and to the Jewish condition. 
On the contrary, Esther appears as a ‘creative mediator’, capable of offering 
a deflationary model of female heroism and covenantal Judaism. Indeed, 
unlike Vashti, the pious and taciturn Esther willingly assents to hide her 
true nature (i.e. her Jewishness) and to obey another’s will.

3. Redemption Behind Multiple Masks

In L’Ester Leon Modena introduces male characters (Mordecai, Ahasuerus 
and his two ministers, Memucan and Carshena) as the protagonists of a 
multi-voiced debate on theologico-political issues, such as the limits of the 
human ruler, the Jewish otherness and chosenness, and the messianic re-
demption. The background for this debate is the weakness of courtly pow-
er. The first thing that catches the eye is that Ahasuerus is portrayed in a 
negative light. Zethar, the eunuch, includes Ahasuerus among those princ-
es  “who, being lords, believe that anything benefits them, that it is right 
and proper to force it on others, and expect it done” (“ … Che perche Signor 
sono, gli par che tutto / Convenevol gli sia, lecito, e giusto, / Imponer ad al-
trui, … ”, Modena 1619, 1.3; translation in Arbib 2003, 123); Vashti says that 
he is unworthy of the crown he wears (Modena 1619, 1.4);6 the manservants 
describe him as a dishonest and arrogant tyrant who should be put to death 
(Modena 1619, 2.6);7 Haman ascribes to him a mercurial and capricious na-

5 “. . . la regina Vasti, essendo stata chiamata dal marito Assuero, acciò che fusse 
veduta bella, com’era con la corona Regale in capo da tutti i popoli, e da li Primati suoi, 
et havendo lei ricusato di venire, fù col consiglio dei savi rifiutata dal marito . . . Con 
questo esempio dovrebbono tutte le donne maritate imparare ad ubidire ai consor-
ti loro, et à portargli quella riverenza, e quel onore, che ragionevolmente gli debbono” 
(Passi 1618, 20. Published for the first time in 1599, Passi’s work went through three ad-
ditional editions in 1601, 1605, and 1618). Cf. Passi 1602, 158; Malpezzi Price-Ristaino 
2008, 105-19.

6 “Dario . . . A questo Assuero, suo figliuol, mi diede / Per moglie, indegno di corona, 
e scettro / Che sol per me, tien hor l’imperio in mano / De Medi, e non pel padre, et hà 
acquistato / Per essermi marito, anco la Persia, / Più che per suo valore, ò per sua forza”.

7 “Perche quest’insolente, hora accecato / Dal fumo della sua superbia immensa, / 
E divenuto insopportabil troppo”; “dar la morte ad un simil tiranno, / E chi lo potrà far 
meglio di noi?”.
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ture, deeming him a haughty and bed-tempered king (Modena 1619, 3.2);8 in 
the minister Memucham’s words, Ahasuerus’ choice to exterminate an in-
nocent people is “an unjust and unworthy deed” (“atto ingiusto, e indegno”, 
Modena 1619, 3.5; translation mine).9 The remark of the minister Carshena 
is noteworthy in this regard. In 3.5 Carshena defines Ahasuerus as a “fool-
ish lord” (ibid.): by placing Haman’s desire to exterminate the Jews before 
the ‘reason of state’, he shows little consideration for the Persian people. 
In other words, Ahasuerus made the mistake of not looking at the cultur-
al and political interest of the Empire (Syros 2005, 157-82. Cf. Botero 2017). 
Similarly, a few years later, in his Discorso circa il stato de gl’Hebrei et in 
particular dimoranti nell’inclita città di Venetia (Discourse on the State of the 
Jews) (1638), Simone Luzzatto would outline the crucial role of the Jews in 
preserving social stability. They are to be tolerated for their being “submis-
sive, humble, and pliable to the will of their prince” (italics mine):10 

Ma la nazione hebrea dispersa, e disseminata per il mondo, priva d’alcun ca-
po di protetione, con pronta flessibilità si dispone sempre in conformità de 
pubblici comandi, onde si pratica bene spesso ch’essendo imposti agravii 
particolari alla natione non si sente da essi spirare, et esprimere in semplice 
ramarico. (Luzzatto 1638, 22r)

[The Jews, however, were always willing to obey public commands with 
swift compliance, for they are dispersed and scattered all over the world and 
deprived of any source of protection, so that when particular taxes were im-
posed on them, they never dared to utter or formulate so much as a simple 
complaint. (translation in Veltri-Lissa 2019, 57)]

Carshena examines at least four reasons why Jews’ presence should be tol-
erated within the Persian empire. The first reason is that misfortune has al-
ways fallen upon the enemies of Israel (ranging from Pharaoh to Nebu-
chadnezzar and Belshazzar): “L’esperienza hà dimostrato sempre / Pessi-
mo fine a chi l’offese, o punse” (Modena 1619, 3.5; “Experience has always 
punished those who have offended or tested it”, translation mine). The sec-
ond is that “quel ch’il tempo ha lungamente al mondo / Conservato . . . Non 

8 “Poscia, che’l nostro Rè deve uscir fuori, / A far ch’allegro di vederlo, sia / Il popol, 
che sia hora è stato mesto, / Sìche hor c’ha preso moglie, e c’ha quietata / La travagliata 
mente, hor che sta lieto, / Vuol far mille esentioni, e mille gratie”.

9 “Ma chi non sà che atto ingiusto, e indegno, / E di qual si sia Prencipe, a richiesta, 
/ Ad appetito d’un, dieci, nè venti, / Esterminare un popolo innocente, / chi verso la co-
rona errore alcuno / Non hà commesso ò da gli Dei, ò’l fato, / Mandato, a ricovrarsi, a 
l’ali, a l’ombra / De l’imperio di quello, e ritrovarsi / Da la fede regal, traditi, a fraude?”.

10 “La nazione hebrea è per se stessa sommessa, sogetta, e pieghevole, all’ubbidienza 
del suo Prencipe” (Luzzatto 1638, 31v; “The Jewish Nation is by itself submissive, hum-
ble, and pliable to the will of its prince”, translation in Veltri-Lissa 2019, 83).
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si deve gettar” (ibid.; “What has been preserved in the earth for a long time 
. . . should not be thrown away, translation mine), namely Israel has been 
preserved throughout history, therefore has to be protected. The third is a 
more politico-utilitarian reason: a people who increase the king’s renown 
and reputation must be welcomed into a pluralistic society such as the Per-
sian empire (Modena 1619, 3.5).11 Finally, anticipating Luzzatto’s utilitari-
an argument for Jewish toleration, Carshena adds that the Jews are to be 
accepted because they are a humble and obedient people who never rise 
against their rulers:

Si trovarono mai forse gli Hebrei
In lor captivitadi, e soggettioni,
Seditiosi, e traditor, rubelli,
C’habbiano fatto Capo, e sollevati
Si sian contro il lor Prencipe, ò Signore?
Questo non già, ma pecorelle humili,
Viver ubidienti 
(Modena 1619, 3.5)

[Have there ever been Jews who, in captivity and submission, have become 
seditious, traitors, rebels, or who turned against their prince or lord? This 
never happened. Rather they are humble sheep who live obediently. (trans-
lation mine)]

Carshena is not endorsing the Jewish people. While he admits to hating 
them because of their religion and rites, he has reservations about Ahasu-
erus’ choice to pander to Haman’s will, thus decreeing the Jews’ annihila-
tion. Their presence in Persia does not conflict with the raison d’état, which 
must be always followed “Quand’habbia fondamento, e non ripugni / Alle 
divine, alle celesti leggi” (ibid.; “when it is well founded and does not offend 
the divine, heavenly laws”; translation in Arbib 2003, 134). 

Unlike Ahasuerus, Mordecai is portrayed in a positive light: he is a pi-
ous Jew whose main concern is to ensure the well-being and the survival of 
the Jewish people. Mordecai agrees that a faithful servant like Esther is en-
trusted to the hands of the foreign and idolatrous Ahasuerus, as long as she 
will continue to observe all the precepts while hiding her Jewishness from 
her husband and courtiers. He has full confidence in God’s providence and 
strongly supports the eternity of Israel. Thus, in 2.5 he concludes his speech 
with the hope that everything turns out well for the Jewish people: “Fa che 

11  “Sia quanto vil una nation si voglia, / Sia quanto bassa, apporta al Re grandezza, 
/ Magnificenza, è gran decor, tenerla / Ne le cittadi sue, che varie genti, / Popoli varij, 
e varie lingue havesse / Per suoi vassalli, e beneficio, e honore, / E tanto grande più, 
quanto più sono”.
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per ben del popolo tutto sia” (Modena 1619, 2.5; “Let everything be for the 
well-being of the people”, translation mine).  

At the Persian court, however, Mordecai appears as an obedient and 
cunning courtier, whose immediate concern is to guarantee social peace 
and harmony, and to prevent seditious conspiracies, both inside and out-
side the Persian palace. In some cases, Modena’s Mordecai epitomizes two 
Jewish characteristics that, a few years later, Simone Luzzatto would out-
line in his Discorso: obedience and submission. Thanks to Esther’s medi-
ation, indeed, Mordecai denounces the conspiracy against the King, plot-
ted by two manservants. He is interested in showing himself a loyal courti-
er, hoping that, by doing so, Ahasuerus would be more tolerant of the Jews.  

Modena’s Mordecai moves between opposite poles: obedience and dis-
obedience; political realism and utopian vision of the future; strategy and 
prayer of prophecy. He symbolizes the ‘wandering Jew’ who lives a ‘two-
hats’ existence, as both a cunning courtier and a devoted Jew. One exam-
ple may explain his twofold nature. In 4.1 Mordecai’s soliloquy conveys 
the impression that he is translating his political realism and foresight in-
to an intimate prayer addressed to God. It is noteworthy that the prayer 
takes up some traits of the Septuagint version of Esther, particularly, addi-
tion C, which follows 4:17 (Vulgate 13:8-18) and tells the prayer of Morde-
cai and the prayer of Esther, asking for the safety of the Jews. Nevertheless, 
Modena gives his peculiar Jewish twist to the prayer. First, he reminds God 
of the promise He made to the prophet Jeremiah, namely that a freed Israel 
will return to Jerusalem.12 Second, he questions Israel’s loneliness and suf-
fering, and appeals to God’s providence and omnipotence (thanks to which 
the Jew have survived the flood, the slavery, and the wandering through 
the desert).13 Finally, Mordecai gives the reason for his refusal of proskynesis 
before Haman (Esth 3:2). His explanation is similar, in some respects, to the 
one given in LXX. Whereas the Masoretic text is laconic, LXX’s Addition C 
(also mirrored in the Vulgate) provides a key of interpretation:14

12 “O gran Monarca, ò Dio verace, ò sommo / Rè del Mondo, non hai tu per la bocca 
/ Promesso già, di Gieremia Profeta, / Ch’al fin di settant’anni il popol tuo / Susciterai, 
da l’esser sottoposto / A l’empia Babilonia, e che farai, / Ch’anco a Gierusalem facci ri-
torno / Redificando ancora il sacro Tempio?” (Modena 1619, 4.1).

13 “Son queste le promesse? è questo il tempio? / Tu non sei già Signor, un’huom 
mortale, / Le cui parole possan venir meno, / E debbo creder io, che tu abbandoni / E 
lasci affatto questo popol tuo? / Popolo eletto sol da te fra gl’altri, / Per cui tanti mira-
coli hai già fatto . . .  Tu che Noè da l’acque sol servasti . . .  Tu ch’Abram, da Nembrot 
posto nel foco / Rendesti salvo… Partisti il rubeo mar per farci varco, / Perche i corpi di-
visi hora da l’alme / Passar dovesser crudelmente a morte? Dov’è quando di manna nel 
deserto / Li pascesti, e dal duro sasso l’acqua / Facesti scaturir per essi, ch’ora / Debban 
così finire il cibo, e’l bere?” (Modena 1619, 4.1).

14 Cf. Fox 2010, 41-6; Berlin 2001, 32-6; Levenson 1997, 66-9.
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Cuncta nosti, et scis quia non pro superbia et contumelia, et aliqua glo-
riae cupiditate, fecerim hoc, ut non adorarem Aman superbissimum . . . 
sed timui ne honorem Dei mei transferrem ad hominem, et ne quemquam 
adorarem, excepto Deo meo. 
(Vulgate 13:12-14)

[You know all things. You know, Lord, that it was not out of insolence or ar-
rogance or desire for glory that I acted thus in not bowing down to the arro-
gant Haman . . . But I acted as I did so as not to place the honor of a mortal 
above that of God. I will not bow down to anyone but you, my Lord. (New 
American Bible: chap. C, 5-7)] 

Similarly, Modena’s Mordecai specifies that his refusal of proskynesis 
was not the consequence of his “pride” and “ambition”. Rather, he refus-
es to bow to Haman because of the idols that hung around Haman’s neck.15 
Quite likely, Mordecai’s explanation is based on Esther Rabbah (as well 
as on Abraham Ibn Ezra’s commentaries on the Book of Esther),16 where 
it is said that Haman had an image “embroidered on his clothing and on 
his chest, so that anyone who bowed to him effectively bowed to his idol” 
(Esth. Rabbah 7:5; cf. Walfish 1989, 337; 1993, 179; Fox 2010, 43; Ginzberg 
2003, 1148-50).

Therefore, Mordecai refused to bow to Haman to avoid paying to a man 
the tribute due to God. In this regard, Abraham Ibn Ezra, while agreeing 
with the rabbinic viewpoint, emphasized Mordecai’s pride and religious 
intransigence: 

[He should have requested that Esther have him removed from the palace 
gate so that he would not irritate Haman who was enjoying a rise in his for-
tunes at the time. (translation mine)]17

Anyway, it is noteworthy that Modena’s Mordecai concludes his prayer 
with a reminder of Abraham’s questioning God’s attribute of justice. The 
patriarch criticized God’s right to destruct Sodom and Gomorrah, killing 
the righteous along with wicked people: “Far be it from you to do such a 
thing, to make the innocent die with the guilty, so that the innocent and 
the guilty would be treated alike! Should not the judge of all the world act 

15 “ . . . ch’il ricusare / Io d’inchinarmi a Aman, e riverirlo, / Non da superbia, ò am-
bition è nato / . . . Ma perche di richiamo nel vestito, / E al collo appesi gl’Idoli suoi por-
ta, / A quai sotto pretesto alcun vietasti / À noi, mai dar d’honor minimo segno” (Mode-
na 1619, 4.1).

16 Comm. A, 3:2-3, comm. B, 3:4. Cf. Gomez Aranda 2007, 42 (Hebr. 14), 136 (Hebr. 49).
17 Comm. A, 3:4. In Gomez Aranda 2007, Hebr. 14.
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with justice?” (Gen 18:25). Abraham’s challenging God may be considered 
a “prayer”, a righteous act (for which the patriarch will be rewarded), be-
cause it aims at confirming the divine justice (Weiss 2017, 89-93; cf. Gen. 
Rabbah 49:9). The same thing applies to Mordecai’s speech in 5.2. By giving 
expression to the shared suffering of the Jewish people, he warns God that, 
if He does not intercede, a radical new exile could begin:  

Affanno sopra affanno, . . .
. . .
. . . essend’anco distrutta
La gran Città de nostri Padri antichi,
E calpestato, e rovinato il Tempio. 
Hora di novo Aman cerca ad un tratto 
Farne uccidere a tutti, e sradicare 
Dal mondo . . .
. . .
A che tardi, Signore, dunque a che tardi? 
(Modena 1619, 5.2)

[How many troubles . . . the great City of our ancient fathers is destroyed, 
the Temple is trampled and wrecked . . . Now Haman tries again to kill us 
all and to eradicate us from the world . . .  Why do you hesitate, oh Lord, 
why do you hesitate? (translation mine)] 

Mordecai’s speech is suddenly interrupted by an angel, as if he were living 
an experience of prophecy. Turning to him, the angel says: 

Raffrena il tuo dolore,
Ch’avanti il gran Motore
Son giunt’i prieghi tuoi, et ei concessa 
T’ha hor hor la tua dimanda,
E sol per consolarti a te mi manda,
E a dirti, ch’egli con la sua clemenza 
Hor hà quella sentenza
Rivocat’aspra, e forte,
Che minacciava a te col popol morte.
(Modena 1619, 5.2)

[Restrain your grief, since the great Mover has heard and accepted your 
prayers. He sent me only to reassure you and tell you that, thanks to His 
mercy, He revoked the harsh and severe sentence, which threatened to ex-
terminate you and your people. (translation mine)] 

Once again, Abraham seems to be hidden behind Mordecai. The passage 
echoes the episode of the binding of Isaac of Gen 22: at the very last mo-
ment, God sends an angel to interrupt Abraham’s attempted sacrifice of his 
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son. Two things stand out here. The first is that Mordecai epitomizes the in-
cessant tension between an obedient, submissive nature and the impulse to 
dispute and disobey (bequeathed by Abraham). The second thing is the fo-
cus on the ‘urgency of the moment’ – as if, at the very last moment, God 
would intercede to save His people, whose loyalty has been severely tested. 

Modena’s Ester appears as a ‘diasporic’ tragedy that focuses on the pres-
ent, providing lessons on how to survive in one’s own time and place. Po-
litical realism is preferred to utopian redemption. However, in 3.1 one pos-
sibly finds a slight hint that a ‘Jewish’ redemption will take place in the fu-
ture. Here Mordecai gives voice to the hope that, as soon as the exile ends, 
a period of peace and abundance will begin. The Jews will return to their 
‘ancient empire’, in which they will be concerned only with the observance 
of the Torah’s precepts. By living in such way, they will be able to achieve 
the union with the “higher mover”.18 Apparently, Modena incorporates 
mystical, Neoplatonic elements (namely the conjunction with the “One” as 
the highest good) into his political realism. He borrows his view of redemp-
tion from Moses Maimonides (1138-1204), who pointed out that:

[The Sages and the Prophets did not long for the days of the Messiah be-
cause they wanted to rule the world or because they wanted to have domin-
ion over the non-Jews or because they wanted the nations to exalt them or 
because they wanted to eat, drink and be merry. Rather, they desired this 
so that they would have time for Torah and its Wisdom. (Mišneh Torah, Se-
fer Šofeţim, Melakhim u-Milḥamot 12.4. Translation in Mošeh ben Maymon 
2012)]

Predominantly, Maimonides focused on the ‘restorative’ aspects of the 
messianic era: the return of the kingdom of David to its former glory, the 
re-building of the Temple in Jerusalem and, finally, the gathering of the dis-
persed people of Israel. It should be also added that, for Maimonides, the 
messiah will establish a sort of Pax Judaica – but only as long as the na-
tions will recognize Israel’s sovereignty and further the spread of univer-
sal monotheism. In the wake of Maimonides, Modena confines his idea of 

18 “E spero in breve, che potremo ancora / Alla patria tornar, poi che passati / Son 
quegl’anni, che prescritti furo, / Della captività, di Babilonia . . . Fà che le pure vittime, 
e holocausti, / Possiamo riofferirti, et i commandi / Tutti osservar della tua santa legge, 
/ Che’l desiderio intento, ch’in noi vive, / Di ritornare al nostro imperio antico, / Non è 
per dominar temporalmente, / Ove il padron è più del servo, servo, / Ma solo per pot-
er liberi, all’hora, / Dalle occupation, che n’interrompono / Compita osservation, dar à 
precetti / Tutti quanti, e con cuor sincero, e chiaro, / Congiungerci con tè, motor sopra-
no” (Modena 1619, 3.1).
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redemption to a more ethical-cultural sphere – partly also inspired by cer-
tain Italian Jewish writers, such as Ovadia Sforno (1475-1550).19 Indeed, for 
Modena, the Jews will return to the Land of Israel, not to dominate over the 
non-Jewish nations, but to achieve their own moral and intellectual per-
fection (Guetta 2014, 150). Therefore, his longing for Jerusalem appears to 
be nothing more than a private outburst against any religious and political 
restlessness.   

Modena’s ‘diasporic’ tragedy Ester serves several purposes: it pro-
vides lessons on how to survive in one’s time and place; it teaches politi-
cal realism, while conveying an inclusive and pluralistic view of society; it 
warns Sarra Sullam Copio against the risks of her correspondence with Ce-
bà and her feisty ‘feminism’. However, what strikes most is that Ester is a 
multi-voiced play, which is looking for a balance between opposite polar-
ities: submissiveness and moral resistance; political despair and unreal-
istic redemption; covenantal pragmatism and Abrahamitic religiousness. 
Most conspicuous in this regard is Modena’s Mordecai, who has inherit-
ed his moral resistance and religiosity from the patriarch Abraham. He typ-
ifies the ‘wandering Jew’ who lives a ‘two-hats’ existence, for his capacity 
to move between opposite poles: obedience and disobedience; political re-
alism and messianic expectations; strategic cunning and prayer of prophe-
cy. The figure of Vashti, on the other hand, stands out from the immorali-
ty of the court. Unlike Mordecai who acts as a figure of mediation, Vashti is 
an instrument of denunciation, thereby expressing the suffering of women 
and Jews, both confined to a secondary role in the society. Esther remains 
in the background. She is Vashti’s double: the veiled and taciturn instru-
ment of another’s will, urged to complete and strengthen the legacy of the 
matriarch Sarah.
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Introduction: The Interwar Heritage Revolution

It was in 1896 that the fifteen-year-old Noyekh Pryłucki watched a pu-
rim-shpil (a skit traditionally performed on the holiday of Purim) for the 
very first time. He must have been truly impressed, for he immediately tran-
scribed the sketch in his notebook (Weiser 2011, 37).  Viewing, admiring and 
documenting are all fundaments of ethnographic fieldwork, and Pryłucki, 
who started collecting and translating Yiddish proverbs at the age of seven, 
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indeed became a folklorist, historian, journalist, and theatre critic, as well as 
a political leader and a Sejm member (Weiser 2011, 32-5).  In 1899, three years 
after the aforementioned ‘ethnographic’ experience, the young Pryłucki pro-
duced a performance based on his transcription of that purim-shpil. Later on, 
upon publishing his first collection of Yiddish folklore (Yidishe folkslider), he 
encouraged his readers to collect and send him purim-shpiln (plural of pu-
rim-shpil) alongside songs, folktales, and proverbs (Pryłucki 1911), and in the 
following year published the first annotated collection of purim-shpiln ever 
printed in Yiddish (Pryłucki 1912).  Pryłucki’s youthful encounter with the 
traditional purim-shpil thus marks the onset of his on-going fascination with 
the crude performance. Many other Yiddish scholars, artists and cultural ac-
tivists, followed in his footsteps, including Yitskhok (Ignacy) Schiper (1923), 
Yankev Shatzky (1935) and Itzik Manger (1936).1

Pryłucki was by no means the first to document a purim-shpil perfor-
mance. As early as 1716, Johann Schudt, a German scholar of Jewish folklore, 
collected, translated and published purim-shpil plays, that served to testify to 
an alleged Jewish inferiority (Schudt 1716, 4.309-10). In the realm of Jewish 
culture, Sholem Yankev Abramovitsh (better known as Mendele Moykher 
Sforim) preceded Pryłucki’s ethnographic endeavour in more than a dec-
ade by including a purim-shpil scene in his 1884 play Der Priziv (The Mili-
tary Conscription) (Abramovitsh 1884).  While sharing certain elements with 
Schudt’s folkloristic perspective, the attitude of Abramovitsh and Pryłucki 
with regard to the purim-shpil tradition was essentially different. Born more 
than a half a century apart, these two prominent figures of Eastern Europe-
an Jewish culture served as pioneers of a wave of fascination with the pu-
rim-shpil, a movement of re-discovery and re-imagination that began – like 
Jewish nationalism and in direct contact with it – in the 1880s, and culminat-
ed in the interwar era, when it ripened into a full-blown heritage revolution. 

In Pryłucki’s private collection, in a printed anthology of Jewish folk-
lore or as a folkloristic vignette woven into a play – in all of these settings 
the purim-shpil had been documented, catalogued, ‘preserved’, imitated, and 
staged. The end of the nineteenth century thus signifies the beginning of 
the complex process, charged politically as well as aesthetically, by which 
the popular and ephemeral purim-shpil performance turned into a historical 
artefact and a source of national pride. In my forthcoming book, titled The 
Birth of Theatre from the Spirit of Folk Performance: Eastern European Jewish 
Culture and the Invention of a National Dramatic Heritage I examine this pro-
cess and seek to understand when, how, and why artists and scholars began 
to document, re-imagine and re-enact the purim-shpil, formerly considered 
a low and even embarrassing form of entertainment. These various practices 

1 On the re-discovery of the purim-shpil in interwar Yiddish culture see Stern 2011. 
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of ‘reviving’ the folkish, humoristic, and often vulgar performance of the pu-
rim-shpiler, were all used, I argue, for the sake of the most solemn endeavour 
of constructing a national heritage. In the lack of a nation state, this enter-
prise was felt to be extremely urgent.

In this article I will focus on one particular case, exemplifying the pro-
cess by which the repertoire becomes the archive, and the ugly purim-shpil 
duckling becomes the beautiful heritage swan; this example being Zygmunt 
Turkow’s 1923 production of Abramovitsh’s Der priziv, produced in the War-
saw Tsentral teater (Central Theatre), a short-lived theatre company that he 
founded together with his wife Ida Kaminska, and that would soon trans-
form into the VYKT (Varshever Yidisher Kunst Teater), the Jewish Art Theatre 
of Warsaw. The show of Turkow’s Der Priziv aspired to enliven modern Yid-
dish theatre with folkish repertoire, namely the purim-shpil, but, somewhat 
paradoxically, resorted for that purpose to the work of Jewish authors and 
historians who re-discovered and re-evaluated the purim-shpil. I will exam-
ine Tsentral teater’s Der Priziv in conjunction with another show Turkow di-
rected only a few months earlier, a production of Shloyme Ettinger’s maskilic 
drama Serkele (written in the years 1825-1830, published in 1861), a theatrical 
event which took, at least seemingly, the opposite direction, and sought to 
bring a sense of grandness and historical legacy into the low, wild and carni-
valesque popular Yiddish theatre. 

To help locate these multi-layered performances within a larger concep-
tual framework, I will engage in a dialogue with Diana Taylor’s influen-
tial dichotomy of “the archive” and “the repertoire”. While Taylor’s binary 
serves as a useful point of entry for my investigation, Turkow’s endeavours, 
as I will try to show, challenge Taylor’s model, expose its limitations and the 
underlying assumptions on which it is based. Taylor’s influential study The 
Archive and the Repertoire (2003) explores a wide range of dramatic practices 
in the Americas, focusing on what she designates as encounters between 
the “repertoire” and the “archive”; the repertoire being a performance which 
serves as a socio-cultural ceremony – by nature dynamic, ephemeral, em-
bodied, and time- and place-specific – and the archive would be the abode of 
supposedly objective and durable documents. Taylor lucidly presents a vast 
array of case studies and unveils the ambivalent and dynamic relation be-
tween the two poles of the archive and the repertoire. Two particularly tell-
ing examples are those of missionaries documenting a native culture while 
taking part in its destruction, and the 1992 “savage performance” (performed 
by Guillermo Gomez-Pena and Coco Fusco), in which two supposedly native 
Americans were displayed in a cage placed in the Smithsonian’s Museum 
of Natural History. Presented in a suggestive and nuanced manner, Taylor’s 
model is nonetheless based on the basic dichotomy of “us”, the documenting 
subjects, vs. “they”, the documented objects, a binary which adheres to the 
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more general opposition between the colonialist West and its Other. While 
“the archive” is identified with Western culture, supposedly speaking on be-
half of the objective perspective of eternity, sanctifying documentation and 
often using it to control and exploit, “the repertoire” is considered to stand 
on the side of native consciousness, celebrating and even sanctifying tem-
poral, local performance, considered a legitimate means for the formation 
of continuity and cultural memory. Like many historians, folklorists, and 
ethnographers, Taylor too is critical of what she considers to be the Western 
project of solidifying, documenting, archiving, and cataloguing live tradi-
tions, especially, of course, when it involves delegitimizing and even demol-
ishing other ways of forming cultural memory. 

The encounter between Jewish folk performance and the modern Yiddish 
artists who re-discovered, documented, and “revived” it suggests a trans-
formation similar to the one described by Taylor, and criticized or parodied 
by some of the contemporary performance artists she examines: from the 
live, folkish, partly improvised performance to forms of conservation and 
exhibition. In this sense, the re-discovery of the traditional Purim perfor-
mance (that is instances such as the purim-shpil embedded in Abramovitsh’s 
Der priziv, or the ones transcribed in Pryłucki’s folkloristic anthologies) may 
serve as yet another example of the dynamic relations between the reper-
toire and the archive, only in a different context: that of the Eastern Europe-
an Jewish culture. 

Notwithstanding the significant similarities between Taylor’s case stud-
ies and those analysed in this article, a closer look reveals noteworthy differ-
ences. The encounters between the repertoire and the archive in the realm 
of Eastern European Jewish culture is of a different sort than those described 
by Taylor or by Homi Bhaba, who famously coined the concepts of “mimic-
ry” and “hybridity” to portray the complex relations between the colonizer 
and the colonized subject. In Eastern European Jewish culture, the distance 
between “we” who document and “they” who were being documented is 
significantly shorter than the one between the colonizer and the colonized, 
or between the Western and what is known in Postcolonial theory as “the 
subaltern”. First, in the Eastern European Jewish context “the folk” and the 
cultural activists who documented, archived, re-imagined, and reconstructed 
its “repertoire” (including the purim-shpil) belong to the very same ethnic 
group. In this sense, a closer parallel to the Eastern European Jewish case 
would be Russian culture, in which the “Other” from the perspective of the 
Russian “civilized” person (often referred to as “intelligent”) is not the col-
onized subject, but rather the Russian peasant, the muzhik.  Yet even the 
Russian case differs considerably from the Jewish one. In Eastern European 
Jewish culture “the folk” and its leaders, writers, and archivists often be-
longed to the same socio-economic stratum, or at least originated in it. With 
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no aristocracy, Eastern European Jewish communities were generally less 
stratified than other European societies, and more open to social mobility 
– through learning or through financial gain (or loss). Thus, the gulf be-
tween Tolstoy and Gogol on the one hand and the muzhik on the other is far 
greater than whatever separates S. An-sky, Hayim Nahman Bialik, Sholem 
Aleichem, Mark Chagall, Al Lissitzky, and other high-brow Eastern Euro-
pean Jewish artists from the common people of the shtetl. Like their fellow 
“Jews of the whole year” (yidn fun a gants yor), as they are called in Yiddish, 
the modern and modernist artists and cultural activists of Eastern European 
Jewish culture were typically born and raised in Yiddish, in small towns of 
the Jewish Pale of Settlement, quite often also in poor families, with little or 
no education beyond traditional Jewish learning. The culture of the shtetl, in-
cluding its most folkish and crude expressions, was theirs just as much as it 
belonged to ‘the masses’. Those who created the modern Jewish “archive”, to 
use Taylor’s terms, were therefore much closer to the “repertoire” they docu-
mented, re-imagined, and appropriated than the “archivists” Taylor discuss-
es, or those who took part in the Russian nineteenth century wave of fasci-
nation with Slavic or Russian folklore (Figes 2002, 41-42, 111-114, 173-176, 
199-203).  The unique case of Eastern European Jewish culture thus calls for 
further consideration. What happens when the documented “Others” are to 
a large extent also the documenting “We”? How does this proximity between 
the repertoire and the archive manifests itself in the realm of Jewish theatre? 
What should we make of a ‘primitive’ performance, such as the purim-shpil, 
that is not quite ‘exotic’ but is rather, for better or worse, associated with 
“us”, the historians, cultural activists, theatre critics, directors, actors and 
audience? And finally, what are the ramifications of an encounter between 
the repertoire and the archive that is intimate, multi-directional, ambivalent, 
and even conflicted? In what follows I will seek to address these questions 
by exploring the rich and suggestive examples of the two aforementioned 
productions: Serkele and Der priziv. Ultimately, I argue, Turkow’s attempts at 
bringing together “the archive” and “the repertoire” – be it by means of the 
nineteenth century closet drama or the folksy purim-shpil – shed light on 
the unique nature of modern Jewish nationalism, and the special path taken 
by Yiddish culture in what regards the weighty tasks of nation building and 
cultural rejuvenation.

The Theatrical Event as A Historic Site: Serkele on Stage

On Monday, 24 September 1923, the eve of Succos (the Jewish holiday of 
Tabernacles), a small ad was published in the Polish Yiddish language daily 
newspaper Der moment, calling on audiences to attend a performance of the 
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play Serkele with the renowned actress Ester-Rokhl Kaminska. In hope of 
filling up the modestly sized hall during the premiere and throughout the 
holidays of Succos, the ad called audiences to experience: “A festive produc-
tion celebrating Yiddish Theatre’s Jubilee”. Anniversary celebrations were 
much loved within the Yiddish-speaking world, and especially in the realm 
of theatre, and an actress’ or a playwright’s birthday or yortsayt (anniver-
sary of one’s death) were often commemorated. However, Yiddish theatre 
was, and still is, widely considered to have begun in 1876, the year Goldfadn 
first appeared on Shimen Mark’s Green Tree in Iaşi, Romania, and the year 
in which he started organizing his professional theatre. Yiddish theatre’s ju-
bilee was thus to be celebrated only in 1926. Why, then, did Tsentral Teater’s 
advertisement cut out three whole years from Yiddish theatre’s chronology? 
The answer has probably to do with a certain historical urge, or a “will to 
heritage”, accompanied by a sense of urgency, that, as we shall see, was not 
only noticed in the ad’s subtitle but was also a salient element of the produc-
tion as a whole.  

The desire to crown the production of Serkele a historical event is no-
table also in preview articles published in both Der moment (The Moment) 
and in Haynt (Today), the two popular Yiddish daily newspapers, which pro-
nounced enthusiastically the premiere to be held the next day. Under the title 
A Holiday (a yontev) Aren Aynhorn writes in Haynt: “Tomorrow is a holiday 
for Jewish theatre, and not only for the theatre, but for our young culture at 
large. The best way to tell that a national culture has some standing, that it 
blooms and grows, is when it stops living by the day and starts considering 
itself from a historical perspective” (Aynhorn 1923, 5). In Der moment Yoysef 
Khayim Heftman describes the production as “festive” and praises the theatre 
for putting on a play written a century ago, rather than behaving “like others 
in our ultra-modern times”, who strive to adopt the latest trends (Heftman 
1923, 2). Heftman attaches another symbolic number to the play, declared 
a century old, and once again the anniversary is somewhat rushed, as the 
play was probably written between 1825-1830, and published only in 1861. 
Considering Heftman’s declaration we must keep in mind that the very idea 
of a hundred-year-old Yiddish play was regarded surprising, even bizarre. In 
the realm of Yiddish culture, a century-old play would be a true ‘pre-historic’ 
dinosaur, preceding not only the birth of Yiddish theatre, largely accepted to 
be 1876, but also the rise of modern Yiddish literature in the 1860s with the 
works of Abramovitsh, Yoyel Yitskhok Linetsky and Ayzek-Meyer Dik. The 
ads and previews take it for granted that only a few people were aware of the 
play so far, yet believe that this gap could soon be closed, and the play would 
become acclaimed – through educated newspapers articles and, of course, 
through the performance itself. By getting to know Serkele audiences, they 
predict, will gain “a historical perspective”, learn about the Jewish theatrical 
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tradition and strengthen their national awareness. This wishful attitude was 
expressed by journalists as well as by Turkow himself, who viewed the es-
tablishment of a historical awareness in the realm of theatre as “a question 
of national prestige and artistic necessity”, as he writes years later in his 
memoire (Turkow 1950, 137). Moreover, judging from the ads and the pre-
views, the play was regarded a historic documentation of Jewish life of the 
preceding century, “the life of our grandmothers and grandfathers”, as Heft-
men writes, their cloths, customs and language. Little did it matter to him 
that Serkele was a didactic comedy, bordering on caricature, a combination 
of Moliere’s Tartuffe and Lessing’s bourgeois dramas, a satire portraying reli-
gious people as debased hypocrites and the maskilim as pure and holy. Heft-
man also mentions a previous production by the students of the Rabbinical 
Academy in Zhitomir in 1862, a pioneering adaptation embedded in cultural 
memory thanks to the fact that the leading role of Serkele was played by no 
other than Goldfadn, “the father of Yiddish theatre”, who, according to those 
who watched the show, performed exceedingly well (Berkowitz and Dauber 
2006, 37). As part of the mythologization of Goldfadn’s life, some claimed 
that the aforementioned modest production had greatly affected Goldfadn’s 
decision to devote his life to the theatre, although it took him no less than a 
decade and a half thereafter to truly make up his mind. Whatever the case, it 
is clear that the previous amateur production of Serkele did not detract from 
Tsentral teater’s claim for originality. On the contrary, it even bestowed the 
play’s first professional production with further historical meaning.   

It was with great enthusiasm that Turkow took upon himself history’s 
heavy burden. Turkow welcomed the possible inherent traits of the play and 
the challenges it raised for him as an actor and director. He was even more 
excited about Serkele’s historic allure and hoped it would attract audiences. 
While aspiring for artistic standing, the ensemble he and Ida Kaminska as-
sembled over the previous years depended solely on ticket revenue.2 Like 
the VYKT that followed it, the company that performed at the well located 
venue of Tsentral teater in the years 1921-1924,  existed from hand to mouth, 
often collapsing and coming to life again. Every economic failure threatened 
to devastate the theatre; every schlager was performed until it complete-
ly exhausted its financial potential. Each failure forced the troupe to leave 
Warsaw and wander around ‘the province,’ as it was called, namely Jewish 
towns from Vilnius to Drohobitz. in search of livelihood (Turkow-Grudberg 
1951, 59, 67). Turkow had thus also good practical reasons to turn the ‘his-
toric value’ of the play into an asset and a prominent part of his dramaturgy. 

2 On history of the building known as “Tsentral teater”, located on Leshno 
Street, at the very heart of the more affluent part of the ‘Jewish’ area of Warsaw see 
Turkow-Grudberg 1968-1971, 82-102.



78	 Zehavit Stern

“True, the play’s theme (sujet) is not original”, he writes in his memoire, 
acknowledging the influence of Moliere’s Tartuffe and German bourgeois 
theatre, but Ettinger “managed to create from a foreign theme an original 
work, which can rightly represent our national classical comedy.” (Turkow 
1950, 136; translation mine). The melodramatic plot, the maskilic didactic 
content, and even the unforgettable main character, one of the most colour-
ful and evil women in Jewish drama, a villain who tries to deprive her niece 
of her inheritance, are all shadowed by the play’s historic weight. Turkow 
was less interested in Serkele herself – the character or the play – and more 
in Serkele the archival finding, that he considered a historical and national 
treasure and presented as such. The “repertoire” of modern Yiddish theatre, 
written originally as a closet drama, becomes in this case a site of memory, 
an archaeological or museological gesture. Turkow’s Serkele flaunts its ar-
chival origin while striving to become a milestone in the history of Yiddish 
theatre, a cornerstone of its dramatic canon or its canon to become. 

Turkow’s archival approach to Serkele corresponds to the way he discov-
ered the play.  As he himself recalls, one day his friend Yankev Zusman, a 
Yiddish prose writer and a poet, reproached him by saying “what’s all this 
about Moliere, Gogol, Andreyev, for heaven’s sake, don’t we have Jewish 
writers?”. Following this remonstration Turkow started looking for old Yid-
dish plays. A friend suggested Serkele and got him a copy from Pryłucki’s 
private collection, in Shloyme Ettinger’s own handwriting stamped by the 
Polish censor (Interestingly, Pryłucki had obtained this manuscript from 
Abram Erenberg, the Warsaw Jewish censor in his time, who was married to 
Ettinger’s granddaughter, Turkow 1950, 138). The play thus made its way to 
Turkow’s hands as a precious archival object, an authentic item to be discov-
ered, demonstrating direct and unmediated relation to its writer and bearing 
a clear historical footprint in the form of the censor’s stamp. This stamp tells 
of the relations between Jews and the Polish authorities as well as of the 
specific history of this play. Ettinger wished to print out the play, yet when 
he handed it to the Polish censor, as demanded, he received it with so many 
changes that he decided to give up on printing it. He hand-wrote dozens 
of copies, distributed them among his friends and acquaintances, and even 
organized reading events. The hand-written play is therefore an ‘ossified’ 
historic exhibit yet also evidence of a performative and subversive praxis. 

This heavy historical burden shaped the production of Serkele in many 
ways. First, like theatre critics of his time, and despite the satirical and ped-
agogical nature of the play which he did acknowledge, Turkow considered 
Serkele an unmediated testimony of past life, describing it as a treasure con-
taining Jewish existence, thoughts, ways of life, which could serve as a mon-
ument to their folklore and lifestyle. And indeed, Turkow made great efforts 
to turn the production into a ‘period piece’, a re-enactment of a specific Jew-
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ish history. Yitskhok Shlosberg (1877-1930), a composer and conductor, had 
written the musical score, based on “old motifs from Galicia”; and a local 
badkhn researched historic materials of Galician badkhonim to form the hu-
moristic scene in which the badkhn sings to the bride (according to Aynhorn, 
this was one of the best scenes in the show; Aynhorn 1923, 5). The painter, 
graphic artist and set designer Moyshe (or Maurycy) Apelboym (1887-1931), 
who was greatly invested in Jewish folklore – he used motifs of traditional 
Jewish art in his work, alongside modernist elements such as cubism and 
expressionism, and occasionally painted synagogue murals – designed the 
set and costumes according to the fashion of the nineteenth century.3 Apel-
boym was helped by the renown Polish-Jewish historian, Meir Balaban and 
by the Museum of the Jewish community in Warsaw, who provided him with 
sketches that assisted him in designing the set and costumes. A major chal-
lenge was posed by the language of the play, that was not only archaic and 
local (i.e. the Galician dialect) but also polyphonic: traditional Jews, maskil-
im, less educated maskilim or assimilated Jews all speak their own parlance 
in Serkele. Some spoke a higher register of Yiddish while others used a very 
plain one, some spoke Germanized Yiddish, while others spoke a Yiddish 
packed with Hebrew and Aramaic vocabularies. On this matter Turkow ad-
vised with the historian Yitzkhok Schiper, an expert of Jewish-Polish history, 
and a key figure in the ambitious common project of writing the history of 
Yiddish theatre and researching (or inventing) its origins in the faraway past. 
Schiper worked with the actors on language and elocution, turning the stage 
into a scientific laboratory in dialogue studies (Turkow 1950, 139) to accu-
rately present the various characters in the play. Turkow realized that the 
play would be too “literary” for the Jewish public. Serkele is a family comic 
melodrama closer to Lessing’s bourgeois dramas than to Moliere’s stinging 
satires, and Turkow considered it too benign for an audience expecting, in 
his words, “schmaltz, singing, dance, fire and sulphur, strife and dispute” 
(1950). This was, he assumed, the reason theatres avoided it all those years. 
However, while economic pressures impelled Turkow and other Yiddish the-
atre directors to appeal to the audience’s taste, Turkow also took part in the 
endless campaign against commercial theatre’s shund (pulp) culture, led by 
theatre critics and certain directors and actors. He therefore hoped Serkele 
would be a fitting solution, “accessible, amusing, and at the same time edu-
cational”, as he writes in his memoire (Turkow 1961, 79). 

Not all shared Turkow’s optimism and enthusiasm. What he considered 
a challenging play in terms of stylization and direction, yet offering undeni-
able historical allure, others saw as archaic, dull, and stale. It was not only 
the ‘common people’ and shund lovers who disliked the play, but also more 

3 For further reading on Apelboym see Malinowski 2017. 
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sophisticated theatre lovers, and even Turkow’s actors themselves. When 
Turkow introduced his ‘discovery’ to the Tsentral teater’s troupe and the 
venue’s owners, he recounts, they compared Serkele to mayse bikhalakh, sto-
ry books written for old Jews, or to foolish Bobe mayses, old wives’ tales. 
Only during rehearsals did they change their mind. 

The stage text itself presented the performance as an act of discovering 
a hidden treasure, or even a “resurrection” (Yiddish: Tkhies hameysim), in 
Turkow’s terms (Turkow 1950, 141). A series of introductions framed the 
event as theatre within theatre. First came on stage – that is on the apron 
stage, in front of the still closed curtain – a comic actor playing Ettinger the 
playwright. Although Ettinger was a highly educated man, fluent in Yiddish, 
Hebrew, German, and Polish, a physician who studied at the university of 
Lemberg, he was portrayed lightly and humorously. This comic figure ac-
tually corresponded to the persona which the playwright used in the play, 
in the rhymed prologue that followed the style and convention of old Yid-
dish books. Another way of framing the show revealed itself when the cur-
tain opened to show the actors blowing the dust off a huge book as if they 
were uncovering a treasure. When the book was opened the viewers saw an 
enlarged reproduction of the play’s front page in Ettinger’s handwriting.4 
This meta-theatrical act introduced the play’s literary source (printed closet 
drama) into the show, and also shed light on the ‘backstage’ – the work of 
the historian, the archiver, and the director himself, who probe through the 
cultural assets of the past. 

These two historiographical gestures were preceded by another, even 
more didactic, one. The evening opened with a short introduction by Schiper, 
who presented the playwright and the play as well as addressed Ettinger’s 
eighty-year-old daughter invited to the premiere in the following grandilo-
quent words: “we bless the blood of the classic writer” (Zeitlin 1923, 6). Such 
passionate statements reveal the urgency and the challenge in creating a no-
tion of cultural and national continuity, a sense of a live theatrical tradition 
which is actually based on ‘dead’ historic documents. The actual presence of 
Ettinger’s daughter and the blood metaphor that serves to crown her strive 
to undermine the ossified nature of the historical finding and fabricate a liv-
ing, organic connection between the archive and the repertoire. 

Turkow tried to create such an organic affinity, historic but also bod-
ily embedded, between his production and the history of Yiddish theatre 
also through Ester-Rokhl Kaminska, “The Mother of Yiddish theatre”, who 
played the leading role. This symbolic gesture, however, came with a price, 
since Kaminska refused, or simply could not, dispense with her usual role as 

4 A photograph of Serkele’s prologue, including the huge ‘book’ can be seen in 
Turkow 1950, 140.
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a compassioned “mother” and play the shrew. Her stage persona was bur-
dened by her “ghosting” (to use Marvin Carlson’s term, Carlson 2003, 1-15), 
and especially the role of Mirele Efros, the title character in Jacob Gordin’s 
renown play, sometimes referred to as “The Jewish Queen Lear”, which was 
the “most significant role in the mature phase of her career.” (Zer-Zion 2017, 
473). Kaminska, so it seemed, was unable – or unwilling – to forsake the role 
of the victim for that of a witch. Was this one of the reasons for Serkele’s 
mere moderate success? Serkele was performed for a couple of months, about 
fifty shows, not quite a box-office disaster, but far removed from schlagers 
such as The Miser (an adaptation of Moliere’s famous play) or Motke Ganev 
(Motke the Thief, by Sholem Asch), which played for a whole year (starting 
in the 1921-1922 season). And, as the next tour of ‘the province’ revealed, 
Serkele was far less popular among audiences outside Warsaw, and the show 
was quickly banned from the travelling ensemble’s vast and varied reper-
toire (Shinar 1968-1971, 56).

Critics had varying opinions about the show. Aren Aynhorn of the Haynt 
claimed that Serkele had been “an artistic event, a historical cure for what 
was long neglected” (Aynhorn 1923, 5). He was also very impressed by the 
director’s skill in “transforming the past, that seems to us from afar grey 
and ossified . . . It is clear that the artist felt he was performing a holy task” 
(Aynhorn 1923, 5). Aren Zeitlin of the Moment was more reserved. Excited 
as he may have been by the historical significance of performing a hundred-
year-old play, he could not avoid aesthetic judgment of the play itself that 
seemed to him “from an artistic perspective – weak. From a national perspec-
tive – strong” (Zeitlin 1923, 6). Zeitlin contended that the play presents a true 
image of past Jewish life, yet from a critical and one-sided point of view. He 
also criticized the dramaturgy and judged as unsuccessful Turkow’s effort to 
adapt the old play to the contemporary audience of Warsaw. If the masses 
found Serkele removed from the popular comic convention, to the educated 
Zeitlin it seemed “a light popular comedy. A burlesque of mishmash, laughter, 
naïve effects, and finally a naïve moral replete with a dance” (Zeitlin 1923, 6).

But the most interesting review that accurately and sensitively grasped 
the nature of the archival performance in Serkele was published in Moment, 
in the humoristic column “The Twisted Mirror”, by Der tunkeler (the pen 
name of Yoysef Tunkel, a Yiddish prose writer, poet and caricaturist):

Many of the audience don’t know what kind of a play it is and what you’d 
eat with it. Therefore, Tsentral teater’s management decided to place at the 
entrance the business manager and director that while asking for the tickets 
explains the essence of the play to each and every guest . . . The show you are 
about to watch ladies and gentlemen is not a usual one. It was written by Et-
tinger, a dear man, a great writer, an “intiligent” (educated person) who lived 
five hundred years ago. His sister is sitting right here! The tickets! Tickets 
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please! Panie (Polish for sir), Sir, you are trying to sneak in without a ticket! 
Get out of here! Yes, my colleague Dr. Schiper discussed the play already, it 
is an historitistic [sic] play. With characteristic display of the psychology . . . 
Don’t push! Tickets! You don’t have tickets? Go to hell!
(Tunkeler 1990)

Der Tunkeler’s poignant satire mocks the desire to turn a plain comedy 
into a national-educational-historical performance, this on top of controlling 
the unruly masses who try to sneak into the theatre. The passion for a cultural 
past, the older the better, the academic emphasis, the desire to educate the 
audience, and the somewhat awkward execution of all this – these elements, 
which parodied so competently by Der tunkeler, catch the enormous gap be-
tween those high expectations and the rude, undisciplined public and the 
discourteous theatre manager and usher, who lectures and curses alternately.  

Serkele was thus more than a production of a hundred-year-old play – 
whether marvellous or stale. It was first and foremost a performance of 
cultural continuity. It was a show of excavation, a project of resurrection, 
presenting itself as such and therefore expressing an extremely complex re-
lation between the archive and the repertoire, here in the sense of the unruly 
and popular Yiddish stage. Serkele was a theatre production based on archi-
val documentation that was transformed into a stage act, a representation of 
imagined historical continuity, a staging of national heritage.

The Repertoire, the Archive and Experimental Theatre: The Case of 
Der priziv

By the end of November 1923 Serkele went down.5 The theatre’s next pro-
duction was Mr. Tshu the Sinner, a play by Julius Brestel that Ida Kaminska 
imported from Berlin, impressed by the Volksbühne production, starred by 
the German-Jewish renown actor Alexander Granach (Turkow 1961, 88-89). 
The success of this love melodrama relied on its exotic, supposedly Chinese, 
nature. Consulting no other than the Chinese consul in Warsaw, Turkow 
constructed a set abound with colourful lanterns and painted screens made 
of bamboo, and during performances chanted with Kaminska Chinese songs 
of longing, for which she had learned to play the Banjo.

Despite, and possibly because of all this, Mr. Tshu had been a box office 
failure, and already in December the desire to renew the Jewish repertoire 

5 Turkow initially introduced Serkele to the repertoire of the VYKT (Warsaw Yiddish 
Art Theatre), and the troupe performed it in 1924 in Łódź. However, while  Łódź crit-
ics appreciated the historical play,  it failed completely in terms of box-office, and was 
therefore quickly taken out of the VYKT repertoire ( Shinar 1968-1971, 56).
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and build a national theatrical heritage struck Turkow again. This time, as 
we shall soon see, he also felt the need to experiment with modernist theat-
rical means in the manner of the Russian theatre that he admired. Turkow 
turned once more to the archive, where he then found an old forgotten Jew-
ish drama, this time Abramovitsh’s play Der priziv. Differently from Serkele, 
a realistic production burdened with the task of a historical re-enactment, 
Der priziv was an experimental show, drawing inspiration from the archive 
as well as from the repertoire of traditional folk performance, while also 
adhering to contemporary modernist trends. 

Like Serkele, Der priziv too was presented as “a historical document” by 
virtue of its age and the high standing of its author, known as the “grand-
father” (zeyde) of modern Yiddish and Hebrew literature. Once again, the 
show was considered historical, first, because Der priziv had never before 
been performed on stage, and second, because of its content. Indeed, no cen-
tury had passed since the publication of Der priziv, but mere four decades, 
yet it was long enough to be felt as an unmediated representation of Jewish 
life already gone by. An anonymous ad in Ilustrirte vokh (Illustrated Week) 
magazine, published a day before the premiere, proclaimed: “It is for the 
first time that the grandfather of Yiddish theatre will be presented on stage, 
and Jewish audience will see again folkish characters that have all but dis-
appeared”. Here too, Tsentral teater was hoping to earn cultural capital, and 
by that financial capital, through the standing of its author. Here too the ad 
commemorated a yortsayt: six years since the author’s death (this time an 
accurate anniversary, rather than a more ambitious and symbolic one, as in 
the case of Serkele). 

Even though the zeyde (grandfather) was enlisted for the sake of the 
play’s prestige, and obviously to draw an audience, Turkow was attracted 
to the play for reasons other than its literary and historic pedigree. Unlike 
Serkele, that Turkow found exciting, he considered Der priziv too literary and 
dramatically weak. As far as he was concerned, the cultural treasure at stake 
was not the play as a whole but rather a purim-shpil scene embedded in it. 
This minor scene, one out of forty-five (!), is what drove Turkow, according 
to his memoire, to stage the play, or rather, use it as an inspiration for his 
very free adaptation. Turkow did not only shorten the play substantially, 
cutting out two whole acts and introducing many changes in the remaining 
two, he also turned the text into raw material for theatrical experimentation. 
Humour, buffoonery, meta-theatrical elements were used to challenge the-
atrical conventions and ‘break the fourth wall’, namely to eliminate the dis-
tance between the stage and the audience and thus undermine realistic-mel-
odramatic model on which the play is based. Turkow drew his inspiration 
first and foremost from Vsevolod Meyerhold, who rebelled against the realis-
tic tradition of his teachers in Moscow’s art theatre, Constantin Stanislavsky 



84	 Zehavit Stern

and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko. Meyerhold aspired to realize the the-
atre’s theatricality, or what he termed “jeu de théâtre”, and for this purpose 
relied on ideas and methods taken from vaudeville performances, the circus, 
puppet theatre, fair shows, the Italian commedia dell’arte, Japanese Kabuki 
theatre, Indian Kathakali dance, and so on and so forth (Houghton 1938, 
117, 128. Roose-Evans 1984, 21-22). Turkow embraced Meyerhold’s theatri-
cal view and sought to fulfil it through the Jewish purim-shpil. His vision for 
Der priziv was, in his own words, “to turn the entire play into a theatrical 
purim-shpil” (Turkow 1950, 85). Indeed, the purim-shpil scene embedded in 
Der priziv became the centre of the play, not in terms of the plot but of the 
theatrical language. 

The ‘discovery’ of the purim-shpil ‘hidden’ in Der priziv was actually 
part of a far greater recovery project in which Turkow became involved 
while probing the archive, and more specifically through the research of 
his friend Schiper, who during the very weeks Der priziv was playing on 
stage published the first volume of his monumental study The History of the 
Jewish Art of Theatre and Drama: From Ancient Times Until 1750 (original 
title: Geshihte fun yidisher teater-kunst un drame: fun di eltste tsaytn biz 1750, 
1923). Turkow did not have to wait for the publication of book, as he had 
already read some of Schiper’s work, published in a 1921 special issue of the 
popular Warsaw Yiddish daily Moment. If we were to summarize the most 
basic claims of Schiper’s tome, a work replete with sources, pictures and 
footnotes, it would be as follows: Jewish theatre did not begin, as is usually 
maintained, at the last quarter of the nineteenth century, namely with Gol-
faden’s theatre, but rather with popular theatres in the ‘ghettos’ of Europe 
that were active throughout the centuries. Relying on ‘a comparative meth-
od’, meaning the assumption that there were profound cultural connections 
between Jews and their Christian neighbours, and on the premise of cultural 
continuity, namely the assumption that later purim-shpil performances pre-
serve ancient traditions, Schiper presented a bifurcated system of parallels 
and influences that run between Jewish jesters and performers (lets, badkhn, 
nar, shpilman, purim-shpiler and others), which he catalogued and dated, and 
their European counterparts, such as the German Narr, the European Carni-
val, or the Italian commedia dell’arte. Among this wide array of Jewish and 
non-Jewish performers, one performance stands out as the book’s salient 
protagonist: the purim-shpil. The primitive and popular performance, ama-
teurishly played only once a year, the show so wild and vulgar that Rabbis 
often burned its texts, Maskilim and Jews of the post-Haskala generation 
held in contempt, and anti-Semites presented as proof of Jewish cultural in-
feriority – this lowly performance was transformed in Schiper’s account into 
the cradle of Jewish theatre. Turkow’s dramaturgy of Der priziv is therefore 
a complex stage event, seeking to fulfil Meyerhold’s theatrical conception, as 
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well as to promote Schiper’s archival discoveries and reinforce his historical 
assertions. The performance thus signified a bidirectional movement: from 
the popular repertoire to the archive and back to the stage of Yiddish theatre. 

Drawing inspiration from Meyerhold’s legendary production of Blok’s 
Balaganchik (The Fairground Booth, 1906), and from his 1912 article “Bala-
gan”, Turkow turned to a ‘primitive’ form of performance in order to create 
modernist theatre. In his article “Balagan” Meyerhold writes about anoth-
er popular show: the French cabotine. The wandering actor, who lacks any 
artistic vision, and whose name became a synonym for charlatan, was an 
inspiration for the Russian director. “The cabotine”, writes Meyerhold, “is re-
lated to the Pantomimist, the historian and the actor . . . He created miracles 
by his technical command. The cabotine keeps the tradition of true acting 
alive” (cited in Roose-Evans 1984, 23). Through the cabotine and his accou-
trements, the mask, the gesture, the movement, Meyerhold envisioned, the 
theatre would be able to break free of its literary constraints and experience 
an improvisational renaissance.6 Turkow asked, therefore, to execute Mey-
erhold’s vision by creating a clownish, grotesque performance, undermining 
the audience’s expectations, mixing old with new, reality and phantasy, the 
Western European commedia dell’arte and cabotine with the traditional Jew-
ish purim-shpil. 

How did it all appear on stage? Contemporary theatre critics allow us 
a glimpse into the show, and it seems that Meyerhold’s vision was mostly 
carried out by one character: the lets (fool). The show opened with a clown 
coming from the audience with a hat of bells (partially Arlequin, possibly 
Pierro, or rather Stańczyk, the renown polish clown), albeit wearing a Tsitsit 
(a Jewish religious four-corner garment), the tufts of which showed from 
under his cloths. This lets (payats, or lekerloyfer, atsrats, as he is named in 
Abramovitsh’s purim-shpil scene) opened with a rhymed comic monolog, 
where he pointed at the different characters and explained the show, as was 
the role of the payats in the purim-shpil. In the traditional folk performance, 
the lets’ comic monologue was also a way to address the poor dramatical 
means, i.e. the lack of a proper stage, set and program, and here too it was 
combined with a very low-key performance. The Jewish Arlequin included 
many jokes in his monolog, mentioning among others “Grandpa Mendele” 
(that is Abramovitsh), “Dr. Schiper”, Pryłucki, and other renowned theatre 
critics. He came on stage before each and every set, forming some sort of an 
intermission, and at times popped also during the scene, to explain what had 
happened, what happens right now and what is to be expected. 

Judging by the harsh criticism the show received, it seems that Turkow’s 

6 On Meyerhold’s staging of Blok’s Balaganchik and his seminal 1912 article see 
Clayton 1993 and Crone 1994. 
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intention of creating a radical and innovative theatrical event did not come 
through. Instead of bringing new life into closet drama, the multiple inter-
ventions of singing, dancing and comic rhyming only burdened the show. 
Instead of a playful, carnivalesque theatre, the audience witnessed long 
speeches that were not that funny. The verbosity of the interludes, or inter-
medyes, as they were called in Yiddish, added to the wordiness of Abram-
ovitsh’s closet drama, and did away with the playfulness that Turkow had 
been aiming for. It is doubtful whether Meyerhold, who resented wordiness 
on stage and preferred pantomime, dance and movement, would have ap-
proved of Turkow’s interpretation of his work. Der priziv had been one of 
the greatest failures of Tsentral teater. It failed critically as well as financially. 
It was performed less than twenty times and went down after less than three 
weeks. Even Turkow himself admitted that artistically Der priziv had been 
the least successful of Tsentral Theatre’s productions. Serkele, on the other 
hand, he considered its greatest artistic success.   

It is not hard to find reasons for Der priziv’s failure: a play too literary and 
weak, the audience’s difficulty at accepting such an iconoclastic approach 
towards the “Grandfather of Yiddish Literature” and general resentment of 
experimentation, an under-equipped stage (“pust un vist”, empty and de-
serted, complains the theatre critic of the Haynt. Aynhorn 1923, 5), tedious 
interludes, and the unbreachable gap between the use of basic, ‘primitive’ 
elements on the great stage of a Moscow theatre, and on the stage of the 
already impoverished Tsentral teater. The most interesting reason for fail-
ure, however, had been raised by Yitskhok Turkow-Grudberg, Turkow’s 
brother. According to him the audience did not like the show because they 
felt that they were its target of mockery. “It was impossible”, he writes, “to 
accept the thought that the purim-shpil was the cradle of Jewish theatre” 
(Turkow-Grudberg 1970, 81). Whatever the reasons for its box-office fiasco, 
Turkow-Grudberg no doubt grasped the show’s underlying ideology. Be-
hind the buffoon’s mask, the jokes, the ironic gestures, the stand-up comedy 
making fun of all greats of Warsaw’s Jewish cultural life of the early 1920s, 
was an extremely serious motivation: rewriting the history of Jewish theatre. 

If Turkow-Grudberg is right, then the failure of Der priziv was, in a sense, 
a misunderstanding. While Turkow, following Schiper and Pryłucki, aimed 
to elevate the purim-shpil, turning it into a respectable Jewish art heritage, 
his unsophisticated audience, still holding to traditional negative view of the 
purim-shpil, took the reference as an insult.  While the audience accepted the 
genesis myth that Turkow performed in Serkele, tying it to the maskilic clos-
et drama, they were far less willing to accept the theory that the purim-shpil 
was the source of Jewish theatre – perhaps not unlike Darwin’s opponents, 
who refused to accept a theory claiming that human and apes share a com-
mon ancestor. 
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Turkow’s determined effort to corroborate and implement Schiper’s the-
ses only brings into relief the artificial, non-organic nature of his embracing 
of the Purim-shpil, rejected so harshly by the audience. Turkow had not 
drawn his theatrical inspiration from Purim celebrations of his childhood 
in Warsaw, but rather from the archive, where he had also found Serkele. 
In this sense, Turkow’s affinity with the purim-shpil was not much greater 
than Meyerhold’s with the French cabotine. Both searched for a usable past 
in a cultural realm quite different than the one in which they lived. The pro-
duction of Der priziv demonstrates clearly that modern Jewish theatre had 
not historically evolved out of the purim-shpil, albeit in convoluted ways, as 
Schiper claimed. Rather, the modern re-imagination of the purim-shpil was 
deeply related to archival research and nationalist ideology and was enabled 
by huge, daring leaps to the relatively near and yet already foreign Jewish 
past. 

Conclusion

At this crucial moment of optimism and growth marking the early 1920s, the 
first years of the Polish Republic, what becomes evident are also the difficul-
ties facing a minority group, living among an often suspicious and hostile 
environment, who strives to create in its own language, drawing on its own 
culture. Under such conditions the repertoire and the archive were burdened 
by desperately pressing questions of national prestige. Jewish artists felt in-
ferior to their European colleagues. Not unlike many of them they strived for 
historically inspired art, but also, unavoidably, hoped for a modest financial 
success that would allow their survival. Turkow tried to produce a notion 
of cultural continuity through Serkele, and gained moderate success, despite 
his effort being possibly awkward and overbearing. However, when he went 
further, and dared turn to the purim-shpil, he failed. The financial and cul-
tural deprivation of his work became evermore striking the more the means 
he used leaned towards the avant-garde. The purim-shpil revealed itself as a 
Freudian unheimlich, a collective uncanny, strangely familiar to the twen-
tieth-century Jewish theatregoer, and yet unsettling, perhaps even a taboo, 
especially for those who wished to view Yiddish theatre as on a par with 
European theatre. Because it was so difficult to both perform the purim-shpil 
and put it at bay, Turkow tried donning the honourable gown of “Grandpa 
Mendele” and the more dignified commedia dell’arte, yet to no avail. Lacking 
a more substantial and less daunting theatrical tradition, the making of a 
folksteater, in the sense of a national theatre, was heavily charged and diffi-
cult. The intervention of “the archive” in “the repertoire” and “the repertoire” 
in “the archive” was partially rooted in inferiority feelings and an apologetic 
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stance, yet, paradoxically, often evoked cultural anxieties among its view-
ers, rather than calming them. At the same time, however, the bold mix-
ture of past and present, high and low, closet drama and folk performance 
also demonstrated determination, a willingness to take financial and artistic 
risks, and most of all – a yearning for a national artform and aesthetic herit-
age. Turkow’s efforts at creating a modernist experimental art theatre out of 
maskilic drama and purim-shpil may have not always been commercially or 
aesthetically successful, but without telling the story of his imaginative and 
constellative work it would not be possible to understand the historical and 
artistic origins of Yiddish theatre, and Jewish theatre as a whole..  
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In her book Theatre & History, Rebecca Schneider observes that “theatre, like 
history, is an art of time. Even, we could say, the art of time” (Schneider 2014, 
7). Theatre takes time – the couple of hours through which the performance 
unfolds – but it also condenses time, molds it into a temporal experience, and 
often presents other fictional times to its audience. Indeed, scholarship in 
recent years has been particularly attuned to the multilayered ways in which 
theatre shapes temporalities, and especially how it addresses and stages his-
tory.1 As such, theatre participates in the temporal imagination of the culture 

1 Prominent contributions regarding theatre and time include Limon 2010 and 2015; 
and Wiles 2014, while Rokem 2000 alongside Schneider 2011 and 2014 all address per-
formances of history.
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in which it takes place – that is, in the various ways in which a given society 
understands time; its shape and movement; the interconnections between 
pasts, presents and futures; and the events that society wishes to remember 
and to forget. Theatre contributes to the charting of what sociologist Eviatar 
Zerubavel (2003) calls the “time-maps” of society, and at times undermines 
or challenges such maps. 

In this paper, I would like to consider how Hebrew (and later Israeli2) the-
atre in the twentieth and early twenty first centuries achieved this through 
the prevalent usage of nighttime as dramatic time3 in many of its plots. By 
reviewing several key plays, I will argue that they continue a longer Jewish 
tradition that links night to broad questions regarding history. As dramatic 
time, night functions in these plays as a mechanism to address a larger time 
– Jewish history. This interplay between the “small time” of night and the 
“large time” of history is charged by Jewish rituals and myths, and is reem-
ployed in the theatre. It is possible that in many cases the dramatic time of 
night is also echoed in the stage time of actual performance which, in mod-
ern theatre, is often conducted in the evening and in darkened auditoriums.

Such theatrical reactivations of a Jewish tradition, which as we will soon 
see has always been both textual and performative, allow us to reconsider 
the broader question of Hebrew theatre’s relation to the Jewish religious 
legacy. Israeli theatre is often presented as a prominently secular endeavor, 
and one that could have only stemmed from the secularization of Jewish so-
ciety in modern times (see for example Rozik 2013). Furthermore, due to the 
relative dearth of theatrical activity in Jewish societies prior to modernity, 
it is also presented as lacking dramatic, theatrical and performative tradi-
tions of its own (see, for example, Yaari 2018, 3-8). There is no debate that 
Jewish religion continues to concern Hebrew and Israeli theatre thematical-
ly throughout its existence (Levy 1998; Abramson 1998, 118-45). However, 
when it comes to the performative mechanisms of Jewish religion and of He-
brew theatre, scholarship often frames the relations between the two main-
ly in terms of the breach marked by secularization. While the importance 
of this breach should not be underestimated, the utilization of nighttime in 

2 “Hebrew theatre/drama” will be used here to relate to drama written and per-
formed in Hebrew mainly in Palestine from the late nineteenth century until the foun-
dation of the State of Israel in 1948, while “Israeli theatre/drama” will refer to its con-
tinuation after that. Throughout the paper, I will use “Israel” to refer to the State of Is-
rael, and “Palestine” to relate to the territory prior to 1948 (“Palestinian”, however, will 
also refer to the Arab population of Palestine). The term “The Land of Israel” will refer 
to the Jewish conception of the same territory across the ages.

3 In “dramatic time”, I refer to the fictional time in which the events represented on-
stage take place, as opposed to “stage time”, the concrete duration of an actual theatri-
cal performance (see Pavis 1998, 409-12). 



Nighttime and the Jewish Temporal Imagination in Modern Hebrew Drama 93

Hebrew drama can serve as a case-study that illuminates a more complex 
picture, in which Israeli theatre continues Jewish religious performative tra-
ditions even as it critiques and transforms them. The plays discussed below 
grapple with religious and secular interpretations of Jewish history from a 
contemporary perspective, but they also participate, as theatrical events, in 
a longer performative practice of considering history at night. It is therefore 
not only the theme of these plays that addresses the entanglements of relig-
iosity, secularity, and time – but also their apparatus that participates in the 
very same entanglements.

A Time to Consider Time: Jewish History through Nightly Imagery 
and Practices

In order to further explore these dynamics, one needs to take into account 
modern Hebrew drama’s profound connection to the project of Jewish na-
tional revival known as Zionism. While not all the plays reviewed here neces-
sarily take a Zionist stance, and even those who do might disagree about what 
such stance might entail, it is important to note that the original emergence 
of Hebrew theatre went hand in hand with the Zionist project, as part of a 
construction of a modern Hebrew national culture (see Rokem 1996). Zionism 
itself, as Eyal Chowers (2012, 72-114) shows in detail, was deeply concerned 
with questions of temporality and history. It had to posit itself vis-à-vis the 
Jewish past, and even more so against traditional Jewish notions of time and 
history, in order to articulate the meaning of its own moment in time. 

Three terms that frame the traditional Jewish understanding of history 
will serve as key to our discussion: destruction, exile, and redemption. The 
destruction referred to here is of the Second Temple in Jerusalem by the Ro-
mans in the year 70 CE. In the traditional Jewish narrative, exile ensued from 
this destruction as the Jewish population of Judaea dispersed among the na-
tions.4 According to religious Jewish faith, at least in its more conservative 
forms, Jews are to remain is this state until the future divine redemption, 
through the arrival of the Messiah who will lead the Jews back to the Land 
of Israel. In other words, while destruction was an event in the past, and with 
redemption relegated to the future, exile was considered to be the state of 
affairs in the present.

While there were other exiles of the Jews from the Land of Israel prior 
to the destruction of the Second Temple (such as the exile to Egypt depicted 
at the end of the book of Genesis and the exile to Babylonia following the 

4 In reality, the situation was far more complex, as many Jews were living in Dias-
pora even prior to the destruction of the Second Temple.
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destruction of the First Temple), this exile became the paradigm for Jewish 
self-understanding and a cornerstone for their temporal imagination. As a 
term, “exile” (galut) came to encompass more than territorial displacement. 
First and foremost, it also connoted political subjugation, even for Jews who 
remained on their land (Milikowsky 1997). Furthermore, according to Am-
non Raz-Krakotzkin (2013), exile also gradually referred to a cosmic state: 
the world itself was in exile while Jews were in exile, and so was the divine 
presence (shekhinah) itself.

However, as Raz-Krakotzkin further demonstrates, in the modern peri-
od, and especially in Zionist thought, this paradigm gave way to another in 
which the Jews were exiled from the world, rather than the world being in 
exile with the Jews. This image’s theological roots, according to Raz-Krakotz-
kin, are in the Christian understanding of Jewish exile, and it foregrounds a 
notion that, in their state of exile, the Jews were banished from (or at least 
to the margins of) world history. Jews in exile also lived “outside history”. 
Consequently, Zionism aimed at returning the Jews not only to the Land of 
Israel and to political sovereignty, but also back to history. In this sense, the 
destruction brought about a crisis in time inasmuch as in space, and exile 
was a temporal as well as geographical disjointedness – one that Zionism 
sought to put an end to. In its desire to bring an end to exile, Zionism also 
came close to the orbit of Jewish messianism. Indeed, the question whether 
Zionism was a messianic movement in secular garb was hotly debated be-
tween the defenders and detractors of Zionism as well as within scholarship 
(Ohana 2010). Through its complex relations with Jewish messianism, Zion-
ism functioned as an intervention in the modern Jewish experience of time.

Due to this context, Hebrew theatre’s own engagements with time be-
came an extremely vital endeavor. Theatre as a temporal art-form participat-
ed, whether affirmingly or critically, in a broader national project of reshap-
ing the Jewish temporal imagination. Whatever stance the plays discussed 
below take regarding Zionism, they were all created during a century in 
which the Jewish temporal imagination was in flux – and they took part in 
it through images of night.

The connections between night and Jewish history can be traced back to 
several key biblical images that link redemption with the break of dawn. Isai-
ah promises Israel that if they will act justly their light shall “burst through 
like the dawn” (Isaiah 58:8) and begins one of his prophecies of consolation 
with the words: “Arise, shine, for your light has dawned; The Presence of the 
Lord has shone upon you” (Isaiah 60:1). The imagery of a future dawn clear-
ly implies that the current moment is nightlike. In Late Antiquity, Rabbinic 
exegeses on various biblical verses continued to elaborate this imagery. For 
example, the midrash reads the words in Song of Songs 3:1 – “On my bed at 
night, I sought him whom my soul loves”– in an allegorical manner, in which 
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the beloved people of Israel seek out God in times of exile, with nighttime 
serving as a direct symbol of the various subjugations in Jewish history.5 In 
other places, dawn is similarly presented as an explicit analogy for redemp-
tion, as is the case in the following story from the Talmud Yerushalmi (also 
known as the Palestinian Talmud, assumed to be compiled around 400 CE):

[Rabbi Khiyya the Great and Rabbi Shimon ben Khalafta were walking to-
gether in the Arbel Valley in the early hours of the morning, and they saw 
the very first rays of dawn. Said Rabbi Khiyya the Great to Rabbi Shimon ben 
Khalafta: “Rabbi, such is Israel’s redemption: at first it appears little by little, 
and the longer it continues the brighter it shines”.]6 

In such rabbinic texts, the temporal frame of the daily cycle, with dawn suc-
ceeding night, becomes the model for a longer time: that of Jewish history 
in its entirety.

Night, however, is not just a time that metaphorically resembles another 
time – the time of exile – but also a time in which such times can be re-
flected upon. In the Talmud Bavli (also known as the Babylonian Talmud, 
assumed to be compiled around 600 CE), God is described as sitting at night 
and lamenting the exile of his people:

[Rabbi Eliezer says: there are three watches during the night, and on each and 
every watch the Holy One, Blessed be He, sits and roars like a lion . . . And a 
sign for this is: on the first watch – the donkey brays; on the second watch 
– the dogs bark; and on the third watch – an infant suckles on his mother’s 
breasts, and a woman converses with her husband. . . . Rabbi Isaac son of 
Shmuel said in the name of Rav: there are three watches during the night, 
and on each and every watch the Holy One, Blessed be He, sits and roars like 
a lion and says: “Woe to the children, that due to their sins I destroyed my 
house, burned my Temple and exiled them among the nations of the world”.]7 

5 Midrash Song of Songs Rabbah 3:1.
6 Talmud Yerushalmi, tractate Berachot 1:1 (my translation). 
7 Talmud Bavli, tractate Berachot 3a (my translation).
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This passage begins with depicting nocturnal voices: both concrete physi-
cal voices that can be heard during the night and God’s unheard roar, later 
elaborated to be a lament over the exile of his children. It seems that the 
Talmud hints at a connection between these voices, as if one could recall 
exile through the auditory experience of nighttime. Night here is not just a 
symbolic image of exile but also a concrete time with actual voices, in which 
God remembers exile and experiences its pain (and the text possibly prompts 
those reading it to do so as well).

This double role has been further expanded through Jewish ritual praxis. 
Most influentially, kabbalists in sixteenth century Safed developed an intri-
cate nocturnal ritual deeply related to questions of exile and redemption. 
This ritual is known as tikkun khatsot, the midnight tikkun (a charged term 
in kabbalistic parlance, which generally means mending, healing, or repair-
ing a broken cosmos). Tikkun khatsot is an ordered ceremony of prayers and 
Psalms recital, and it employed a clearly messianic tone (Scholem 1969, 146-
50; Magid 1996). The ritual is composed of two parts: Tikkun Rachel, which 
includes lamentations over the exile, and Tikkun Leah, which relates to con-
solation and messianic redemption. Tikkun khatsot is therefore a nocturnal 
ritual that directly touches upon issues of Jewish history. Nighttime emerges 
through ritual performance as a time in which one considers time.

As opposed to these religious ritual performances, modern Hebrew the-
atre has been all in all mostly a secular enterprise (Urian 2000). However, I 
wish to argue here that it also offered a performative practice through which 
night became once again a time for considering time. Hebrew drama returns 
time and again to the night in order to debate questions regarding history, 
exile, and redemption. In this sense, it offers theatre as a shared space of 
nocturnal practice for thinking time, following a longer Jewish tradition. Si-
multaneously, it enables a critique or reevaluation of the very same notions 
that serve as the basis of the Jewish temporal imagination.

Destruction as Nightmare: On This Night

My first case study is one of the earliest original Hebrew plays to be per-
formed in Palestine, Nathan Bistritzky’s On This Night (first performed in 
a shortened version by Habimah in 1936). The play is an adaptation of a 
legend that appears in multiple sources throughout rabbinic literature, de-
tailing events supposedly leading to the destruction of the Temple.8 The tale 

8 Since there is no historical evidence that this story actually occurred, I will there-
fore consider it an historical legend which nevertheless had deep impact on Jewish 
self-understanding for ages. On the tale itself, with its many versions, see: Tropper 2005.
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depicts how Yohanan ben Zakkai, the leader of the Rabbis, fled the besieged 
Jerusalem smuggled inside a coffin and struck a deal with the captain of the 
Roman army. Ben Zakkai asked to receive the intellectual center of Yavneh 
while surrendering Jerusalem, prioritizing cultural-religious continuity over 
political sovereignty. Despite several possible reservations, the rabbinic sto-
ry in its various versions all in all portrays ben Zakkai favorably, as a hero 
who enabled the continuance of Jewish religion and scholastic culture. How-
ever, during the twentieth century, and especially with the rise of Zionism, 
it became a challenging story, as it undermined notions of national military 
self-defense in favour as what might seem as defeatist pandering to impe-
rial forces. Zionism at its inception was mainly a secular movement, and 
perceived itself as a break from traditional religious Jewish existence in the 
diaspora. Seen in this light, ben Zakkai might be portrayed as a dangerously 
pro-diasporic defector, who set in motion (or at least was complicit in) the 
start of Jewish exile – the very same exile that Zionism was set to put an end 
to (Boyarin 1997; Marx 2010).

Clearly, by choosing such a pivotal moment in Jewish history and dram-
atizing it during another pivotal moment, the ascent of Zionism, On This 
Night is very much concerned with questions regarding the Jewish past and 
its relation to the present. Given the complexities of this story’s reception in 
modern Hebrew culture, Bistrizky’s treatment of it is remarkably nuanced 
and balanced, presenting the case and the pitfalls for both sides of an ideo-
logical debate. The play constructs the Talmudic story as a conflict between 
two sects within Jerusalem: on the one hand, ben Zakkai and his students, 
who are inclined towards spirituality, scholarship, and various degrees of 
detachment from the earthly and the political; on the other, the militant zeal-
ots who are determined to defend Jerusalem’s political independence, even 
at the risk of destroying their own people and at times turning violently 
against them. Each camp includes stereotypical characters who accentuate 
the weaknesses of their respective position, alongside more rounded char-
acters that foreground their dilemmas and genuine motivations. As opposed 
to the original story, the play offers an open end, with ben Zakkai leaving 
Jerusalem inside the coffin – but without seeing him actually arriving to the 
Roman military camp and striking the deal.

The night in the play’s title refers to the one preceding the final scene, 
during which ben Zakkai decides to leave Jerusalem for good. Bistritzky ex-
plicitly joins the long symbolic tradition that equates nighttime with exile 
when he has ben Zakkai state: “when this night will end for ben Zakkai, 
immediately the night for Israel will begin, a night that I do not know its 
measure and cannot guess its end” (Bistritzky 1935, 149).9 

9 Translations from all plays are my own.



98	 Yair Lipshitz

The peak of the play is a lengthy dream sequence that has no roots in the 
rabbinic source material and was omitted from the shortened 1936 version. 
Ben Zakkai, after falling asleep inside the coffin while still at home inside the 
besieged Jerusalem, dreams about the consequences of his future actions. He 
walks in the alleys of Jerusalem after it had been destroyed by the Romans, 
facing the effects of destruction and exile on the city and on the Jews, who 
become a diasporic, rootless, shapeless people. In one remarkable moment, 
ben Zakkai encounters several Jewish students of the Talmud who read the 
story about him and dispute his motivations:

[One Student. Why did our Sages forsake Jerusalem if not to throw away the 
exterior peel and keep the interior? Why did Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai swap – 
Ben Zakkai. (Jumps in between the debaters, moving his lips forcefully, as if 
he is shouting into their ears and his voice is not heard at all. They do not notice 
him whatsoever.)
One Student. The Lamp of Israel, the Right-Hand Pillar, the Mighty Ham-
mer, the Radiance of Wisdom10, why, say I, did he swap Jerusalem with the 
vineyard of Yavneh? Because he wished to throw away the exterior and keep 
the interior . . .
Ben Zakkai. (He gestures vigorously and emotionally at them with his hands, 
trying to catch their attention, but they do not notice, as if they do not see him 
at all.)]
(119-20)

This dreamlike moment allows for an elaborate time-travel: a character from 
the Jewish (pseudo-)historical past confronts the future implications of his 
actions on the entire people and the way his decisions are to be interpret-
ed by generations to come. Through such nocturnal time-travel, Bistrizky 
constructs a multi-layered temporality that serves as a prism for the inves-
tigation of both the past and the present. It straightforwardly confronts the 
rabbinic story’s role as a legacy that shaped future Jewish understandings 
of history.

10 All these are epithets associated with Yohanan ben Zakkai in rabbinic literature.
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As the dream sequence progresses, ben Zakkai (or an elderly man who is 
his double) engages in a lengthy debate with a young man who sides with 
the zealot rebels in Jerusalem and puts forth a clearly proto-Zionist world-
view that celebrates political sovereignty, armed action, and physical territo-
ry – all contrasted with ben Zakkai’s diasporic stress on a spiritual-intellec-
tual Jewish existence. The young man demands to put an end to destruction, 
to cure the Jews from their exilic addiction to their state of ruin, and offer 
them a rebuilt homeland instead. He speaks of himself as a representative of 
a generation “who is not afraid of profaning the sacred, because it sanctifies 
the profane” (130). As opposed to him, the elderly man speaks with religious 
awe about the exalted mystery of the ruined Jerusalem, as a space in which 
“every voice . . . is like a moaning echo of the Divine Presence (shekhinah) 
who is in exile” (128). The moaning of the shekhinah in exile during this 
nightly scene evokes the nocturnal laments of God about the destruction 
described in the Talmudic passage quoted above. The old man cherishes the 
destructed space in which such divine laments can be heard, and dreads the 
moment when these voices will be subdued by rebuilding Jerusalem. Indeed, 
for him, the end of exile and the reconstruction of a homeland come with a 
steep spiritual price:

[Once Jerusalem is built, immediately Jerusalem is forgotten. As long as one 
is tasked to remember, one’s heart is always awake and one’s soul burns like 
an eternal candle. Take from one the necessity to remember, and immediately 
his soul’s fire is extinguished like a dying candle. (laments) Woe is me, for I 
see a place for everything in the built Jerusalem, except for Her! Except for 
She, that carried the ruined Jerusalem in Her bosom, like this mother who 
carries her sick infant . . . Except for the shekhinah!11 Except for the shek-
hinah! (wails in tears) My children, cry about the fate of the shekhinah in 
the built Jerusalem! Cry, for there is no place for the shekhinah in the built 
Jerusalem! (129-30)]

The old man’s stance can be read in a twofold manner. It can be a Zionist 
critique from the playwright’s part about how religious diasporic Judaism 
grew to find spiritual meaning only in the current state of destruction, and 

11 As Jewish tradition evolved, the shekhinah became a more distinctly feminine en-
tity, at times representing the female aspect of the divine.
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is therefore resistant to any welcome change towards national sovereignty. 
This is definitely in line with several caricatures of traditional Judaism in the 
dream sequence and throughout the play. At the same time, however, it can 
be also be read and performed as a genuine concern regarding the potential 
spiritual risks entailed in modern secular nationalism, and an insight into 
the ways in which exile shaped Jewish sensitivities in ways that are not 
merely negative.

On This Night, then, utilizes the nightly scene in order to probe into the 
shift from traditional religious Jewish existence in exile to the emergence of 
secular nationalism in modernity, by returning to an event in the past that 
sketches a move in the opposite direction: from sovereignty to exile. While 
the original rabbinic story about ben Zakkai’s departure from Jerusalem does 
not put any particular emphasis on nighttime, Bistritzky’s adaptation clearly 
uses night as a dramatic time in which the deep questions of Jewish history 
can and should be addressed. By subtly evoking other rabbinic sources that 
connect nighttime to exile, through the lamentations of the shekhinah, the 
particular night at the play’s center becomes a liminal time situated between 
sovereignty and exile, serving as a mirror image to another liminal time: that 
of early Zionism. 

Intriguingly, in the play’s final scene, once ben Zakkai has been smug-
gled out of Jerusalem through the city gate, Bistritzky adds another moment 
that does not appear in the original story. The leader of the zealots (and ben 
Zakkai’s nephew) calls his compatriots to join him in a suicide mission and 
burn down the Roman camp – thus possibly undoing ben Zakkai’s endeav-
ors and changing the course of history (180-1). The play ends at the break of 
dawn. The audience does not get to know which side had succeeded in its 
efforts, and the gatekeeper of the city orders ben Zakkai’s daughter to go 
away, to which she responds with a question that is the final words of the 
play: “Where to?” (184). Situated at the threshold of Jerusalem, it is unclear 
whether the daughter should (and can) go back into the city, or outside to 
exile. With its ambiguous and open ending, On This Night does not present 
exile as a sealed historical fact, but rather as a malleable option that can still 
be changed and perhaps is changing in the present, through Zionism’s own 
temporal intervention.

Night between Destruction and Redemption: Tashmad and Tikkun 
khatsot

While Bistritzky’s play pitted old, traditional, diasporic religion against new, 
young, secular Zionism, as the twentieth century progressed, a religious 
strand of Zionism emerged as an influential force in Israeli politics and soci-
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ety. This became most prominent after the 1967 war and the Israeli conquest 
of the Temple Mount, East Jerusalem, and the Palestinian territories of Judea 
and Samaria, which were under Jordanian rule at the time. The victory of 
1967 and the renewed access to holy Jewish sites were considered almost 
miraculous by many Israelis. Religious Zionist circles further developed the 
ideas of Rabbi Abraham Isaac Hacohen Kook (1865-1935) and his son Rabbi 
Zvi Yehudah Kook (1891-1982), according to which the Zionist movement, 
even though originally mainly a secular one, was in fact part of a divine plan 
of messianic redemption. In the 1970s, the religious-Zionist Gush Emunim 
movement began settling in the Occupied Territories, as part of a right-wing 
vision of a whole, Jewish, Land of Israel and a denial of a potential Palestin-
ian statehood (Ravitzky 1996). The messianic undertones of this strand of 
Zionism alarmed many in the left-wing of Israeli society, and the religious 
Zionist interpretation of Jewish history and of the current moment became 
the focus of attention of the left-leaning secular theatre of the 1980s, in plays 
such as Joshua Sobol’s Jerusalem Syndrome (1987) and Motti Lerner’s Pangs 
of the Messiah (also 1987).

Shmuel Hasfari’s Tashmad, first performed in 1982 at the Acco Festival 
for Alternative Theatre, is a relatively early example of this trend. The name 
of the play refers to the Jewish year 5744, roughly corresponding to Sep-
tember 1983-September 198412, as it is traditionally written in Hebrew letters 
according to their numerical value. However, since such a spelling of the year 
includes the Hebrew word shmad, which means destruction or annihilation, 
some traditional and religious Jews at the time considered it a bad omen and 
re-sequenced the letters in order to form Tashdam or Shadmat. Hasfari’s use 
of the name Tashmad is therefore ominous, and directs the audience already 
in the play’s title to questions of history and the potential metaphysical 
meaning of time.

The play takes place during the night of Tisha B’Av – the ninth of the He-
brew month of Av, in which according to tradition both the First and Second 
Temple were destroyed. Consequently, Tisha B’Av is a major fasting day in 
the Jewish calendar, devoted to lamentations and self-afflictions. According 
to Jewish tradition, however, Tisha B’Av is also the time in which the Messi-
ah was born, so that the seed of future redemption is already present in past 
destructions. Hasfari’s play utilizes this charged time in order to probe into 
contemporary theological-political conflicts within Israeli society.

The play’s plot centers around a group of right-wing ideologues who en-
trench themselves in an underground bunker in one of the settlements in Sa-
maria, in order to resist the evacuation plans of the Israeli government. The 

12 Jewish years are counted from the Creation of the World, as depicted in the book 
of Genesis.
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group consists of four adults – representing various groups in Jewish-Israeli 
society, from the entirely secular to the fanatically religious – and a baby. 
During the course of the night, one of the inhabitants of the bunker, Jacob, 
experiences a manic episode in which he is convinced that he is the Messiah, 
and manages to sway the others along with him. The messianic ecstasy cul-
minates with the murder of one of the members and a possible joint suicide 
of the rest of the group.13 Tashmad is clearly an apocalyptic warning against 
the latent violence in the messianic strands of right-wing (mainly religious) 
Zionism.

Tashmad’s dialogue with Jewish temporal traditions is not restricted to 
the play’s name and the connotations of Tisha B’Av as a time of both de-
struction and messianic redemption, but is maintained also with those of 
nighttime. This begins with one of the character’s demand that the media 
will come to interview them at midnight, followed by his statement that it is 
the group’s duty to mend the state of exile (Hasfari 1982, 23-4). The Hebrew 
word used for “mending” here is from the same root of tikkun, and taken 
together with the demand of the press to arrive at midnight (khatsot), both 
words evoke tikkun khatsot with its occupation with questions of exile and 
redemption. 

Indeed, much of the play’s dialogue is devoted to the interpretation of 
Jewish history and of Zionism in messianic terms. Alma, a religious Zionist 
young woman, explains to the secular Leibo that Zionism is “the beginning 
of redemption”, an important stage in God’s ever-progressing plan, as de-
tailed in the Bible (25). According to this view, even though Zionism was 
promoted by mainly secular Jews, it in fact fully realized a religious program 
in which secular Zionists are but a phase (26). Another character, Nachman, 
maintains that the secular Zionists are “Messiah, son of Joseph”, an early 
messianic figure who according to tradition is destined to die but paves the 
way to the ultimate Messiah, son of David. It is religious Zionism that takes 
the role of the latter, ultimate, Messiah (28). 

The nightly interpretation of time takes a more theatrical manifestation 
as the play progresses, when characters do not only discuss the Messiah and 
redemption, but actually aim at embodying them. This begins with an overt-
ly theatrical performance that Alma devises for the media once the press 
arrives to cover their protest:

13 As Zahava Caspi (2013, 143) notes, the first production of the play concluded with 
an open ending as to whether the group blew itself up or not. However, by the time the 
play was revived in 2005, the catastrophic conclusion was clear: the play ended with a 
huge explosion. 
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[Wait a minute, I know, I thought what we would say . . . Wait, we’ll make a 
show. They will see it at once. Here, I will stand here and talk, not sure ex-
actly about what. Yes, about redemption arriving and all that, because I am a 
woman, not exactly a woman, a girl, I am a maiden (alma), a maiden. Exactly, 
like the shekhinah. I will speak this whole thing about redemption gradually 
emerging like the light of dawn, and the shekhinah arising from the dust. I 
will arise like that, with a sad and pretty face. You will stand here and look at 
me as if you cannot believe. (37)]

In her role as the feminine shekhinah, Alma will perform her redemption as 
the break of dawn, echoing the image cited above from the Talmud Yerushal-
mi. However, in the remaining paragraph, not quoted here, Alma continues 
to stage a rape scene of the shekhinah to represent the State’s assault on the 
process of messianic redemption through the attempted evacuation, in order 
to dissuade the authorities from proceeding with it. This meta-theatrical mo-
ment is planned as a performance of dawn that is to take place at midnight: 
an embodiment of the anticipated redemption at the midst of exile, at the 
brink of a possible another destruction. 

An even more radical embodiment in the play is that of Jacob, once he 
believes himself to be the Messiah. For him, this is not a theatrical perfor-
mance, but the real thing. His understanding of time is that redemption is 
indeed not a future event but actually takes place in the present:

[And now be happy, praise the Lord, the two millennia of exile are over today. 
It is Tisha B’Av and there is no mourning from now on. This is the year tash-
mad – instead of destroying us, we destroyed it. This is precisely the second, 
precisely the moment, it is time to do a deed. (46)]

Jacob’s words seek to reinterpret time: he reframes the meaning of the day 
in the Jewish calendar (Tisha B’Av) as well as of the year itself (tashmad). 
Beyond that, he aims at reframing the present: “the two millennia of exile are 
over today . . . This is precisely the second, precisely the moment”. It is the 
present-time of the nightly drama that become laden with the task “to do a 
deed” rather than wait for redemption to come.
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Jacob’s image of the Messiah that he should become is deeply nihilistic, 
power-crazed, anti-moral and ruthlessly violent, as a “kind of Satan” that 
burns everything after God had forsaken the Jews (49). Jacob indeed pro-
ceeds to facilitate the murder of Nachman, the religious Jew who is most un-
easy with the night’s events. Indeed, Jacob’s messianic vision goes not only 
against basic humanistic values, but even against traditional Jewish religion, 
by claiming that Jewish religious law is annulled and that all that was pro-
hibited is now permitted (40).14 At the play’s climax, Jacob burns the Talmud 
and forces Nachman to worship the rifle rather than the book, hailing a new 
era in which Jews revere power instead of knowledge (45-7). Note that the 
bookish, intellectual Jewish culture that in Bistritzky’s play was associated 
with traditional religion is here annihilated not by secularism but by a new 
brand of nationalistic religiosity. The play’s violent ending serves as a somb-
er warning of the dangerous messianic undercurrents of religious Zionism, 
and an outcry against its interpretation of time.

Written several decades later and from the exact opposite pole of the 
political spectrum, Amichai Hazan and Oshri Maimon’s Tikkun khatsot15, 
which directly alludes in its name to the nocturnal kabbalistic ritual, curi-
ously dramatizes a situation rather similar to Tashmad’s. The play, depicting 
a dramatic night in one of the Jewish settlements in the Occupied Territories, 
was first performed by a theatre group of Jewish Orthodox male actors in 
the 2017 Acco Festival for Alternative Theatre. The play and the group are 
part of a broader process in Israel in recent years, in which Jewish Orthodox 
people engage in theatre and the performing arts, after decades of mutual 
detachment. However, in the circumstances of it production, Tikkun khat-
sot happened to participate in another shift within Israeli cultural politics. 
Premiering exactly thirty five years after Tashmad had, in the very same 
festival, Tikkun khatsot exemplifies the profound changes that took place 
during these years in Israeli society. While the festival has long been an 
important mainstay in the Israeli theatre scene (Shem-Tov 2016), during that 
year it became a battleground within the wider culture wars that raged in the 
country. Following the lead of then-Minister of Culture, the right-wing Miri 
Regev, the festival’s steering committee decided to reject a play about Pales-

14 This in itself is not foreign to the history of Jewish messianism which, as Scholem 
(1971, 19-24, 78-141) observed, often contained an antinomian strand which called for 
the suspension, annulment or subversion of Jewish religious law. Hasfari utilizes this 
strand in order to startlingly portray religious Zionism as a lethal enemy to tradition-
al religiosity.

15 Not to be confused with another Israeli play by the same name, written by Am-
non Levy and Rami Danon, that was very successful when first staged in 1996. That 
play does not deal directly with questions of Jewish history, but rather with the place 
of Mizrahi Jews in contemporary Israeli society.
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tinian prisoners from participating, leading to the resignation of the artistic 
director and the withdrawal of all other artists from the festival (see Ashke-
nazi 2017). A new artistic director was required to quickly establish another 
program, and with many left-wing artists refusing to take part in the festival 
as protest, the final program included several works by right-wing or settler 
theatre artists. For some, this was understood as pandering to the Minister 
and the regime. For others, it was a sign of a welcome diversification of the 
festival, which was hitherto often seen as predominantly leftist, elitist, and 
Tel-Avivian (on this longstanding view of the festival, see Shem-Tov 2016, 
153-6). This way or that, in terms of the theatrical event, the premiere of 
Tikkun khatsot was part and parcel of a greater struggle within Israeli society 
over cultural hegemony. As we will see, it also offers an alternative view on 
history and time, from a religious right-wing perspective. 

Like Hasfari’s play, Tikkun khatsot also portrays a nightly scene in which 
right-wing ideologues entrench themselves against being evacuated by the 
Israeli army. However, while Hasfari is vehemently critical of the disastrous 
messianic tendencies he recognizes in the Jewish religious right, Hazan and 
Maimon are far more empathic to this social group (of which they are part). 
They display its inner conflicts and uncertainties regarding the meaning of 
the moment in which the characters live in the context of the wider historical 
arc of promised divine redemption in which they believe. In this play, during 
the night of the expected evacuation, the settlers assemble in the local syn-
agogue in order to pray and perform the ritual of tikkun khatsot. The settle-
ment’s rabbi makes a direct linkage between the night and exile, and through 
direct allusions to several texts we have seen above, interprets the upcoming 
evacuation as an exilic phase on the longer journey towards redemption:

[I couldn’t find a more appropriate prayer for this moment than tikkun khat-
sot. Rabbi Kook speaks about the night as an allegory for exile. The night is 
dark, and scary. 
So is exile. The break of dawn is redemption, when the light emerges and 
bathes the whole world, and then we realize that the night was only a mile-
stone in the way towards redemption. The greatest light is the one which 
comes out of darkness. (Hazan and Maimon 2017)]16

16 The play has not yet been published. I thank Amichai Hazan for providing me 
with a copy of the text. All quotations are from this copy.
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When one of his students asks the rabbi why a prayer about exile and the 
disasters of Jewish history (such as pogroms and the Shoah) is relevant to 
the night’s events, he replies: “It is exactly the same thing. Tonight’s evacu-
ation joins a long list of calamities that the Jewish people had suffered, but 
it is all part of the process of redemption”. The play is also structured by 
the Talmudic “three watches” of the night, cited above, and their respective 
signs – a braying donkey, barking dogs, a suckling infant and a conversing 
couple – are all interpreted by the rabbi as symbolizing the various stages 
in the process of redemption. Nightly rituals and texts therefore serve as a 
prism through which history is both analyzed and experienced. 

The younger generation in the settlement is more oppositional and anar-
chistic in nature than the rabbi. They are not satisfied with merely praying in 
the synagogue, but demand physical action against the Israeli army. Shuvel, 
the rabbi’s rebellious son, says: “we are not in exile anymore, and therefore it 
is time to stand up and stop the evacuation”. To which the rabbi retorts: “We 
are not going to stop the evacuation. We pray so that we may get enough 
strength to understand how the evacuation is part of redemption”. For the 
rabbi, night is not only the time in which the characters gather to discuss 
Jewish history and the place of the present in it. Rather, it is the main image 
of said history, and one that is activated through ritual. However, Shuvel 
refuses to interpret the current historical moment as night. For him, as the 
inheritor of the religious-messianic interpretation of Zionism, the current 
historical moment in which a sovereign State of Israel exists, is already af-
ter the break of dawn. Therefore, the nocturnal practice itself must change: 
“I am done with talking. It is time for action. You can continue with your 
tikkun. I am going to do the real tikkun”. Shuvel therefore maintains that 
changes in the understanding of history also entail changes in the actions at 
nighttime: a shift from ritual performance to a guerilla one. In fact, by calling 
his guerilla acts tikkun, Shuvel imbues his actions with theological meaning 
– turning them into a new kind of militant ritual. The secular sphere of pol-
itics and military action is fully sacralized.

As opposed to Tashmad, Tikkun khatsot does not end with catastrophe 
but with resolution. After a series of revelations about the various charac-
ters, the play turns introspective and examines the inner dynamics within 
the community that brought about such crisis. The rabbi understands his 
own mistakes that alienated his son and others, and admits to them. At the 
same time, the play does not end with the violent confrontation with the 
Israeli army urged on by Shuvel, but rather with prayer and the recital of 
Psalms with hopes that the evacuation will stop. In this sense, the rabbi’s 
more moderate approach and appeal to traditional ritual rather than mili-
tary action seem to prevail. While Tashmad sees the messianic undercurrent 
in the religious Zionist interpretation of time as a looming threat, a ticking 
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bomb literally waiting to explode, Tikkun khatsot sees this undercurrent as 
a given and adheres to it, while also insisting on its non-violent strands and 
internal mechanisms of containment. The debate takes place within a shared 
understanding of history, rather than against it. Yet both plays, however di-
ametrically opposed they are in terms of political stance, realize the theo-
logical potential bestowed upon nighttime by religious traditions to serve as 
vehicle for the modern theatrical analysis of time.

Secular Nocturnal Ritual: Night of the Twentieth

My final example was written and staged prior to Tashmad and Tikkun khat-
sot but I discuss it after them since the nightly rituals depicted in it in order 
to tackle Jewish history are not explicitly religious at all. Nevertheless, I wish 
to argue that it serves as a subtler case-study of the ways in which night-
time permeates Israeli drama as a time to think about time. This example is 
Joshua Sobol’s highly canonical 1976 play, Night of the Twentieth. The play 
was part of a new wave of playwriting in the 1970s and 1980s, a period in 
which fractures within Israeli society were deepened and doubts regarding 
the righteousness of the Zionist project surfaced.17 It is in this context that 
Night of the Twentieth utilized nocturnal performance in order to probe into 
the roots of Zionism and analyze its fundamental tensions and anxieties. 

The play follows a small group of young, secular Socialist-Zionist pio-
neers in the 1920s. It takes place during the titular night of the twentieth 
of October, which is the group’s last night in their settlement upon a small 
hill in Palestine before leaving in the morning in order to fight the local 
Arab population. They spend the night in long and heated debates in which 
they try to figure out what is the meaning of their presence in Palestine, 
what motivates them, and what kind of new society they wish to establish 
there. The play is based on Kehilyatenu (“Our Community”), a collection of 
texts by the pioneers of the Bitaniya group published in 1922. The Bitaniya 
group was a small group of young adults (the eldest was 23 years old) who 
settled for Zionist pioneer work for around six months, between the sum-
mer of 1920 and the winter of 1921, not far from the Sea of Galilee. It was a 
highly intellectual and ideological group who worked in agriculture during 
the days. At nights, they were engaged in folk-dancing and in communal 
confessional discussions. These conversations had a strong ritualized air to 
them, and aimed at creating a new utopian society, without barriers between 
people. Texts written by and about the group tell of an intense ideological 
and spiritual atmosphere and a taxing demand for self-reflection, exposure, 

17 For further discussions of the play, see Abramson 1998, 84-92; Katriel 2004, 113-22.
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and improvement that took its toll on the individuals’ emotional welfare, 
with the nightly confessions including many moments of breakdown and 
tears (Katriel 2004, 29-71). Even though the Bitaniya group stayed together 
only for a short while, they have quickly achieved a mythic-like status in the 
Zionist imagination and in Hebrew culture (Keshet 2009). For the current 
discussion, it is important to note that although the Bitaniya group, like oth-
er early Zionist Socialists, was composed of secular Jews, they have devised 
their own modern nightly rituals, aimed at a new kind of tikkun.

In Night of the Twentieth, these nightly rituals revolve around issues of 
Jewish history, myth, and the emerging modern nation. As part of the char-
acters’ self-examination, and the dissection of their own motivation at the 
pivotal historical moment of which they are part, they question the role of 
messianic myths in the new national culture, and the possibility of both per-
sonal and collective redemption within the framework of the Zionist enter-
prise. Throughout the nightly debates, the characters lay themselves bare, 
both physically and emotionally, and expose their doubts and insecurities, 
as well as the possibility that Zionist ideology might have served them as 
an escape route from their own personal problems. Consequently, the very 
meaning and structure of Jewish history are undermined.

The place of religious myth in the interpretation of historical time is at 
the center of one of the play’s main conflicts, between Ephraim and Moshe, 
two potential leaders of the group. Ephraim conceives the entire Zionist en-
deavor in clearly redemptive terms. According to him, the pioneers “hold 
in their hands the messianic yearnings of an entire nation, of an entire hu-
mankind” (15), their joint meals are rituals “at the communal altar”, and they 
have the power to redeem themselves and the land (16).

Moshe, on the other hand, is vehemently opposed to Ephraim’s messian-
ic-ritualistic language. He despises the role of mythical symbols, and of reli-
gion at large, in the lives of societies and individuals. He describes himself as 
a person who has “no Holy of Holies” in his life, which is “entirely profane 
from beginning to end” (48). Similarly, he rejects any mythical notion of 
Jewish nationalism and history or any spiritual or theological conception of 
the Land of Israel (50-1). Writing in the 1970s, when the Gush Emunim move-
ment was beginning to flourish, Sobol notes that the theological-spiritual 
image of the land was at the roots of secular Zionism as well, and offers its 
denouncement through Moshe’s stricter sense of secularism. Through his 
eyes, Ephraim’s Zionism is revealed as a religious drive in secular garb. It is 
noteworthy that Moshe is the only one of the group that comes from a reli-
gious Hasidic background. The rest of the group grew in liberal, assimilated 
Central-European families, and are fascinated by the mythical allure that 
their upbringing failed to provide them. Moshe, on the other hand, unequiv-
ocally left religion behind and is therefore wary of its return through the 
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seemingly secular Zionist imagination. For him, the mythical understanding 
of Jewish history stems from existential weakness. The pioneers’ loneliness 
and fear lead them to re-embrace religious symbolism, now disguised in na-
tional-secular garb, in a desperate search of meaning (52-3). Moshe’s coun-
terargument is that life’s meaninglessness can only be remedied through 
extremely honest interpersonal relationships, and he considers the inability 
to form such relationships to be the true “exile” that is inside each and every 
one of the group (34). Exile here is not a territorial condition, nor a political 
lack of sovereignty or metaphysical state of the cosmos, but first and fore-
most a psychological hindrance that shuts one person away from the other.
If Zionism is to rectify exile in any way, Moshe seems to imply, it is not by 
returning the Jews to their homeland but by establishing a utopian collective 
of individuals within humankind. The nightly confessions for Moshe, then, 
are another variation on nocturnal rituals that aim at dealing with exile and 
redemption, but these have little to do with Jewish national history, but rath-
er with a human openness to the vulnerability of living together.

In the play’s epilogue, Moshe addresses the audience:

[Soon dawn will break. We will load ourselves on the automobiles and get 
down from the hilltop. And in the name of many grand words that have 
nothing to do with what happens with us, urgent, rushing, compelled by 
the force of all that was left messy and shapeless in the soul, we will leave 
to fight other people, who are perplexed and confused as we are. To kill and 
to be killed. And whoever was not here tonight, the night of the Twentieth 
of October, can later tell tales to children about the things we believed in, 
and in the name of which we left to inherit other people, to inherit a land. 
And Time, like a small child who has no idea what he’s doing, It will play Its 
games with us. (68)]

With the transition from night to day, with the arrival of dawn, the percep-
tion of time and history shifts as well. If night is the time for relentless inter-
nal and interpersonal probing into the soul, the day of light covers all these 
and creates a coherent ideological narrative, giving the historical moment a 
meaning far removed from the one that was actually experienced by the pio-
neers. Time is presented here as a small child, playing games with the people 
living and acting in its confines – but also as being equally lost as they are. 
While the traditional tikkun khatsot is a nightly ritual that turns time into a 
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meaningful narrative, with an arc from exile to redemption, here the struc-
ture is subverted. The nightly rituals of Night of the Twentieth reveal that the 
very narrative of exile-to-redemption is itself the narrative of daylight. It is 
the story told by those who don’t know (or wish to conceal) the messiness 
of nighttime. Daylight tells a story that denies the truth of historical time, 
the “large” time, while the night, the “small” time, reveals it. This truth is the 
very fact that time itself is a random game rather than a well-designed nar-
rative of redemption. If night is still a time in which one thinks time, then its 
outcome is the nocturnal undermining of time’s imagined structure.

Conclusion

The plays discussed here vary from each other in many meaningful ways. 
Some of them, like Night of the Twentieth, are central in the Israeli dramatic 
canon, while others, such as Tikkun khatsot, operate at the periphery of the 
Israeli theatrical field. They were composed at different historical moments 
in Israeli history, and offer divergent interpretations of Jewish history and 
of the present. In all of these plays, conflicts between religion and secularity 
take place within particular historical periods, but they also dramatize and 
participate in the debate between religious and secular interpretations of 
these periods, and of time in general. 

On This Night, written during Zionism’s early moments in Palestine, dram-
atizes a pivotal historical moment of the legendary past through the lens of 
the contemporaneous conflict between religious tradition and Zionist revo-
lutionary secularism. By the 1970s, however, Sobol interrogates the implicit 
theological undercurrents of the seemingly secular Zionist mainstream. In 
Tashmad and Tikkun khatsot these undercurrents are made explicit through 
religious Zionism – either to be harshly critiqued by Hasfari or embraced 
by Hazan and Maimon. The latter play (and the most recent of the four) is 
the only one that does not maintain a secular stance in its analysis of Jewish 
history and the Israeli present. To be sure, at the moment religious-Zionist 
theatre operates at the fringes of the Israeli theatrical scene, which is still 
mostly secular. Time will tell whether Tikkun khatsot signals a new phase in 
religious Zionism’s place in Israeli theatre and culture, and of its voice in the 
processes of shaping the Israeli temporal imagination. 

However, all of these plays, despite their considerable differences, share 
the dramatic utilization of nighttime as a time to reflect upon Jewish history, 
the present and the future. As such, they all continue – each in its own way 
– a longer Jewish tradition of nocturnal performance. They might also shed 
light on other Hebrew and Israeli plays with nocturnal plots, such as Leah 
Goldberg’s Lady of the Palace (first performed 1955) and Hanoch Levin’s 
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The Child Dreams (first performed 1992), which also engage with questions 
of Jewish history and temporality even without explicitly evoking Jewish 
nightly traditions.

Beyond that, a focus on the function of nighttime as a dramatic time in 
Hebrew theatre reveals a wider phenomenon: the participation of a mod-
ern, mostly secular, theatre in longer performative traditions that originally 
took place in synagogues and other spaces of worship. Despite its prominent 
secularism, Hebrew and Israeli theatre nonetheless continues to offer its au-
dience a performance space that echoes, preserves and transforms earlier 
religious practices. The endurance of performance practices, from religious 
rituals to the theatre – such as the nightly performances discussed above 
– is surely not without fundamental shifts in their tone, ideology, meaning 
and function. Nevertheless, tracing such dynamics might enable us to fully 
rearticulate Hebrew theatre’s internal performative traditions not only in 
terms of breach and innovation, but also of continuity and cohesion.
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To understand the history of Yiddish theatre1 in the State of Israel and the 
discourse about it, we have to consider the different factors that have di-
rectly or indirectly influenced this sphere: the cultural and linguistic policy 
toward Yiddish culture and language in Palestine and in the State of Israel, 
the intention of many Yiddish speakers to adapt themselves to the new and 
modern Hebrew culture and language in their new country (Mlotek 1995; 
Fishman 1976), and the doubts many Yiddish cultural activists had about 

1 The beginnings of professional Yiddish theatre are uncertain, but were attributed 
to Avrom Goldfaden who founded a professional troupe in 1876 in Iasi, Romania. There 
are many discussion and scholarly works regarding facts and mythology on the begin-
ning of Yiddish theatre. It is well known that there were attempts already at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century to create professional Yiddish troupes in Warsaw. Yid-
dish theatre was transnational and started to develop not only in Eastern Europe; Yid-
dish troupes were also founded in Russia, Western Europe, South America, North 
America, South Africa, and Australia. On the history of Yiddish theatre, see Quint 2019; 
Auslaender 1940; Berkowitz 2008; Manger, Turkow, and Perenson 1968; Sandrow 1977; 
Shatzky 1930; Zylbercweig 1931-1960; and Stern 2011.
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the possibility of continuity of Yiddish culture and language in Israel, spe-
cifically after the Holocaust.

In a recently published book on the history of Yiddish in Israel, Rachel 
Rojanski argues that “the steps taken against Yiddish theatre during the 
state’s first years had almost no direct influence on its development. They 
lasted for only a very short time and were not effectively enforced” (2020, 
101-102). In this article, I will present a very different position to Rojanski’s 
statement on her understanding of this specific period and field. In this ar-
ticle, based on a close reading of the Hebrew and Yiddish press, archival re-
search, and interviews with major figures of the Yiddish theatre, I will ar-
gue that the cultural and linguistic policy against the Yiddish theatre did in 
fact deeply influence the history and development of Yiddish theatre in Is-
rael in a crucial way. My thesis is best illustrated by the practice of and dis-
course about Dzigan and Shumacher, key figures of the Yiddish stage, who 
died in Israel as permanent residents without even attaining Israeli citizen-
ship as the result of the cultural and linguistic policy against Yiddish in Is-
rael. Both research projects were conducted in tandem and influenced one 
another, and while there are several intersecting points, they arrive at dif-
ferent conclusions.

1. Language. Nation. Theatre.

Language as an indication of nationality is a common phenomenon in the 
formation of the modern nation-state. Language – like culture, race, or re-
ligion – was, as Elie Kedourie claimed, one of the defining signs in the na-
tional identity of communities, enabling the distinction between one na-
tional group and another (1994, 49-55). The choice of the national language 
and the choice of the relationship to minority languages (should they be 
preserved or acted against) are not limited to the question of integration, 
but also touch on the question of the legitimacy of the national culture and 
of the ideology on which the political system is based, as claimed by Wil-
liam Safran (1992). In the early days of the yishuv,2 language was perceived 
as one of the central signs in defining the speaker’s identity. If an actor or 
a citizen wanted to be integrated into society, into the local normative He-
brew world, where the paradigm of “the negation of the exile” dominated 
the culture and social life (Raz-Krakotzkin, 1994), he had to give up signs of 
the diaspora, first and foremost Yiddish, the Jewish language still consid-
ered a threat to the revival of Hebrew.3

2 Yishuv means “settlement” and the term refers to the body of Jewish residents in 
Palestine before the establishment of the State of Israel.

3 The relationship between Hebrew and Yiddish in Palestine and in the State of Is-
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Activities against Yiddish taken during the “language war” between He-
brew and Yiddish in the first decades of the 20th century were described by 
Yaakov Zerubavel (b. Vitkin), a leader of the Po’alei Zion Left Party (Work-
ers of Zion) with a militant Marxist-Zionist and Yiddishist approach, and 
one of the founders of the political party Mapam (United Workers Party).4 
Zerubavel describes the activities in an article entitled We Accuse and De-
mand Responsibility! as follows: “Worse than the persecutions is the sys-
tematic pogrom – psychological and ideological – carried out by the official 
society against the rights of the Yiddish language” (quoted in Fishman 1981, 
297-311). The title of the article, a paraphrase of Emile Zola’s article on the 
Dreyfuss affair, and the specific rhetoric used by Zerubavel reflect the inter-
pretation of those attacks as a planned and organized process of ethnic and 
cultural oppression and discrimination. The construction of the new He-
brew language and culture was to be achieved by a parallel process of de-
construction of the Yiddish language and culture as well as all other Jewish 
diasporic languages and cultures.

With the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, the state developed 
a policy of supervision and control of culture and language in an attempt to 
determine a new cultural order in which Hebrew was the exclusive national 
language of the Jewish nation. In this new order, the Yiddish theatre – part-
ly because of its popularity – was still perceived as a danger to the nation’s 
cultural and linguistic character in the first years of the state. Historian and 
Education Minister Ben-Tsion Dinur argued that “The common language is 
a precondition for the very existence of our people . . . In the Hebrew lan-
guage, we say uma ve’lashon [nation and language] and use them almost 
as synonyms” (quoted in Rojanski 2020, 32). The state assumed the role 
of defending the people and the public from Yiddish theatre that, à la Di-
nur’s assertion, became an antonym to the idea of nation. In August 1949, 
this stance took on a legal aspect: the Films and Plays Censorship Commit-
tee barred local troupes from performing in Yiddish5 and other languages 

rael are a continuation of an inner change in the Jewish people that started with the 
Jewish Enlightenment movement and the process of modernization, which generat-
ed profound change in the approach to the traditional Jewish way of life. It was the 
time when national questions, including the status of Yiddish, became one of the cen-
tral questions and topics of debate in the national political movements, reaching a cli-
max at the Czernowitz Conference on Yiddish Culture (1908). Since the Second Ali-
yah (the second wave of Jewish big emigration to Palestine in the wake of pogroms in 
czarist Russia, 1904-1914), the movement attempting to revive the Hebrew language as 
the everyday language of the Jewish People in Palestine became a central cultural phe-
nomenon. Concerning the status of Yiddish in Palestine between 1907 and 1948, see: Pi-
lowsky 1986 and Chaver 2004.

4 Acronym for Mifleget hapoalim hameuḥedet [United Workers Party].
5 The role of the Censorship Committee drew on the British Mandate’s Public Thea-
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that were not Hebrew.6 In the process of othering Yiddish in Israel, permis-
sion to appear in Yiddish was given only to guest troupes and actors from 
abroad. “It is the first time in the history of any country,” a journalist with 
the pseudonym of Ts. R-N (apparently Mordkhe [Mordechai] Tsanin) sharp-
ly penned that “a citizen has fewer rights than a foreigner” (1951). Indeed, 
an Israeli citizen, an actor, who dared perform in Yiddish or other mother 
tongue was considered more foreign than a foreigner. To perform in Yiddish 
meant to be a lawbreaker, or quoting Berachia in the newspaper Davar, an 
agent wreaking “social, cultural, national damage” (1952).

2. The Ban on Yiddish Theatre

Shimen Dzigan (1905-1980) and Yisroel Shumacher (1908-1961), the most im-
portant comic duo of 20th century Yiddish theatre,7 staged their first per-
formance as guest actors in Israel on March 16, 1950, in the Ohel-Shem The-
atre in Tel Aviv. The decision to appear as guest artists, giving up their pre-
vious plan to immigrate to Israel from post-World War II Poland, was a 
consequence of the cultural and linguistic policy against Yiddish in Isra-
el. This decision of more than anecdotal value: it confirms the negative in-
fluence of Israel’s cultural policy on the development of Yiddish theatre in 
Israel. In 1949, the pair applied in for immigrant visas8 and their passports 

tre Ordinance of 1927 and its amendment in 1937. According to these laws, those wish-
ing to stage a play needed a permit from a commission lacking any official or clear 
guidelines or criteria. See also Rojanski 2020, 104.

6 Performances in other languages were similarly banned. A performance by an Is-
raeli amateur theatre that applied for a permit to perform in Bulgarian and Hebrew was 
denied, arguing that to perform in foreign languages is not allowed for local troupes 
(February-March 1951 State Archives, File Gimel-3578/54). The same argument was used 
against performances in German.

7 Shimen Dzigan and Yisroel Schumacher began their professional artistic careers as 
actors in the experimental Yiddish theatre Ararat, established in 1927 under the direc-
tion of the poet Moyshe Broderzon, in Łódź, Poland. After a few years, they left togeth-
er for Warsaw and founded an independent satirical theatre that would play a key role 
in Eastern Europe’s Jewish culture. Their theatre was characterized by sharp humour, 
witty political satire, and extraordinary acting ability. During World War II, they con-
tinued their artistic activity in the Soviet Union, where in 1941 they were arrested on 
the accusation of acting against the Soviet regime. In 1947, they returned to Poland and 
performed there for two years, until they left for a performance tour of Europe. They 
first performed in Israel in 1950, and acted together until they separated in 1960. Schu-
macher died in 1961 and Dzigan continued to appear with his satirical theatre in Isra-
el and abroad until 1980. On Dzigan and Shumacher, see Rotman 2021 and Efron 2012.

8 I recently had access to the private archive of the late Lidia Shumacher-Ophir and 
verified this documentation.
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were stamped with the olim ḥadashim (new Jewish immigrants) stamps at 
the Israeli consulate in Warsaw in order to enter Israel. Nonetheless, Dzi-
gan and Shumacher, the most popular artists of the Yiddish stage, decid-
ed to arrive in Israel as guest artists – as strangers – in order to retain their 
right to perform in Yiddish in Israel. Dzigan and Shumacher would move 
to Israel only in 1958, and live there as permanent residents for the rest of 
their lives.

Their first program in Israel, Vayis’u vayaḥanu [And they journeyed and 
pitched their tents], was an incredible success, both among audiences – the 
number of tickets sold broke the existing sales record in the Israeli thea-
tre – and among theatre critics in the Hebrew and Yiddish press.9 Their ex-
ceptional success intensified the perception on the part of the Israeli estab-
lishment that Yiddish theatre still posed a threat to Hebrew theatre and cul-
ture: at the beginning of May 1950, they were ordered to cease performing 
in Yiddish in Israel. 

Unexpectedly, the guest actors received outstanding support from the 
Hebrew press, which was completely at odds with the general attitude ex-
pressed towards other actors of the Yiddish theatre. This included none 
other than Azriel Carlebach, the editor of the newspaper Maariv, who tried 
to raise public awareness of the unjust Israeli cultural policy towards the 
guest actors:

This evening, Dzigan and Shumacher will give their last performance with 
the permission of the State of Israel. From tomorrow onwards, these perfor-
mances will be forbidden. The reasons given are highly important and per-
suasive: these two people are – Jews. Even worse than that: they are Jewish 
refugees . . . In France and wherever else they visit in Europe, they were re-
ceived with open arms by the authorities and with enthusiasm by Holocaust 
survivors. They thought that they were also allowed to visit their thousands 
of veteran theatre-goers in the State of Israel . . . since they began perform-
ing in Israel – the police were sent after them. (1950)

Carlebach concluded his critical article with sharp irony, emphasizing that 
the pressure exerted on the artists was intended to force them to perform 
in Hebrew: “The trouble for Misters Dzigan and Shumacher is not so great. 
It’s easy to help them. All they have to do is convert” (1950).

9 According to an article in Maariv on October 13, 1950: “The duo Dzigan and Shu-
macher became a big hit this season. Their takings passed the record in the history of 
miniature theatre in Israel. In the eighty performances given by Dzigan and Shumach-
er, the tickets were sold to the last one, and the theatres would have filled up had there 
been more performances” (M. in Maariv 1950). Considering the various reports in the 
press, in the first year in which they performed in Israel, around 400,000 theatre-goers 
attended their performances.
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Two official reasons were given for banning their performances: their 
program was not submitted to the Films and Plays Censorship Commit-
tee for preview, and the same committee enacted a new restriction that al-
lowed guest actors to appear for a total of six weeks, a retroactively calcu-
lated limit, in all likelihood created as a result of Dzigan and Shumacher’s 
success during the first six weeks of their stay (State Archive, File Gimel 
3577/12).10 Thanks to the intervention of Carlebach11 and Joseph Heftman, 
the chairman of the Journalists’ Union and one of the former editors of the 
Yiddish newspaper Der Moment in pre-war Poland as well as Dzigan and 
Shumacher’s skills in negotiating with the authorities, the two artists suc-
cessfully managed to handle the Censorship Committee (State Archive, File 
Gimel 3577/12; ABA, file 164-04). According to the compromise reached, the 
artists were granted permission (letter dated May 15, 1950, sent to the art-
ists at the Hotel Bristol in Tel Aviv and signed by Yaakov Kisilov) to con-
tinue performing their program in Yiddish on condition that their perfor-
mances include Hebrew sections amounting to at least one-third of the en-
tire program (ABA, File 146-04; Anonymous 1950a, Hador). To meet this 
condition, Dzigan and Shumacher, in typical ‘trickster’ fashion, hired a fe-
male singer who sang Hebrew songs between the skits (Boyarin, 1997).12

As a consequence of the public pressure, the Films and Plays Censorship 
Committee authorized the performance of a second program by Dzigan and 
Shumacher in Israel, Tate du lakhst! [Father, you laugh!] (1950), a permis-
sion granted on the basis that this be “the last program by Dzigan and Shu-
macher before they leave for abroad (M.D. in Maariv, 1950; State Archives, 

10 On March 13, 1950, the agent Ze’ev Markovitz submitted a request to the Films 
and Plays Censorship Committee asking for permission for Dzigan and Shumach-
er’s performances. The duo began performing before receiving the authorization. After 
three performances, the first of which took place on March 16 in Tel Aviv, the second in 
Haifa on March 22, and the third in Jerusalem on March 23, 1950, the committee decid-
ed to prohibit the duo’s performances (letter dated March 26, 1950 from the head of the 
committee Yaakov Kisilov to the Department for Criminal Identification and Investiga-
tion, Israeli police HQ). The head of the committee wanted to ask the police to stop the 
duo’s performances (protocol of the meeting held on March 30, 1950). On April 9, 1950, 
the artists received a letter containing the longed-for permission (no. 78), which noted 
that, as guest artists, they were allowed to perform the program Vayis’u vayaḥanu until 
the end of April: “Further shows after this period will not be allowed”.

11 The minutes of the meeting of the Films and Plays Censorship Committee note 
the pressure of the press and the influence of Carlebach’s article, which influenced the 
decision to grant the permission.

12 A ‘trickster’ is, according to Daniel Boyarin, “that same folkloristic figure that ex-
ists in all the world, which represents the weak and whose wit can sometimes achieve 
controversial victories over the powerful” (1997, 147).
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File Gimel 3577/70).13 The same letter informed the artists that “the com-
mittee has decided not to continue granting these artists the right given to 
guest artists to stage performances not in the Hebrew language”. Thus the 
authorities sought to stop the continued existence of the duo’s theatre as 
long as they attempted to stage shows in Yiddish.

During the two years in which the prohibition was in place, permits to 
perform in Yiddish were issued to guest artists and singers visiting Isra-
el, including Rachel Holzer, Maurice Schwartz, Yaakov Weislitz, Veronika 
Bal, Dora Kalinowna, Isa Kremer, Jenny Lubitz, Lola Folman, Moyshe Osh-
er, Chayele Grober, Dzigan and Shumacher, and Avrom-Yankev Mansdorf 
(Kelmovitsh). They were allowed to perform only on condition they include 
Hebrew in their performances, at times as much as fifty percent of their 
shows (State Archives, File Gimel 5549-07).

The activity of the Yiddish theatre by Israeli artists declined significantly 
during those years. Every attempt to create a stable Yiddish theatre compa-
ny was persecuted.14 For example, performing in December 1950, the Yafo 
profesyioneler Yidish teater [The Jaffa Professional Yiddish Theatre], found-
ed by Joseph Lichtenberg,15 was harassed by the police, though only after 
the theatre succeeded in staging Dos volge meydl, Der vilner mentsh, and 
Kol nidre.16

A theatre group named after Avrom Goldfaden, founded at the end of 
1950 and active until 1953, was the first local professional theatre troupe to 
perform in Yiddish in the State of Israel, openly defying the prohibition on 
acting in Yiddish. David (Dovid) Hart, Nathan (Nosen) Wulfowitz, and Is-
roel (Israel) Segal were members of this group, all of them new immigrants. 
The troupe succeeded in performing a number of shows mostly based on 
the classics of the Yiddish stage. The theatre did not attract much atten-
tion, nor was it hugely successful in terms of audiences. Its most important 

13 An article entitled Sodot shel tsenzorim [The secrets of the censor] claims that the 
permission would not have been granted were the actors not on the verge of depart-
ing for performances abroad. This is also evident from the protocol of the meeting of 
the Council for the Review of Films and Plays that took place on October 10, 1950. Sev-
en days later (protocol of the meeting held on October 17, 1950), the council added a re-
vision to the decision for permission no. 78, which was mentioned above: “The coun-
cil expects their second program to include a significant Hebrew section . . . the council 
will not grant them further rights of guest actors and will not permit them to appear in 
a further program in Yiddish, not even partially”.

14 It is difficult to ascertain the role of Hebrew in their programs.
15 Lichtenberg was one of the founders of the Erszter Yidisher profesyoneler teat-

er (The First Professional Yiddish Theatre) in the survivors’ camps after World War II.
16 Eliezer Getler also produced popular Yiddish plays such Yiddishe mame and Tsipke 

fayer and was also called to court (Rojanksi 2020, 107).
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achievement lay, as Rojanski says, in creating a Yiddish repertory theatre in 
Israel and formally lifting the ban against Yiddish (2020, 108-21).

As a consequence of the prohibition on local artists to perform in Yid-
dish, the Avrom Goldfaden Theatre operated illegally and under difficult 
conditions, staging most of its performances in the Migdal-Or Garden in 
Giv’at Aliya in Jaffa, constantly enduring attempts by the police to prevent 
its performances by imposing fines and summoning the members to pay 
(N. Ch-shin 1952; Tsanin 1951). The cultural policy against Yiddish, waged 
only a few years after the Holocaust, was not just psychological oppres-
sion, as Rojanski states; it was also a very aggressive policy attempting to 
define a social paradigm or structure in which only foreigners could get 
permits to perform in Yiddish, though they were obligated to add Hebrew 
fragments as well. This policy influenced many Yiddish artists in their deci-
sion on where to settle in the immediate aftermath of the Holocaust as they 
looked for a place to restart their careers (as evidenced in the case of Dzi-
gan and Shumacher). 

Tsanin, the legendary editor of the Yiddish newspaper Letste Nayes, re-
ferred to the fact that the current policy left the artists without any alter-
native but to perform against the law, in disreputable, primitive venues and 
settings (Drucker Bar-Am 2013; Rojanski 2020, 48-100). In explaining the 
state’s tactics, Tsanin made it clear that the fines were not being given for 
performing in Yiddish, but for performing without permits (1951). The fines 
were not only symbolic; they were a clear discriminatory practice carried 
out by the hegemonic power. The policy affected the artists and the public 
emotionally, socially, and economically. The Israeli Yiddish actor was being 
legally punished because he was performing without a permit when it was 
a priori impossible to get a permit to perform in Yiddish; his mother tongue 
was deemed a betrayal to his new homeland (Tsanin 1951, 3). If he pretend-
ed to be part of society, part of the ‘normal’, he would have to erase all the 
signs of the diaspora, particularly his language. 

The social and political pressure created by Dzigan and Shumacher’s 
performances in Israel (the most successful Yiddish theatre in Israel ever); 
the pressure generated by the activism of Avrom Goldfaden Theatre (who 
performed in Yiddish despite the prohibitions); and petitions the theatre 
submitted to the High Court of Justice – all these resulted in the ban on lo-
cal actors performing in Yiddish being lifted on July 18, 1951 (Rojanski 2020, 
108-21). Rojanski argues that, after the restriction was repealed, Yiddish 
theatre failed to thrive. What Rojanski does not mention is that the theatre 
had already started to include Hebrew fragments in its performances, and 
in fact Avrom Goldfaden Yiddish Theatre became transitional en route to 
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becoming part of the Hebrew theatre.17 On July 20, 1951, the Films and Plays 
Censorship Committee announced that the prohibition to perform in Yid-
dish was no longer in force (State Archives, File Gimel 5549-07).18

3. From Juridical Practices to Economic and Rhetorical Oppression

Once the ban was lifted, the means of oppression and enforcing the hegem-
ony became more sophisticated. In spite of its success in terms of popular 
acclaim, Yiddish theatre was ignored by the local discourse in the Hebrew 
press about theatre and culture until the middle of the 1960s. The ban on 
performing in Yiddish without a permit was replaced by an economic and 
cultural policy, on the one hand, and by a silent and later pejorative dis-
course in the Hebrew press, on the other.19

Yiddish changed its status from “a language forbidden to Israelis” – 
at least in the field of the theatre – to that of “a foreign language”, even 
though it was the only or first language of 33.3 per cent of the Jewish pop-
ulation (524,000) in the 1950s and 22.7 per cent of the Jewish population 
(446,200) in 1961 (Fishman 1991, 401). The definition of Yiddish as a foreign 
language was another expression of the ‘emigration policy’ towards Yid-
dish culture, which tried to expel this culture and language from the local 
cultural landscape. This policy had not only psychological connotations; it 
also generated economic discrimination that turned into one of the central 
means of cultural oppression: taxes and fines imposed on theatres perform-
ing in foreign languages, on the one hand, and the official budget policy, 
which rejected support for the Yiddish theatre, on the other.

According to the Yiddish press, the lack of support for the development 
of Yiddish theatre was an expression of the culture discrimination against 
Yiddish culture and one of the main reasons that a Yiddish art theatre could 
not develop in Israel. According to the Hebrew press, the policy was a di-
rect and appropriate response to the quality of Yiddish theatre. The main 
reason, however, remained ideological. “In fact”, wrote theatre critic Boaz 

17 In a letter written in April 20, 1972 to the Minister of Culture Sh. Dinaburg (later 
Ben-Tsion Dinur), they mention the inclusion of Hebrew as part of their performances. 
See State Archives, File Gimel 1091-39.

18 The prohibition to perform in German would last until 1958. There is a language 
hierarchy. In a protocol from a meeting of the Films and Plays Censorship Committee 
dated March 13, 1951, Kisilov wrote in a session: “I agree an absolute prohibition cannot 
be applied to Yiddish. Each one of us has a special feeling for Yiddish since childhood. 
A total prohibition we give to plays in German, German is not like Yiddish. We could 
forbid German but not Yiddish with a clear conscience. To do that would raise a very 
critical reaction”.

19 There were exceptions with the visits of artists from abroad.



124	 Diego Rotman

Evron in the daily Yedioth Ahronoth, “the existence of such an institution 
[Yiddish theatre], would just slow down the natural and necessary transi-
tion of immigrant theatre people to the Hebrew stage” (1975, 27). There was 
no possibility and no reason to try to revive Yiddish culture and language 
in Israel, Evron said, and therefore there was no need to support the devel-
opment of this culture (1975). 

4. The Yiddish Theatre in the Hebrew Press

If the official cultural and economic policy towards Yiddish theatre deci-
sively influenced the local development of the Yiddish theatre, it would be 
the discourse developed by the Hebrew press that would finally stigmatize 
the Yiddish theatre in Israel. With the exception of the references to Dzigan 
and Shumacher and to visits by other Yiddish ‘stars’ from abroad, the ap-
proach of the Hebrew press to the Yiddish theatre was, until the mid-1960s, 
characterized by a near-total silence. This was both the central means for 
erasing any remnants left by the Yiddish theatre in Israel and an expression 
of its rejection (Aloni 1984, 14; Adar 1986, 9). Yiddish theatre, which in the 
1950s was expanding and growing on the streets, was rhetorically erased 
from the Israeli cultural map (Anonymous 1954, Haaretz, 1-2). Only a few 
remarks about Yiddish theatre are to be found, usually in the form of very 
harsh critiques. An example of the tone is given by Ts. Berachia who wrote: 

All those Yiddish theatres which have lately sprung up like mushrooms af-
ter the rain and whose artistic values are nil – what about the damage they 
cause, in the name of whom? Why not restrain them? . . . The Yiddish thea-
tre sabotages our educational system. It causes explicit damage from a cul-
tural, social, and national point of view.
(1952)

To understand the scope of the Yiddish theatre production starting in the 
mid-1950s, it is necessary to look at alternate sources, especially in the Yid-
dish press of that time. This is what a Yedioth Ahronoth journalist did: in 
1962, he ‘discovered’ the hidden dimension of the Yiddish theatre in the Yid-
dish press and shared his conclusion with his readers. He calculated that Yid-
dish theatre, which had eight different troupes performing 54 shows in a pe-
riod of eight weeks, had an average of 500,000-600,000 people visiting it a 
year – a bigger audience than the Cameri and Habima theatres (Shin, 1962).

There is no doubt that Israel’s Yiddish-speaking citizens found a vital 
cultural expression in the Yiddish theatre they were not able to find on the 
Hebrew stage. When looking at the numbers, the feeling of threat is under-
standable: Yiddish theatre as a whole was much more successful in terms 
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of the audience than the Hebrew stage. It was doing great business, de-
spite the taxes and the politics against it. The Yiddish theatre, according to 
a statement by a Hebrew theatre producer, could actually extend econom-
ic help to the production of performances in the Hebrew theatre (quoted in 
Shin, 1962).

Among the artists performing in the Yiddish theatre starting in the 
1950s were Max Perlman and Gite Galina, Henri Gerro and Rosita Londner, 
Eni Liton, Shimen Dzigan and Yisroel Shumacher, Michael Grinshteyn, Ye-
hudit Kronenfeld, Bebe Szpitser, Annabella, Zigmunt Turkow, Yaakov Alp-
erin, and Yaakov Bodo (starting in the 1980s). Among the guest artists vis-
iting from abroad to whom the press paid attention were Joseph Buloff, the 
Burshteyn Family, Maurice Schwartz, and Ida Kaminska.20 In the few cases 
where the Hebrew press allowed itself to mention important actors and di-
rectors of the Yiddish theatre, it described them as actors and directors of 
the Jewish – not Yiddish – stage in a rhetorical expression of cultural trans-
lation. In this way, Joseph Buloff was described as “One of the great artists 
of the Jewish stage who earned a name for himself also in the non-Jewish 
American theatre” (Anonymous in Yedioth Ahronoth 1950b, Yedioth Ahron-
oth, 4). Maurice Schwartz was treated similarly. Most of the plays were 
written by playwrights of the popular Yiddish theatre, others were from the 
classics of Yiddish art theatre, and still others were translations from Euro-
pean theatre, with very few translated from Hebrew.21

5. The Aesthetic Threat 

In the 1960s, when it was no longer possible to ignore the important pres-

20 Among the many plays performed in the commercial and popular Yiddish theatre, 
which gave in some way an indication of the popular genre of those performances are: 
Der Shtroyener Held [The Straw Hero] (1954), Vintshn mir mazl-tov [We Wish You Good 
Luck] (1957); Yoshke zukht ha kale [Yoshke looks for a bride] (1960); Oy vayber vayber 
[Oh, Women, Women] (1960), Alts tsulib parnose [Everything for subsistance] (1961), A 
man af exsport [A man for export] (1961), played by Max Perlman and Gite Galina; Der 
zingendiker milner [The Miller Singer] (1964), Der farlibter nar [The Fool in Love] (1966), 
Mazl-Tov yidn [Good Luck Jews] (1968), played by Henri Gerro and Rosita Londner; Ha 
harts vos benkt [A Heart Misse] (1961), Di shikerte [The Drunk] (1966), played by Yudis 
Kronenfeld; Di koshere shikse [The Kosher Shikse (gentile girl)] (1961) by Bebe Shpiter; 
Der komediant [The Comedian] (1954); Eybike kale [Eternal Bride] (1963); Ha khasene in 
shtetl [A Wedding in the Shtetl (small town)] (1963), played by the Burshteyn Family.

21 From the classics of Yiddish theatre were performed for example: Yoshe kalv by Y. 
Y. Singer (1960) and Motke ganev by Sholem Asch performed by the Maurice Schwartz 
Ensemble; Tuvya the Milkman and his Seven Daughter based on Sholem Aleichem’s 
novel (1961) and Di brider Ashkenazi based on Y. Y. Singer (1966), both performed by Jo-
seph Buloff; Kidush Hashem (1960) by Sholem Asch and the Yidish folks-teater.
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ence of Yiddish theatre in Israel, the Hebrew press started to develop a new 
type of cultural differentiation based on the principle of ‘taste’. A cultur-
al dichotomy was created between a popular theatre of low artistic merit 
– associated with the Yiddish theatre – and a theatre of high artistic merit, 
represented in this discourse by the Hebrew theatre. Most of the plays per-
formed on the Yiddish stage were described in the Hebrew press as being 
of very low quality that looked to the past and had only commercial inten-
tions. These critiques developed a discourse that rejected the cultural value 
of the Yiddish language and culture, and contributed significantly to the de-
velopment of the stigma of Yiddish theatre as a synonym for popular, com-
mercial, and melodramatic theatre.22

The negative, even apocalyptic, criticism of Yiddish theatre had a prec-
edent in the theatre criticism of the popular, commercial Yiddish theatre in 
Eastern Europe, where it was known as shund. In those reviews, popular 
theatre was made with the sole purpose of entertaining the audience and it 
lacked any artistic pretentions. The criticism was cutting, humiliating, and 
went so far as to define the genre as a ‘social illness, from which the soci-
ety had to be cured. The literary critic Nakhmen Mayzel called the shund 
repertoire a “death drug repertoire” (1933, 709-10); Jonas Turkow referred to 
it as a “shund epidemic” (1938, 27); and Yisroel Shtern determined it to be a 
“shund pest” (1937, 699-700).

From a formalistic point of view, the reviews and critiques written in Is-
rael in a similar tone seemed to be a continuation of the rhetoric against 
the popular shund theatre that started in Europe. But the main differ-
ence is that the critique written in Eastern Europe was against a certain 
type of Yiddish theatre, whereas in Israel, it was against the Yiddish thea-
tre as a whole. In the discourse developed by the Hebrew press, the prob-
lem was not the shund, but rather all of Yiddish theatre. Despite the Dzigan 
and Shumacher, Eni Liton, The Three Shmuliks, Di megile productions (see 
above), and the successful visits by Maurice Schwartz, Joseph Buloff, and 
Ida Kaminska, Yiddish theatre became a synonym for bad theatre.

Dzigan and Shumacher’s continued career wandered between Israel and 
the diaspora. Their extended absences were a consequence of the bad state 
of Yiddish theatre in Israel, the high taxes the actors were forced to pay, 
and the existence of a large community in the diaspora that looked forward 
to seeing the duo’s theatre and could also significantly increase their prof-
its. Only in 1957, was Yiddish theatre awarded a certain discount on its high 

22 There were exceptional and positive reviews about performance by Eni Liton, 
Dzigan and Shumacher, and other world figures of the Yiddish theatre who visited 
Israel.
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entertainment tax, while Habima and Cameri theatres paid no taxes what-
soever.23 In 1958, Dzigan and Shumacher decided to settle in Israel, though 
without becoming Israeli citizens. In 1958, in their efforts to obtain a tax re-
duction, Dzigan and Shumacher signed an agreement with the Pargod The-
atre, managed by Eliyahu Goldenberg.24 In return for adding a number of 
members of the troupe to their performances, the duo would receive the 
tax exemption that Pargod enjoyed as a Hebrew-speaking theatre (Rotman 
2021). 

In addition to Dzigan and Shumacher’s acting talent, what fascinat-
ed most of the Hebrew theatre-goers and journalists was the duo’s aptitude 
for decoding Israeli reality and translating it into critical, subversive polit-
ical satire (Nahor, 1955; Anonymous, 1955a, Maariv).25 In the critical rheto-
ric, the two were accorded the status of underground warriors. They were 
“the sniper artists” (Avrahami, 1955); “wielding the secret weapon” (Gelbert, 
1958) whose “arrows are aimed . . . at people and organizations in the head-
lines (the government, the Histadrut [the nation’s powerful labour union])” 
(Avrahami, 1955). The duo’s power was poetically described by Emil Feuer-
stein, who also used military rhetoric: “In mere moments, they dismantle 
our weapons of opposition, we become their captives and they do with us as 
they please” (1958). Certain critics wrote against the great power of their sat-
ire, referring to its influence on a great number of spectators (Zonder, 1950).

During the 1950s, Dzigan and Shumacher succeeded in removing the 
negative label attached to everything called Yiddish theatre from their 
work, achieving a central status in theatrical reviews in the Hebrew press 
(and, of course, in the Yiddish press), and fighting the hostile cultural poli-

23 A tax of between 15 and 20 per cent was imposed on theatres that did not per-
form in Hebrew. Thus, Dzigan reports that he received a special discount in 1968: “Be-
cause I act in Yiddish, I must pay an additional tax of 10 per cent of the price of a ticket. 
The Hebrew theatre does not pay this tax. And I also need to be happy and to say thank 
you that they don’t take 20 per cent of the ticket price – as all the Yiddish theatres pay. 
This tax is a discriminatory tax for me” (quoted in A. L. in Davar,1968).

24 Eliyahu Goldenberg (1909–1976) was an actor, director, and announcer. At the be-
ginning of the 1960s, Goldenberg was part of the original ensemble “the Three Shmu-
liks”, with the actors Shmuel Rodansky and Shmulik Segal (after his death, he was re-
placed by Shmuel Atzmon-Wircer). The ensemble performed in Yiddish in various thea-
tres in Israel and abroad.

25 Regarding the extent to which they covered the Israel reality, an article in Maariv 
noted: “Numerous comments reflected the sensitivity of the visiting artists to the chang-
es that have taken place in Israel since their last visit here, in the economic field (tax, the 
cancellation of the ‘austerity’ the pig war), in the cultural field (“Porgy and Bess”? . . . ), 
and in the field of the party policy (Mapam and Sneh), elections and carnivals” (Anony-
mous 1955a, Hador). However other critics, like Nahor (1955), saw the references to Israel 
only as external clothing for duo’s theatre.
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cy towards Yiddish theatre in Israel (apart from the tax discrimination). 
Despite their exceptionally positive reception, Dzigan and Shumach-

er continually found themselves facing the policy of discrimination against 
Yiddish theatre and the pressure of repeated demands that they perform in 
Hebrew. For the most part, the reviews and articles about their performanc-
es included expectations for a “Hebrew spirit in their performances”, com-
plaints about the fact that they did not keep their promises to perform in 
Hebrew, and disappointment with the “insufficient amount of Hebrew in 
the performances” and “their zealous attachment to Yiddish” (Efrat,, 1955; 
Ben-Meir 1959). Critics argued that Dzigan and Shumacher needed to “ful-
fil the duty to the language of the state in which they reside and are ac-
tive”, be grateful for the credit given to them, and prove their desire to in-
tegrate into the society by immediately translating their art (Ben-Meir, 
1958). According to another critic: “The great credit given to the two actors 
when they were still new immigrants was given conditionally . . . In the fu-
ture, the State of Israel will also serve as a place of refuge for their art if 
this art will divest itself of the diaspora clothing and wear Hebrew uniform 
in sound and in style” (Nahor, 1953). Two years later, Nahor spoke out even 
more harshly:

Dzigan and Shumacher do not understand that the matter here is one of a 
national, cultural, and even economic revolution, and therefore it is impos-
sible to allow them to perform in Tel Aviv in the same way as they once 
performed in Łódź and Warsaw. If they will not be with us, in the end they 
will be against us, and a great part of the last program was against us . . . If 
after four or five years of living here the two comedians do not feel obligat-
ed to appear even in one Hebrew section, this is a sign that they remain for-
eign and want to be strangers.
(1955)

The reception of Dzigan and Shumacher as Israeli artists thus depended, 
more than anything else, on their willingness to change their language. 
They still needed to prove their place in the national revolution, or at least 
relate to it in polished Hebrew.26

26 Dzigan and Shumacher eventually entered the canon of Israeli Hebrew in 2004, 
when an episode of a documentary series about Israeli humour by Anat Seltzer and 
Modi Bar-On (director: Avida Livni; investigative reporter: Assaf Galay) was dedicated 
to them. In the internal discourse of Yiddish culture, they reappeared when the Yidish-
piel theatre, which was established in 1988 at the initiative of Shmuel Atzmon-Wircer 
with government support, devoted a show called Di eybige Dzigan un Shumacher [Dzi-
gan and Shumacher Forever] to them (2004). The play was reported on in the Hebrew 
press. In 2013, the theatre staged a new play entitled Dzigan un Shumacher knakn shoyn 
vider [Dzigan and Shumacher Are Snapping/Resonating Again], a musical comedy by 
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The ambivalence towards the Israeli character of Dzigan and Shumach-
er and their theatre was characteristic of the approach among reviewers 
and politicians. It was espoused by those who wanted to adopt the talent-
ed, high-quality, popular artists as Israeli, yet at the same time found it dif-
ficult to accept a Yiddish theatre as an inseparable part of the Israeli cultur-
al reality.

6. The Effect of the Israeli Cultural Policy on Artistic Activities in 
Yiddish

After the partnership with Pargod collapsed, Dzigan and Shumacher ap-
proached the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Finance in an attempt 
to receive a tax exemption. In a letter dated November 2, 1958, they de-
clared their intentions: “To settle in Israel for real [!], despite our evident 
success abroad in various countries, where we succeeded not only in gain-
ing support for ourselves but also for Israel among the diaspora” (ABA file 
141-4). The letter concluded with a sophisticated argument, highlighting 
the political awareness of the artists and their typical behaviour vis-à-vis 
the authorities: “Let us just add that granting the requested exemption will 
make a better impression in the wide Jewish world in the diaspora and will 
demonstrate the democratic character of our state and its true liberal spir-
it, putting an end to the rumours that have spread in the diaspora regarding 
the discrimination and oppression of Yiddish and Yiddish speakers in Isra-
el”. Thanks to the pressure exerted by then-Minister of Finance Levi Esh-
kol, the artists were granted an exemption from the stamp tax for a period 
of nine months.

By the end of 1959, Dzigan and Shumacher’s relationship had deteriorated 
badly (Anonymous 1955b, Hador).27 Shumacher – who had not performed dra-
matic roles since his youthful appearances in the amateur theatre of the He-
brew gymnasium in Łódź – took a role in Kidush hashem by Shalom Asch, 
staged by the Yidish Folksteater [Yiddish people’s theatre] and directed by 
Yosef Sheyn (Adler, 1960). The role of the tailor in Kidush hashem was the last 
that Shumacher played on stage. He died on May 21, 1961, after an extended 
illness. Following Shumacher’s death and Dzigan establishing a new troupe, 
Dzigan published a declaration of principles according to which his new sa-

B. Michael and Ephraim Sidon, starring Yaakov Bodo and Dovele Glickman, and direct-
ed by Shmuel Atzmon-Wircer.

27 As early as 1955, a disagreement between the artists was mentioned in the press: 
“Dzigan and Shumacher have fallen out. The two popular artists will continue to ap-
pear together and to cooperate in the artistic field but they will cease social interac-
tions. They have stopped talking to each other”.



130	 Diego Rotman

tirical theatre would perform in Yiddish, confront Israeli topics, reflect the 
daily reality in Israel, and continue to be faithful to the genre of miniature 
theatre, while returning to his artistic and cultural roots. Dzigan staged twen-
ty-two new programs with his theatre. The performances included texts by 
many authors, classic and modern, original works in Yiddish, adaptations and 
translations, as well as texts and adaptations of his own.28

7. Di Megile at the Hammam Theatre in Jaffa

By the second half of the 1960s, partly as a consequence of the Eichmann 
trial (1961) and its influences on the Israeli public discourse on the Holo-
caust and Jewish diasporic life, Israeli society developed a certain open-
ness to dealing with ethnic Jewish diasporic cultures and languages. How-
ever, Israeli society approached these cultures and languages not as concur-
rent with Hebrew culture and language but rather from a nostalgic vantage 
point and as part of the intangible heritage of the Jewish people and Israe-
li culture (Shapira 2004, 69-108). In the public discourse, this new approach 
also forged the image of Yiddish culture and language as ‘folksy’, rich in 
jokes, colourful, and still ‘low’ culture.

This decade also saw the Habima and Cameri theatres again perform-
ing pieces translated from the Yiddish repertoire.29 This state of affairs, fol-
lowed by the influence the Six-Day War exerted on Israeli society and cul-
ture, also laid the groundwork to a rediscovery of the Sephardic Ladino 
culture: in 1968 the Romancero sefaradi, a project created by Yitzhak Nav-
on, based on Ladino songs and liturgy collected by Yitzhak Levy, made Se-
phardic culture a legitimate component of Israel’s intangible heritage, gar-
nering highly positive reviews and opening central venues to Sephardic 
culture, such as Tel Aviv’s Mann Auditorium (the home of the Israel Phil-
harmonic Orchestra). The Romancero was not a one-time event: it was fol-
lowed by Bustan sefaradi, also written by Navon and directed by Yossi Mi-
lo at Habima Theatre in 1969. Nonetheless, in the cultural discourse, it was 
still defined as ‘popular’, closer to folklore than to ‘high’ art.

28 Among the writers whose texts Dzigan presented in his programs were Sholem 
Aleichem, Moyshe Nudelman, Hayim Ritterman-Abir, Al. Aksteyn, Avrom Shulman, 
Yosef Vinitsky, Yosef Heilbum, and Efraim Kishon.

29 In the Habima theatre, for example, after a long period with no performances 
translated from Yiddish, a new version of Tuvya the Milkman (1959) and Hard to be a 
Jew (1965) was staged; both based and translated by Sholem Aleichem. In 1966, it staged 
Yitshik Vaytenberg [The bird of the Ghetto], originally written in Yiddish by Hava Ro-
zenbarg. In 1970, the theatre staged only two performances translated from the Yiddish 
repertoire, and in 1980 five pieces translated from Yiddish.
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This, then, was the cultural atmosphere in 1965, when Shmuel Bunim, a 
young, promising Hebrew theatre director, who had never before worked 
in Yiddish theatre, approached one of the most popular theatre venues of 
Hebrew entertainment venues – the Hammam Theatre in Jaffa whose ar-
tistic directors were Dan Ben-Amotz and Haim Hefer, Bunim’s colleagues 
from Batsal Yarok. He proposed that, together, they realize his dream of 
staging Itzik Manger’s Megile lider in Yiddish at the Hammam with its very 
strong sabra (native-born Jewish Israeli) identity (Bunim 1994, 333).30 The 
first attempt was made with actors of the Hebrew theatre who knew Yid-
dish, but it did not work well. The play, based on Manger’s personal, poet-
ic, ‘folk’ approach to the purimshpiel (amateur folk plays performed on the 
Feast of Purim when Jewish tradition condones theatrical performances), 
was finally performed by the Burshteyn Family from the Yiddish popular 
theatre, featuring Perele Manger, Zishe Gold, and Bruno Fink – all actors 
on the Yiddish stage. It became one of the most successful productions in 
Yiddish in Israel, with more than 300 of presentations in Israel, New York 
and Buenos Aires.

It is interesting to note that Manger’s Megile lider [Songs from the Book 
of Esther] and Khumesh lider [Songs of the Pentateuch] were written as 
a response to a performance in Hebrew of Yaakov and Rachel by Krash-
ninikov, a melodrama based on a biblical theme, performed in an adapta-
tion translated by Avraham Shlonski (Shaked 2004, 43-62). Manger saw 
this Ohel Theatre performance in 1934 in Poland. In this work, he identified 
a clear ideological Zionist approach to Jewish history and mythology, in 
which the image of the Biblical Jew was imagined as a Bedouin or Palestin-
ian peasant (then emerging as a major identity option for Jews settling in 
Palestine in the first decades of the yishuv) (Zerubavel, 2008). His Khumesh 
lider was a reaction to that interpretation and became a project of cultural 
re-appropriation, or perhaps a translation of the Jewish mythos and history 
into Ashkenazi Yiddish culture (Sadan 1984, 27-46). The Megile lider is a po-
etic work with a lot of humour, a folksy atmosphere, and midrash31 done in 
the tradition of the purimshpiel. It is a piece about Purim, about reversal,32 

30 Bunim had started his career as a theatre director in 1953 in the Cameri Theatre. 
Di megile was the first piece he directed in Yiddish. Bunim knew Yiddish and saw a the-
atre-marionette performance of the Khumesh lider in Yiddish in Paris, where Manger’s 
introduction to the performance profoundly affected him. Di megile lider were pub-
lished in 1936 and Khumesh lider in 1935, both in Yiddish in Warsaw.

31 Midrash is a mode of biblical interpretation prominent in the Talmudic literature. 
It can be used as here, as a way to refer to modern or contemporary interpretations of 
biblical or Talmudic texts.

32 The Feast of Purim celebrates the miraculous deliverance of the Jewish people in 
the Greater Persian Empire (circa 500-400 BCE) through the intervention of Queen Es-
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about changing destiny. The style of the mise en scène at Hammam added a 
contemporary modern approach to folk and Yiddish culture, a sense of re-
newal to popular Yiddish theatre, and a surprising approach to Yiddish cul-
ture in the Hebrew theatre milieu (Stern 2011, 31-3; Burshteyn in Goldfin-
ger 1999). “We took Yiddish and with it made a modern play”, said Bunim. 
“It was the only possible way of bringing popular Jewish theatre like that 
to the Israeli public – making theatre with classic Jewish materials put 
through a modern blender” (quoted in Yas, 1988).

At first, recognition of the piece as successful, outstanding theatre didn’t 
come from the Yiddish public or from the traditional public of the Ham-
mam, but rather from the Hebrew press. After a month of performing for a 
very small audience, the Hebrew press – which had already given Manger 
a positive reception in his previous visits to Israel,33 and in its first reviews 
saw the play as devoted to a Yiddish audience – suddenly gave Di megile a 
totally new interpretation in his review in Maariv: 

Spicy pleasure like a glass of yash [a type of distilled liquor] drinking for 
the creators and the creation, a dizzying dance like a mitzvah dance34 that 
dances to the heart of a bride and groom, a heartfelt delight like a Yiddish 
folk song whose simple words are saturated with the laughter and weeping 
of generations – such was the encounter we had with the Hammam Thea-
tre and the “Megillah Songs” by the Yiddish poet Itzik Manger . . . and this 
poetry is a folk symphony, so simple in its expressions and so exuberant in 
originality with fireworks in its revelations.
(Feingold, 1965)

The new social and political conditions created an atmosphere that allowed 

ther. Instead of being exterminated, the Jews take revenge on their enemies and the 
arch-fiend Haman – who is said to rank only after the emperor at the beginning of the 
story – is hanged on the same tree where he had planned to hang his Jewish arch-ri-
val, Mordechai. The Megile lider is about reversal in the way anthropologist Max Gluck-
man defines the major paradox of rituals of status-reversals that allow the outbreak of 
rebellion and subversion, which may finally lead to strengthening the established social 
order. Mikhail Bakhtin, in his influential Problems of Dostoyevsky’ s Poetics and Rabe-
lais and His World, extends the definition of the term ‘carnival’ to designate all forms of 
symbolic reversal undertaken in the spirit of laughter. Symbolic reversal can be applied 
to Manger’s Megile lider in this sense. See Gash, 1993.

33 Manger’s poetry was first introduced to the Hebrew reader by means of Nathan 
Alterman’s translations. Alterman visited Israel in 1958, 1961 and later again for the per-
formance of Di megile. He was always well-received by the press, cultural figures, and 
politicians.

34 The Mizvah dance is the Hasidic wedding custom implying that a man dances be-
fore the bride with a kerchief between them after the wedding feast. Its origin goes 
back to the time of the Talmud, when a myrtle branch was used instead of a kerchief.
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the presentation of a Yiddish work in a Hebrew venue directed by a He-
brew director. The great success of the play was a consequence of Manger’s 
status in Israel and the fact that it was an Israeli director in an Israeli thea-
tre who proposed a contemporary, modernistic approach to Manger’s texts 
– still treating Yiddish as ‘folk’ culture, but clearly framed on the modern 
Hebrew sabra stage and modern way of exhibiting the ‘native’. For all these 
reasons, the production didn’t necessarily attract the typical Yiddish audi-
ence, but allowed non-Yiddish speakers, and those who didn’t want to ex-
pose themselves as Yiddish-lovers or as members of the Yiddish theatre au-
dience, to access the performance in a safe place. Moreover, Manger’s texts 
were framed by Hefer’s rhymed verse in Hebrew and the songs framed 
by Selzer’s modern approach to Jewish music. Likewise, the scenography 
didn’t try to represent the old shtetl, but rather depicted an abstract place 
(Yerushalmi 2005, 333-52; Rojanski 2020, 225-49). In that sense, Di megile 
was a performance in Yiddish with Yiddish actors, but without belonging 
to the milieu of Yiddish theatre and not produced for the Yiddish audience. 
Another factor that may allow us to understand the great success could be 
the fact that it was a modern version of a purimshpiel, a unique event in the 
history of the Israeli theatre that defined a Yiddish theatre performance as 
a guest and a once-a-year acceptable phenomenon. 

Di megile lider was later performed in a Hebrew version without the 
same success, and later in Yiddish by the Yiddishpiel Theatre in 1988, again 
directed again by Bunim, but using a totally different approach. This time, 
the performance was presented as more of a nostalgic monument to the 
previous version than as the revolutionary performance it was the first 
time (Evron, 1988a).

8. Yiddish Theatre and Dzigan’s Theatre in the 1970s

Dzigan’s theatre began to encounter economic difficulties in the mid-1960s 
due to declining ticket sales, the lack of financial support, and the taxes im-
posed on the theatre. Dzigan referred to these issues repeatedly, both in 
skits and in the media (Bar-Yosef, 1968; Shmulevitsh, 1986). Taxation led to 
higher ticket prices and the theatre found it difficult to stage its programs 
for long runs: at the beginning of the 1960s, Dzigan’s shows were staged 
around 150 times over six months, whereas by the end of the decade no 
show was staged for more than three months. According to Dzigan, such 
a number of shows in Israel could not cover costs and he was forced to re-
ly on his tours abroad (Na’aman, 1975; Rimon, 1967). In 1962, Dzigan was 
forced to reduce his troupe and the number of times each program was per-
formed due to the number of theatre-goers and contend with significant fi-
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nancial losses (Janasowicz, 1967; Sverdlin, 1967). Dzigan lost his econom-
ic independence and could no longer successfully battle the cultural policy 
that discriminated against him because he acted in Yiddish (Ohad, 1975).35 
With the help of Levi Eshkol, he succeeded, at the end of the 1960s, in re-
ceiving an exemption from the ‘spectacle tax’, and in 1978 – two years be-
fore his death at the age of 73 – then-Tel Aviv Mayor, Shlomo Lahat, grant-
ed him an exemption from the council tax (Shofti, 1978).

At the end of the 1970s, Dzigan again argued that satire had lost its in-
fluence. The change resulted from a weakening of his satire, but it also 
marked a shift in the status of Dzigan himself and in the status of Yiddish 
satire in the Israeli reality since the end of the 1960s. Dzigan expressed his 
despair and his lack of faith that the political parties would help find a solu-
tion for his declining personal status and that of Yiddish culture in general. 
Yiddish newspaper were also losing their influence (Rojanski, 2020, 250).36

In the last decade of his life, Dzigan found only rhetorical rather than 
practical solutions for this new reality. He lost his strength, or perhaps felt 
that his satirical weapon had become less penetrating. The discourse about 
Dzigan moved between satire and tragedy. From the beginning of the 1970s, 
Dzigan’s public expressions began to convey a feeling of frustration, even 
when this was not evident in his theatre. The statement that, had he been 
younger, he would have converted to Christianity and left Israel reflects 
deep exasperation with his inability to change not only the future but also 
the present, for both himself and his culture.

Likewise, the lack of writers and the poor quality of the texts were ma-
jor themes in reviews of Dzigan’s shows, mainly since the second show 
that he staged alone. The texts in Dzigan’s performances aroused contra-
dictory reaction. Yehoshua Bar-Yosef, for example, claimed that, from an ar-
tistic perspective, some of them were schmaltzy, but they achieved cultur-
al admiration because they evoked memories of the Jewish shtetl, triggered 
nostalgia, and brought Jewish culture closer to the Israeli audience (1964). 
Bar-Yosef thus attributed to the texts an educational, didactic, and emotion-
al role (1964). Repetition of materials from previous programs, skits that 
Dzigan himself had written, and the adaptation of classic materials, mainly 
by Sholem Aleichem, were immediate solutions, though Dzigan recognized 
the impossibility of creating a real continuation of the theatre in the tradi-
tion of Ararat and renewing the theatrical language in Israel (Keisari, 1965).

35 As quoted in Ohad (1975): “Poland didn’t finish me off. Russia didn’t finish me of – 
but here, in the State of Israel, will the full stop be written? In the last three years in Is-
rael I haven’t covered even 50 percent of my expenses”.

36 Letste Nayes was still being published by the Mapai political party, which brought 
the newspaper to Tsanin, but in the words of Rojanski “the Yiddish press, the heart of 
the Yiddish cultural scene had shrunken dramatically” (2020, 250).
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9. Yiddish kunst teater [Yiddish Art Theatre]

The year 1975 saw an important project in the history of Yiddish theatre in 
Israel, in part because of the new wave of immigration of Jews from the So-
viet Union from 1969 through 1971, which brought new Yiddish actors and 
writers to the country. The Yidish kunst teater [Yiddish Art Theatre] was 
created with official support based on a Jewish Agency initiative, and sup-
ported by the Ministry of Immigrant Absorption and the Ministry of Edu-
cation. In its own words, the theatre’s goal was to make Israel a centre for 
Yiddish theatre, preserve the Yiddish language through the performance 
of classic Yiddish plays as well as translated plays from Hebrew, and at-
tract new immigrant actors. The institution expected to give work to the 
new immigrants, helping them with their process of acclimation. One ques-
tion raised about the idea of founding an art theatre in Yiddish in Israel was 
if the right artists were available and capable of developing such an enter-
prise. For the organizers and director Leah Porat,37 this was a rhetorical 
question with a negative answer. Those in charge of the project looked for 
directors outside Israel. Dzigan harshly opposed the establishment of the 
Yidish kunst teater. He questioned the purity of the intentions behind this 
move, asking why they were choosing to bring artists from abroad to Isra-
el rather than supporting those who were already active in Israel (Na’aman, 
1975). In another interview, he said, “On the one hand, I welcome the fact 
that the Yiddish word and Yiddish cultural values have finally been remem-
bered . . . but if the government and institutions have remembered the step-
son and invested good money, why did they not bother to ensure a good 
play instead of a joke? Whoever wants to stage Amkho needs at least four 
real actors who were raised in the Jewish tradition” (Ohad, 1975).

The idea of founding such a repertory theatre in Yiddish was positive, 
but if we think about the institutions involved in this project, it is not hard 
to grasp that what seemed like a positive approach to Yiddish was just an-
other step in the process of cultural translation. The Yidish kunst teater was 
an instrument in the cultural assimilation of new immigrants. There was 
no other reason for the Ministry of Immigrant Absorption and the Jew-
ish Agency to be this project’s major supporters. The intention was to give 
jobs to immigrant artists to help their transition to the Hebrew stage, as de-
scribed in the press (Keisari, 1975).

The project was a colossal failure. We can learn about the approach to 
Yiddish culture by looking at the mise en scène style applied to their first 

37 Leah Porat was the director of the Yiddish kunst-teater as well as the director of 
the Art and Culture Department at the Ministry of Culture and Education.
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performance. The director was Shmuel Bunim, the same director who 
brought a modern approach to Yiddish. He decided to begin and end all 
the scenes from Sholem Aleichem’s play Amkho with a frozen image. Ben-
Ami interpreted this artistic decision as a reflection of the actual states 
of affairs of Yiddish culture in Israel, i.e. that Yiddish was a frozen cul-
ture, a museological object (1975). To revive the Yiddish theatre, he said, it 
mustn’t be presented as a museum, but be given a modern, contemporary 
approach without thinking that Yiddish theatre-goers are incapable of ap-
preciating modernism. Ben-Ami was positive about the fact that the Yidish 
kunst teater was directed by figures from the Hebrew cultural milieu such 
as Leah Porat rather than by the ‘last Mohicans’ of Yiddish. He also saw 
the fact that the playbill was only in Hebrew as a good sign [!]. Like Ben-
Ami, Arye Kinarti praised the fact that the first production was far from 
the popular style of the Yiddish theatre (1975). The performance was not 
a success, neither artistically nor in terms of the public. The second and 
last performance of Glikl fun Hamel was directed and performed by Ida 
Kaminska featuring Eni Liton, but it fared no better. Most of the critics 
concluded that there was no future for the Yiddish theatre, and what was 
even worse was that there was not even a present. This served to justify 
and legitimize the stance that there was no room to support a Yiddish art 
theatre in Israel. 

Following the failure of the Yidish kunst teater and perhaps as a re-
sponse to the World Conference of Yiddish and Yiddish Culture, which 
took place in Jerusalem in 1976, where participants expressed the necessi-
ty and willingness to found and develop a national art theatre in Yiddish, 
many critics felt free to be vehemently opposed to Yiddish theatre in Israel. 
Ze’ev Rav-Nof, a journalist in Davar defined the characteristics of Yiddish 
theatre as follows: 

 . . . commercial melodrama, whose basis is the shtetl, which has already 
disappeared . . . This material, which today is nothing more than nostalgia, 
becomes problematic when it is intended to be shown to the public. And not 
because of the low quality of the mise en scène, but because of the affinity of 
the limited Yiddish public for the modern amateur theatre.
(1976, 13)

Neve-Tsel defined Yiddish theatre as an agonizing art with the “quality of 
the final show of a school play, where the teacher has been ill during most 
of the rehearsals” (1976, 12-13). Its future, continued the journalist, was only 
to be “a grave between an endowed university chair and the archives of the 
academe.” In the daily Davar, Brauda defined Yiddish theatre as “less than 
a cheap joke. ‘Kitsch’ would be an honourable adjective for many of these 
shows” (1978, 9). 
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In one of the longer essays on Yiddish theatre published in the 1970s, 
Tamar Maroz redefined Yiddish theatre using a sad, romantic image of no-
madic actors, travelling the same night from one city to another to earn a 
living: the theatre companies without their own theatre buildings, without 
programs, performing shows in which the director often also plays stars as 
the hero (1974). Maroz wrote from an empathic and romantic place, helping 
the construction of a new image of the Yiddish theatre, a romantic and nos-
talgic image of something declining towards a poor, sad culture.

10. Yiddishpiel

Yiddishpiel – The Yiddish Theatre in Israel38 was founded in Tel Aviv at the 
end of 1987 and it performed for the first time in January 1988. Its founder, 
initiator, first administrator, actor, artistic director, and most dominant fig-
ure was Shmulik Atzmon-Wircer, a well-known actor and director of the 
Hebrew stage.39

Atzmon was born 1929 in Biłgoraj, Poland, and immigrated to Isra-
el when he was 17 years old. He started his career in the Hebrew theatre 
where he attempted to prove, according to his own words in a private in-
terview, that “he was more sabra than the sabras”. He was one of the found-
ers and directors of the avant-garde theatre Zavit (f. 1958), which merged 
with Habima Theatre in 1968. In 1972, he directed Shimen Dzigan for the 
first time, forming an initial relationship with the Yiddish theatre. After 
the death of Eliyahu Goldenberg in 1976, Atzmon joined the theatre group 
founded at the beginning of the 1960s by Goldenberg, Shmuel Segal, and 
Shmuel Rodenski, who performed Sholem Aleykehm’s Di kleyne mentshel-
ekh (in Hebrew) with great success (in 1970, it was broadcast on Israeli tel-
evision). Atzmon joined Segal and Rodenski, whereupon the group was re-
named The Three Shmuliks.

Since its founding, and with the support of the Tel Aviv Municipality, 
the Haseen Municipality in Germany, and the Lerner Fund for Yiddish (later 
on also with the support from different public and private institutions and 
the Israeli Ministry of Culture), Yiddishpiel presented more than 140 pieces 
from the ‘classic’ Yiddish theatre, pieces translated from Hebrew and other 
languages, and adaptations and translations of a few classics from the West-
ern theatre, such as Waiting for Godot, a translated and adapted version of 
Beckett’s piece written and directed by Yehoshua Sobol in 2015 (Rotman, 
2008). Many Yiddish stage actors, such as Yaakov Bodo, Yaakov Halperin, 

38 This became the official name of the theatre since 1994.
39 According to some brochures of the theatre, the idea for the theatre originated 

with the then-Tel Aviv Mayor, Shlomo Lahat.
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Anabella, Monica Vardimon, Carol Markovitz, and Israel Becker performed 
in the Yiddishpiel, together with young actors from the Hebrew theatre 
who previously didn’t know Yiddish, such as Elena Yarlova, Gera Sandler, 
Irma Pisko, Anat Atzmon, and Gidi Yagil who became part of the troupe.

According to its own discourse, Yiddishpiel played on their cultural sub-
group to which it belonged in order to help preserve a non-hegemonic cul-
ture in Israel. The institutional role of the theatre as expressed on its web-
site in 2002 is “to preserve the tradition of the treasures of the Yiddish cul-
ture and the Yiddish language with the knowledge that this is an important 
part of the literary and cultural creation of our folk” (www.yiddishpiel.co.il, 
accessed 2002). From this short passage, one may conclude that the institu-
tion was established not to renew the Yiddish tradition but to become a liv-
ing museum for the Yiddish theatre and language. Yiddishpiel does not at-
tempt to create new Yiddish theatre but to preserve (or even create) a ca-
nonical past. This approach has influenced the aesthetic of the theatre – an 
aesthetic of preservation – where the theatre has devoted itself to the pres-
ervation of a Yiddish aesthetic as understood by the theatre directors and 
managers. An inherent part of this process is to preserve itself, to survive 
(Caufman-Simchon, 2010; Shem-Tov, 2018).

Yiddishpiel has become a living memorial to the Yiddish theatre in Israel 
as understood by Atzmon, a role that can be largely accepted by the Israe-
li establishment and may be worthy of its support. But Yiddishpiel, most-
ly through Atzmon’s public discourse in the press, has carried out a critical 
discourse against the Israeli cultural policy towards Yiddish in particular 
and diasporic cultures in general. Atzmon developed his discourse on the 
necessity of having a Yiddish theatre in Israel and on the local history of 
cultural discrimination suffered by the Yiddish theatre in Israel. On his per-
sonal bureau at the theatre offices, he keeps a framed reproduction of the 
letter from the Films and Plays Censorship Committee forbidding the Av-
rom Goldfaden Theatre to perform in Yiddish. 

Yiddishpiel was founded at a time when Yiddish was no longer a cul-
tural threat. This particular fact is referred to by Atzmon to justify the cre-
ation, development, and support of Yiddish theatre. Without diasporic cul-
tures, Atzmon argues, there would be no Israeli culture: “There is no future 
without the past. . . . Without Yiddish culture, it would have been impos-
sible to develop the theatre institution that Hanoch Levin created; all his 
writing was influenced by Yiddish” (quoted in Omer, 1991). The establish-
ment of a Yiddish theatre was an urgent matter according to Atzmon. Yid-
dish theatre hasn’t died yet, he told me in a private interview; perhaps it is 
only in its last throes of agony, so let’s give the Yiddish theatre “a respect-
ful death and not let it die like a dog” (Handelsatz ,1988; Manor, 1988; Pink-
us, 1998).
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Atzmon succeeded in his struggle to get official recognition for Yiddish-
piel in particular, and for Yiddish theatre, language, and culture in gener-
al. He received economic support, important prizes, media attention, and 
invitations to international theatre festivals around the world. During its 
first 20 years of existence, Yiddishpiel was described by the Hebrew press 
as being at a low level, lacking artistic objectives or potential. The first pro-
duction and those that followed got very negative reviews. The produc-
tions were defined as kitsch (Evron, 1988b and, 1989a; Nagid 1994); melo-
dramatic (Evron, 1988b; Sachish, 1992; Handelzalts, 1989); naïve and am-
ateur (Shifman ,1992; Handelzalts, 1994); nostalgic (Feingold, 1995; Nagid, 
1995; Paz, 1989); with an old style (Evron, 1988b; Gilula, 1988); and other pe-
joratives. Sometimes the tone was very sarcastic and disrespectful towards 
the style, accusing the theatre of being grotesque (Bar-Yosef, 2001); out of 
time (Yaron, 1989); and with a very low artistic level, using very rude attrib-
utes such as burekas play (Evron, 1989b); primary school level (Burshteyn, 
2000); or otherwise on a level of an amateur workshop. Michael Han-
delzalts, who was for many years the chief theatre critic at Haaretz, wrote 
very sarcastically about Yiddishpiel’s first show, Sholem Aleikhem’s Shver 
tsu zayn a yid [It is Hard to Be a Jew], directed by Israel Becker, which pre-
miered on January 24, 1988: “When I left the theatre, I thought to myself 
that at least one good thing had come out of Zionism: it had made this type 
of theatre a thing of the past” (Handelzalts, 1988).

In the same article, Handelzalts described Yiddishpiel as a museologi-
cal object and a historical reconstruction, rather than as art. In this sense, 
Yiddishpiel was seen as the continuation of the popular Yiddish commer-
cial theatre – a theatre “from which an anti-Semite could derive pleasure” 
Boaz Evron wrote sarcastically (1988c). According to Handelzalts, Yiddish-
piel justified the historically negative approach to Yiddish theatre in Israel 
(1988). “It is hard to understand,” continued the reviewer, “what such a the-
atre has that justifies its revival” (1988). The reviews in the Hebrew press 
defined Yiddishpiel as a living monument not to the Yiddish art theatre that 
Atzmon dreamed about, but as a monument to the popular Yiddish theatre 
with all the negative stigma that dominated the Israel discourse.

Over time, some of the reviews became lighter and more empathet-
ic. Specific performances got very positive reviews, like Foygelman [Bird-
man] (1991), based on a novel by Hebrew writer Aharon Meged, performed 
in Hebrew and Yiddish, directed by Yoram Falk. It was the first production 
that got positive reviews in the Hebrew press (Evron, 1991; Yaron 1991). This 
time, according to Handelzalts, the theatre justified it existence (1991). But 
these positive reviews were often exceptions, as the next productions got 
negative reviews again, followed by a few good reviews. Over the years, 
the theatre became part of the Israeli theatre landscape, though not part of 
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the mainstream: it is still considered to be an ethnic niche, a theatre from 
the Israeli sub-culture. To attract an audience, it has been forced to add sur-
titles in Hebrew and Russian. 

In 1996, the Israeli parliament approved the establishment of a National 
Authority for Yiddish Culture and a National Authority for Ladino Culture, 
and Atzmon was an important figure in the promotion of those laws, which 
would result in stable support for Yiddish culture. These institutions were 
finally established in 1999, and the National Authority for Yiddish Culture 
joined Beth Shalom Aleichem in becoming the two most important sup-
porters of Yiddish culture in Israel. In 2011, Sassi Keshet, a singer and ac-
tor of the Hebrew stage who did not know Yiddish, became the new direc-
tor of Yiddishpiel, a position he holds to this day. He has developed the the-
atre in a more popular direction, combining nostalgia and music in many of 
the programs in an attempt to win a broader audience once again. In 2012, 
Handelzalts still complained about the staging in Yiddish of a theatre piece 
of such low quality. Handelzalts referred to the repertoire and tradition-
al Yiddish theatre. But, since the end of the 1990s, new approaches to Yid-
dish theatre and performance started to develop in Israel. These methods 
were looking for a contemporary approach to Yiddish. Some of those initia-
tives occurred in alternative venues such as Yung Yiddish founded by actor 
Mendy Cahan; other were avant-garde performances in Yiddish with He-
brew translations done by the Sala-manca Group, presented at the Nation-
al Poetry Festival in Metula, the Jerusalem Film Festival, and the Israel Fes-
tival (Rotman, 2019; Stern, 2019); and, recently, Esther’s Cabaret, supported 
by Sholem Aleichem House with new Yiddish texts written by Yaad Biran 
and Esther Nissim. The projects in which archive and repertoire, and past 
and present, are being challenged are the subject for another chapter in the 
history of Yiddish theatre and performance in Israel.

11. Conclusion

The analysis of the cultural and linguistic policy carried out by the State of 
Israel against the Yiddish theatre in the State of Israel in the studied peri-
od and its applications through different apparatuses such as the Films and 
Plays Censorship Committee and the taxation policies, as well as the close 
reading and analysis of the public discourse about the Yiddish theatre in Is-
rael in the Hebrew and Yiddish press, demonstrate that these had a criti-
cal negative effect on the possible continuation or development of the Yid-
dish theatre in Israel. The effects of those policies and the negative rhetoric 
of the discourse, the economic oppression, and the rejection of the Yiddish 
theatre by theatre critics and the press impacted the public perception, af-
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fected Yiddish artists economically, impelled Yiddish actors to try to find 
a way to the Hebrew theatre or towards new horizons. They also affected 
the decision of many important Yiddish artists not to immigrate to Israel, 
and instead prefer to work as guest artists or as permanent residents rath-
er than as citizens. The Yiddish theatre in Israel became acceptable (only af-
ter a major struggle) more as a mean of remembering a forgotten culture 
than a living, creative field in the new-born state. The Yiddish theatre did 
not succeed in developing in Israel not only as consequence of the natural 
decline of the Yiddish culture and language after the Holocaust, but also as 
a consequence of an ideological policy that affected it directly. The Yiddish 
theatre was not persecuted because of its low degree of dominance, but 
rather because it was considered a linguistic and cultural threat, which was 
later translated into being an aesthetic threat. Those cultural policies were 
aimed at avoiding the possibility of performing an alternative idea of Jew-
ishness that didn’t fit the Hebrew Zionist ideology. Performing in Yiddish 
in Israel became - synonymous with performing in exile. Today, the Yiddish 
theatre in Israel finds itself between a museological project of remembrance 
and experimental, independent attempts to challenge this approach. 
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1.

It sometimes happens that what might be classified merely as sources for 
Shakespeare’s plays are in fact invoked so pointedly by the works them-
selves as effectively to constitute implicit intertexts in relation to which, in 
greater or lesser measure, the dramas deriving from them define their im-
aginative coordinates and elaborate their own meanings. In such instanc-
es the sources may be viewed not solely in genealogical terms as historical 
antecedents or creative influences only, but as elements operating active-
ly within the text and functioning as essential components of its overall 
structure of significance. Such is the case with Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and 
more particularly with the story of Pyramus and Thisbe contained within 
that rich and variegated compendium of mythological narratives, as they 
relate to two plays which are generally recognized to be closely affiliat-
ed with and even complementary to one another, these being Romeo and 
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Juliet and A Midsummer Night’s Dream.1 It is some of the ways in which 
this story makes its presence felt in these two works, and the web of rela-
tionships that is thereby woven between them – a skein of reciprocal allu-
sion which is perhaps denser and more intricate than might appear at first 
sight – that it will be my purpose to examine in the following pages.

Even at the level of plot, the analogies between Ovid’s story and the 
two Shakespearean plays are striking. The tale concerns two young peo-
ple, living in adjoining dwellings in the city of Babylon, whose burgeoning 
love for one another is impeded by the opposition of their parents. In Ovid 
it is not specified that there is any actual antagonism between the families 
of the two lovers, and neither is any other reason given for the fact that 
they are not permitted to marry, but nonetheless the parents are adamant 
in their refusal to consent to a union between their children. Notwith-
standing this opposition, however, the two young people contrive to hold 
whispered conversations with one another through a narrow crack in the 
wall separating their two houses, and one day arrange a nocturnal tryst 
near the tomb of Ninus situated outside the city. Thisbe is the first to ar-
rive at the assignation, but is forced to conceal herself when a lioness ap-
pears on the scene with her mouth dripping with blood from a recent kill. 
In the haste of her flight she drops her mantle,2 and the lioness rends this 
garment and smears it with blood before vanishing. Pyramus arrives, sees 
the tracks of the lioness and the torn and bloodied mantle, and infers from 
this evidence that Thisbe has been devoured by a wild beast while await-
ing him. Overwhelmed by despair, he stabs himself with his sword, and 
Thisbe, emerging from her hiding place in time to see her lover die, also 
dispatches herself by means of the same weapon.

Numerous commentators have pointed out the relevance of this trag-
ic little tale to that of Romeo and Juliet. Kenneth Muir mentions that even 
before the composition of Shakespeare’s tragedy the resemblance between 

1 Frank Kermode describes A Midsummer Night’s Dream as “a twin of Romeo and Ju-
liet, a treatment of what is fundamentally the same story but this time in a comic mode” 
(2001, 59), while Brian Gibbons observes that the two plays constitute “a kind of diptych, 
portraying the attraction and repulsion of opposites . . . in opposed modes, of tragedy and 
comedy” (1993, 31). Other critics have remarked on the specular relation between the two 
plays.

2 This is Arthur Golding’s translation of Ovid’s “amictus” (Ovid 2000, 89), which 
Shakespeare also adopts in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (5.1.271). Others translate the 
word as “cloak” (e.g. Frank Justus Miller in Ovid 1977, 185, 187), and Chaucer renders it as 
“wimpel” (1969, 370). If, as some commentators argue, a sexual significance is to be read 
into the bloodying of the garment (Taylor 2004, 56), then “veil” might be the more ade-
quate translation, one that would chime with Ovid’s use of the word “velamina” on two 
occasions in the story (Ovid 1977, 184, 186). See A.B. Taylor’s note in Taylor 2004, 64, note 
16.
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the stories had been noticed by George Pettie, whose Petite Pallace of Pettie 
his Pleasure was published in 1576 or shortly thereafter, and so might con-
ceivably have been read by Shakespeare himself. Muir quotes Pettie’s ob-
servation “that sutch presinesse of parentes brought Pyramus and Thisbe to 
a wofull end, Romeo and Julietta to untimely death” (2005, 68). Other crit-
ics have gone even further, and argued not only for an analogy but for an 
actual genealogical connection between Shakespeare’s work and its Ovid-
ian predecessor. One editor of Romeo and Juliet, Brian Gibbons, discuss-
ing the version by Luigi Da Porto which influenced Matteo Bandello and 
through him Arthur Brooke’s The Tragicall Historye of Romeus and Juliet 
– the poem which is the most obvious immediate source of Shakespeare’s 
play – suggests that Da Porto’s “ending … may be influenced by the sto-
ry of Pyramus and Thisbe in Ovid” (1993, 35), and that it is by this route 
that the tale found its way into Romeo and Juliet. But the theory has a 
long lineage, and is one that has not failed to provoke its fair share of dis-
sent. If in the nineteenth century the pioneering student of folklore Thom-
as Keightley asserted that “the remote original is the tale of Pyramus and 
Thisbe in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, from which an Italian writer named Lui-
gi da Porto made a tale” (1867, 32), the editor of Brooke’s Romeus and Juli-
et J.J. Munro specifically takes issue with the view that Pyramus and This-
be is the “ultimate source of the Romeo legend”, remarking that “this theo-
ry of absolute relationship with one ancient story is hardly tenable … and 
the fact that the simple theme of two distressed lovers would call forth the 
same type of story in different minds, may explain some of the similari-
ty” (1908, x). Munro’s objection raises an important point concerning the 
methodology of source studies, the fact that the existence of an analogy 
does not necessarily imply that of a relation of direct influence. What tells 
against his rather perfunctory dismissal of the Pyramus and Thisbe story 
as a source, however, is the fact that Shakespeare himself calls attention to 
it, both obliquely in Romeo and Juliet, and more directly in that other play 
which might in various respects be seen as a kind of pendant to this trag-
edy, namely A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Keightley is of course simplify-
ing drastically when he asserts that Da Porto elaborated his tale from the 
original in the Pyramus and Thisbe episode, because the evolutionary tra-
jectory of the story was considerably more convoluted than this. Nonethe-
less the idea that this episode lies in the background of Romeo and Juliet, 
as it self-evidently does in that of A Midsummer Night’s Dream as well, re-
mains entirely valid.

Before going any further a qualification must be registered. To affirm 
that Pyramus and Thisbe story in the Metamorphoses constitutes an “ul-
timate source”, to use Munro’s phrase, or even a “remote original”, to use 
Keightley’s, is of course a gross simplification, because Ovid’s tale is it-
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self almost certainly an elaboration of an antecedent narrative, reshaped 
to conform to the pattern of ceaseless metamorphosis which the Roman 
poet perceived as operating throughout the cosmos. According to Peter E. 
Knox, although “the story of Pyramus and Thisbe … is known from no ex-
tant literary sources earlier than Ovid … he must have found it in some 
text now lost”, the tale seeming to have descended from a myth originat-
ing in the Greek East (2014, 38). Knox elsewhere discusses a mosaic locat-
ed in the remains of a second or third century A.D. villa on Cyprus, de-
picting the story of Pyramus and Thisbe but appearing to refer to another 
tradition than the Ovidian, and suggests that this work “opens the pos-
sibility that Ovid learned of a local Cilician myth which he adapted to 
his own purposes” (1989, 328). According to this reconstruction, in oth-
er words, Ovid himself is no more than another link in a chain of trans-
mission by which a story of originally Eastern provenance, apparently fea-
turing deities associated with a river and a stream (Knox 1989, 319; Keith 
2001, 309), entered into the European tradition. Since the Ovidian version 
of the Pyramus and Thisbe narrative is in chronological terms the earli-
est literary exemplification of the story that has actually come down to us, 
however, and as it is the earliest with which Shakespeare himself may rea-
sonably be supposed to have been acquainted, it is this version that we 
must take as a point of reference.

There can be no question that Shakespeare knew Ovid’s Metamorphoses 
extremely well, both in the original Latin and in the translation that had 
been published in 1567 by Arthur Golding, and that echoes of these works 
reverberate throughout his own.3 That one of the Ovidian stories which 
particularly caught Shakespeare’s attention was that of Pyramus and This-
be is evidenced by the fact that he specifically alludes to it in several of his 
plays. The Metamorphoses is not, of course, the only literary work in which 
he could have read this story, although he would have known very well 
that it is the Roman poem which is its locus classicus. John Gower offered 
a version of the tale in his Confessio Amantis, a poem which Shakespeare 
consulted when writing his portions of Pericles, and there are a number of 
others.4 Among these is the rendition, entitled “The Legend of Thisbe of 
Babylon”, included in Chaucer’s The Legend of Good Women, a curious col-
lection of stories in which the author ostensibly seeks to vindicate the su-

3 For Shakespeare’s debt to Ovid, see for instance Highet 1985, 203-7, Taylor 2000, 
Bate 2000, and Bate 2001.

4 Muir provides an extensive survey of some of the versions of the Pyramus tale ex-
tant in Shakespeare’s time and, arguing that “Shakespeare had read several versions of 
the Pyramus story” (1954, 142), identifies a number of possible verbal borrowings from 
these sources to be found in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. A revised version of this dis-
cussion is to be found in Muir’s later book The Sources of Shakespeare’s Plays (2005, 68-77).
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perior moral qualities of women, but does so with a satirical glint in his 
eye that may have given Shakespeare a cue for his own treatment of the 
tale in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. As is the case with other stories con-
tained in this collection, Chaucer explicitly cites Ovid (whom he identifies 
as Naso) as his fount of information (1969, 368), though he takes signifi-
cant liberties with his source when it suits his purposes. Although so emi-
nent an authority in matters pertaining to Shakespearean sources as Ken-
neth Muir maintains that in A Midsummer Night’s Dream “Shakespeare 
took very little from Chaucer’s version of the story, the only one which 
was not in some way ludicrous” (2005, 72), it seems to me that, as I shall 
be arguing as we proceed, Chaucer’s retelling of the tale may in fact have 
exerted a significant influence not only on A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
but on Romeo and Juliet as well, and that this influence may help to ac-
count for some of the apparently anomalous elements to be found in each.

Although explicit references to the story of Pyramus and Thisbe in 
Shakespeare’s works are relatively few, they are not the less telling for 
that reason. A particularly vivid instance is found in Titus Andronicus, in 
which we find the lines “So pale did shine the moon on Pyramus / When 
he by night lay bathed in maiden blood” (2.3.231-2).5 Examined from the 
perspective of the present discussion, the tableau thus evoked of the moon 
casting its pallid glow over the lifeless bodies of the unfortunate lovers is 
of particular interest, inasmuch as the detail of the moon illuminating the 
scene on the night of the tragic tryst between Pyramus and Thisbe is one 
that is mentioned only in passing by Golding, whereas Chaucer draws 
deliberate attention to it when he remarks that “The mone shoon, men 
mighte wel y-see” (1969, 370). This is a circumstance that becomes signif-
icant in view of the anxiety evinced by the artisans enacting the Pyramus 
and Thisbe interlude in A Midsummer Night’s Dream that ways and means 
be found “to bring the moonlight into a chamber; for you know, Pyramus 
and Thisby meet by moonlight” (3.1.46-7), since it suggests that Shake-
speare is at this point thinking of Chaucer’s retelling of Ovid at least as 
much as of Golding’s translation. In Titus Andronicus, incidentally, a dra-
ma in which a volume of Ovid’s Metamorphoses physically materializ-
es on the stage and plays a crucial role in advancing the action, several of 
the personages not only purposely model their conduct on stories found in 
the Metamorphoses, but oblige other characters to do the same, so that in 

5 With the exception of those to Romeo and Juliet and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
all references to Shakespeare’s works throughout this article are to the single volume Ar-
den Shakespeare Complete Works (Shakespeare 2001). References to Romeo and Juliet and 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream are to the editions of the play edited by Brian Gibbons and 
Harold F. Brooks respectively (Shakespeare 1997; Shakespeare 2006).



152	 David Lucking

this case there is inevitably and demonstrably a correspondence between 
events in the drama and the Ovidian source.6 This is something that might, 
though in less overt form, constitute a precedent for later works as well. 

Another mention of the Pyramus and Thisbe story is to be found in The 
Merchant of Venice, when Jessica, reviewing the sad catalogue of love af-
fairs terminating in disaster or betrayal that may be premonitory of her 
own future life with Lorenzo, recalls that “In such a night / Did Thisbe 
fearfully o’ertrip the dew, / And saw the lion’s shadow ere himself, / And 
ran dismayed away” (5.1.6-9). In this case as well the story of the Baby-
lonian lovers is invoked, together with others that are also to be found 
in Chaucer’s works, as a prototype of doomed love. What from the point 
of view of the present discussion is perhaps more immediately pertinent, 
however, is the fact that the tale is expressly alluded to in Romeo and Ju-
liet, when Mercutio mockingly remarks that in comparison with Rosaline, 
with whom Romeo believes himself to be in love, “Thisbe [is] a grey eye 
or so, but not to the purpose” (2.4.43-4). These are words that may be con-
strued as an intentional hint on Shakespeare’s part, signalling the exist-
ence of an imaginative link between this play and A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. For it is of course in this latter work, written about the same time 
as Romeo and Juliet and sharing some of its themes and image patterns, 
that the Pyramus and Thisbe story is most deliberately invoked, much of 
the play revolving in fact around the preparations being mounted by a 
group of Athenian artisans to present a theatrical rendition of the tale at a 
wedding feast.

2.

I have mentioned the fact that Shakespeare was familiar with Golding’s 
translation of Ovid, as is amply attested by the numerous echoes of Gold-
ing’s words to be found in his works.7 And a number of commentators, in-
cluding myself, have argued that this translation is explicitly referenced, 

6 For more on this see for instance Waith 1957, West 1982, Hunt 1988, Hardy 1997, 
Maslen 2000, and Lucking 2012, 43-61. Janice Valls-Russell considers the question of 
whether the figure of Bassianus in Titus Andronicus might be modelled on that of Ovid’s 
Pyramus in 2010, 75.

7 Most notably, perhaps, he draws upon Golding’s version as well as upon the orig-
inal text in Prospero’s valediction to his magic in the final act of The Tempest (5.1.33-50). 
For discussions of how elements of both the original work and its translation are blend-
ed in this passage, see Muir 2005, 3-4, and Bate 2000, xlii. For examples from the Sonnets 
and elsewhere of passages “transmuted from Ovid through the Golding translation”, see 
Highet 1985, 204-7, this quotation from page 205.
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and in some measure also parodied, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.8 But, 
as I have already suggested, there is reason to believe that Chaucer’s re-
telling of Ovid’s story in The Legend of Good Women also contains ele-
ments that may have influenced Shakespeare, and that this influence ex-
tends to Romeo and Juliet as well. First of all, there is a certain analogy 
between the ways the stories of doomed passion are introduced in “The 
Legend of Thisbe of Babylon” and Romeo and Juliet respectively. Chaucer’s 
tale begins with the words:

At Babiloine whylom fil it thus,
The whiche toun the queen Semiramus
Leet dichen al about, and walles make
Ful hye, of harde tyles wel y-bake.
Ther weren dwellinge in this noble toun
Two lordes, which that were of greet renoun.
(1969, 368)

This may be compared with the opening lines of the Prologue to Romeo 
and Juliet: “Two households both alike in dignity / (In fair Verona where 
we lay our scene)” (1-2). Both works begin with a specification of the name 
of the town where the drama is enacted, and both mention two fami-
lies residing within that town which enjoy elevated social status, before 
proceeding to depict the plight of their respective children whose love is 
thwarted by the familial influences to which they are subject. This expos-
itory strategy, proceeding from the general to the specific, is very differ-
ent from that of Golding, who like Ovid himself does not expressly identi-
fy the town by name in his exordium, and who instead of mentioning the 
parental figures at the outset immediately focuses on the “two yong folke” 
who are “in houses joynde so nere / That under all one roofe well nie both 
twaine conveyed were” (Ovid 2000, 88).9 For the sake of comparison with 
Shakespeare’s more immediate, and more generally acknowledged, source 
in Romeus and Juliet, it might be mentioned that Brooke also begins with 
an invocation of the name of the town: “There is beyond the Alps, a town 
of ancient fame, / Whose bright renown yet shineth clear: Verona men it 
name” (1908, 1). But it is not until line 25 that he gets around to mention-

8 See for instance Forey 1998, Willson 1969, and Lucking 2011. Muir points out that the 
references in Quince’s Pyramus and Thisbe playlet to Thisbe’s “mantle”, and to the “cran-
ny” in the wall separating the lovers, seem to derive from Golding (2005, 69).

9 Cf. the opening of the tale in the Metamorphoses: Pyramus et Thisbe, iuvenum pul-
cherrimus alter, / altera, quas Oriens habuit, praelata puellis, / contiguas tenuere domos, ubi 
dicitur altam / coctilibus muris cinxisse Semiramis urbem. / notitiam primosque gradus vi-
cinia fecit, / tempore crevit amor; taedae quoque iure coissent, / sed vetuere patres: quod non 
potuere vetare, / ex aequo captis ardebant mentibus ambo. (Ovid 1977, 182)
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ing the two rival households: “There were two ancient stocks, which For-
tune high did / Above the rest, indued with wealth, and nobler of their 
race . . . Whose praise, with equal blast, Fame in her trumpet blew” (2). If 
it is true as Munro argues that Brooke wrote Romeus and Juliet with Chau-
cer’s Troilus and Criseyde in mind (1908, lii-liv), it seems no less likely that 
Shakespeare wrote Romeo and Juliet as much under the influence of The 
Legend of Good Women as of Brooke’s poem.

There are other interesting points of contact between Romeo and Juli-
et and Ovid’s story of Pyramus and Thisbe, some of which may betray pro-
cesses of association operating in Shakespeare’s mind. One such conver-
gence may be found in the rather odd image Capulet uses to describe Ju-
liet’s profuse weeping, which he mistakenly imputes to her grief at her 
cousin Tybalt’s death: “How now, a conduit, girl?” (3.5.129). As it happens, 
there are only seven instances of the word “conduit” in Shakespeare’s 
plays, and one in The Rape of Lucrece, and in the majority of these cas-
es the use of the word is literal, referring to the channels or pipes through 
which water or other fluids are conveyed. Strictly speaking, the image of 
a conduit is not entirely felicitous as applied to Juliet’s weeping, and only 
really makes sense if Capulet is supposed to be imagining his daughter’s 
eyes as being the spouts from which the contents of a pipe are discharged, 
as is the case when Antigonus in The Winter’s Tale describes a figure in a 
dream whose “eyes / Became two spouts” under the stress of an emotion 
(3.3.25-6). Comparison might be made however with the phrase “As from 
a conduit with three issuing spouts”, used by Marcus to describe Lavin-
ia’s blood pouring from her wounds in Titus Andronicus (2.4.30), a simile 
which, as has several times been noted, recalls Ovid’s equally graphic de-
scription of Pyramus’s death in the Metamorphoses.10 It has been suggested 
that Shakespeare might have borrowed Capulet’s image from Brooke’s po-
em, in which Juliet assures her mother at one point that “my painéd heart 
by conduits of the eyne / No more henceforth, as wont it was, shall gush 
forth dropping brine” (Shakespeare 1993, 190 n.; Brooke 1908, 67). This 
might well be so, but it seems likely as well that the playwright is once 
again remembering Golding’s Ovid, in which the following rather bizarre 
comparison is used to describe the force with which Pyramus’s blood 
spurts from his body after he has stabbed himself with his sword:

As when a Conduite pipe is crackt, the water bursting out
Doth shote it self a great way off and pierce the Ayre about.
(Ovid 2000, 148-9)

10 Waith 1957, 47. See also Bate’s note in his edition of Titus Andronicus (Shakespeare 
1995, 188 n.). Bate goes on to point out the “Ovidianism of the whole of [the] speech” in 
which these lines are found, something he also comments on in 2001, 111-12.
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And he may also be recalling the story of Thisbe in The Legend of Good 
Women, in which Chaucer employs the identical image: “The blood out 
of the wounde as brode sterte / As water, whan the conduit broken is” 
(1969, 370). What is to be noted is that whereas Ovid invokes the image of 
a broken conduit to describe how Pyramus’s blood sprays a nearby mul-
berry tree and transforms the colour of its fruit from white to deep pur-
ple, this being the metamorphosis he specifically has in mind in this sto-
ry, and whereas Golding follows suit in his translation of the tale, Chaucer 
dispenses with these gory details and therefore has no need of so vivid an 
image as that of a fractured pipe streaming forth water. Yet he too renders 
Ovid’s phrase “fistula plumbo” (1977, 186) as “conduit”, and this may help 
to explain why, though in a very different context, it appears in Romeo and 
Juliet as well.11

3.

It would perhaps not be too much of an exaggeration to suggest that the 
image of water gushing from a broken conduit, which I have argued may 
plausibly have been carried over to Romeo and Juliet from Golding and 
Chaucer, may bear some imaginative relation to the situation whereby the 
passion of two young people bursts the constraints imposed upon them by 
their elders, though only at the cost of the death of the lovers.12 If this is 
so, then it is closely bound up with another element found in both Romeo 
and Juliet and A Midsummer Night’s Dream which can be related to Ovid’s 
tale of Pyramus and Thisbe. This, unpromising as it might seem at first 
glance, is the image of the wall. We have seen that in the Pyramus and 
Thisbe story, as it is narrated in Ovid, and retold by Chaucer and by Gold-
ing, a detail that assumes particular importance is that of the partition di-
viding two dwellings which, interposing itself physically as a barrier be-
tween the young lovers, also emblemizes the social impediments standing 
in the way of their union. Something that is worth observing in this con-

11 It should perhaps be mentioned that the image of blood issuing from the spouts of 
wounds does not invariably evoke the word “conduit” in Shakespeare’s mind. In Julius 
Caesar Calpurnia dreams of a statue of her husband “Which like a fountain with an hun-
dred spouts / Did run pure blood”, an image which Decius Brutus recalls in his reference 
to the statue “spouting blood in many pipes” (2.2.77-8, 85).

12 It might be noted that Antony and Cleopatra contains numerous instances of the im-
age of passion as something that “overflows the measure” (1.1.2) and generally breaks the 
trammels of a culturally imposed discipline. For an interesting account of the metaphor-
ical schema recurrent in this play based on the image of a container unable to hold the 
“liquids of passionate love, martial courage, and grief”, see Freeman 1999, this quotation 
from page 446.
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nection is that the wall motif is in fact introduced from the very beginning 
of Ovid’s story, when the city walls encircling Babylon are described in a 
manner that might reveal symbolic associations in the mind of the Roman 
author himself. Following in Ovid’s footsteps, Chaucer relates that Semira-
mus [sic] had constructed around the city “walles . . . Ful hye, of harde ty-
les wel y-bake” (1969, 368), while Golding describes the town, not entirely 
elegantly, as a place “of whose huge walles so monstrous high and thicke / 
The fame is given Semyramis for making them of bricke” (Ovid 2000, 88). 
It seems reasonable to suggest that it is these massive and presumably im-
pregnable walls, demarcating the perimeter of the town and isolating it 
from what Chaucer describes as the “the feldes . . . so brode and wyde” 
(1969, 369), that appear again in microcosmic form in the partition separat-
ing the dwellings inhabited by Pyramus and Thisbe. The implication would 
seem to be that the wall which delineates the boundaries of the town as an 
urban entity also defines the contours of the social and interpersonal rela-
tions existing within its precincts, including the prohibition upon the two 
young people’s love imposed by their parents. This wall, which figures 
what Giuseppe Mazzotta describes as “the proximity and separation to 
which the two young lovers are doomed” (1986, 155), is riven however by 
a narrow fissure that permits the lovers to exchange furtive whispers with 
one another, and it is through this crack that they make their pact to es-
cape beyond the boundaries of the city and so abandon the world of walls 
altogether. Ironically, however, the place they choose for their assignation 
is a tomb and therefore associated with death, as Mazzotta also points out:

This is, in effect, the double focus of the romance: they live contiguously 
but are barred by a wall their houses have in common; their nearness en-
genders love, but they are kept apart by their parents’ prohibition; through 
the chink in the wall each of them throws kisses that can never reach the 
other side. Yet, impelled by desire, the two agree to elope at night and 
choose Ninus’ tomb as their meeting place. The irony is transparent, for as 
they name Ninus’ tomb the lovers unwittingly make the place of death the 
point of destination of their desire.
(1986, 155)

Now as it happens the image of the wall is prominent in both Romeo and 
Juliet and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. These are in fact the two plays in 
the Shakespearean canon with the highest incidence of the word “wall” 
in the singular form, there being, not counting scene directions and 
speech-headings, no fewer than twenty-nine occurrences in A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream and eight in Romeo and Juliet. Except for Edward III, which 
is only Shakespearean in part, no other play contains more than three in-
stances of the word. Although the word “wall” is not explicitly used in 
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this connection, Romeo effectively breaches the confines of the Capulet 
residence when he irrupts into the feast being held there, and this tres-
pass overtly implicates walls and what they emblemize in what follows. It 
may be inferred from the text itself that the second act of Romeo and Ju-
liet opens in a street flanking the wall of Capulet’s orchard, since Benvo-
lio obligingly supplies the information that Romeo “ran this way and leapt 
this orchard wall” (2.1.5), and the idea is pursued in the ensuing scene. 
Asked how he managed to enter her father’s garden, since “The orchard 
walls are high and hard to climb” (2.2.63), Romeo poetically if somewhat 
implausibly responds that “With love’s light wings did I o’erperch these 
walls, / For stony limits cannot hold love out” (2.2.66-7), to which he adds 
that he was directed in these exertions by love which “lent me counsel, 
and I lent him eyes” (2.2.81). This latter declaration implicitly alludes to the 
commonplace that love is blind, but it is also tempting to perceive in it yet 
another reminiscence of the story of Pyramus and Thisbe, in which it ap-
pears that love, far from being sightless, is endowed with an acuity of vi-
sion peculiar to itself. In his version of the story Chaucer observes that al-
though the cleft in the wall dividing the houses of the two young lovers is 
so narrow as almost to be invisible, “what is that, that love can nat espy?” 
(1969, 369), while in his rendition of the Metamorphoses Golding translates 
Ovid’s question “quid non sentit amor?” (1977, 182) as “what doth not love 
espie?” (Ovid 2000, 88). The resemblance between these two formulations 
of the idea that lovers’ eyes have the power to detect the least vulnerabil-
ity in the barriers standing between them, incidentally, is so close as to 
suggest that Golding too was familiar with Chaucer’s tale and might have 
been influenced by it. 

There are a number of other references to walls in Romeo and Juli-
et that could lend themselves to extended discussion in terms of their role 
as emblems of division and enclosure, and at the same time as boundaries 
to be erased or overcome. As in Ovid, walls demarcate the city as an ur-
ban entity at the same time as they define social relationships within it, 
not excluding those of an antagonistic character. Thus the Capulet servant 
Sampson’s fatuous boast at the beginning of the play that “I will / take the 
wall of any man or maid of Montague’s” (1.1.10-11), spawns a number of 
further jests on the subject of acts of violence potentially involving walls, 
Sampson brashly declaring that in the event of an altercation with the ri-
val household “I will push Montague’s men from the wall, and thrust his 
maids to the wall” (1.1.15-17). The Nurse recalls an occasion when she was 
sitting with the infant Juliet “under the dovehouse wall” when an earth-
quake struck and caused that wall to tremble (1.3.27). Perhaps significant-
ly, this is an event that takes place the day following another incident that 
seems – at least according to the ribald commentary on it supplied by the 
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Nurse’s husband – to presage Juliet’s future sexual maturation (1.3.38-44), 
a development that will challenge the dominion of confining walls both 
in her own life and in that of Romeo. The same nurse will later be bidden 
to wait “behind the abbey wall” in order to take delivery of the rope lad-
der that will enable Romeo to breach once more the walls of the Capulet 
house, this time by way of Juliet’s window (2.4.183), and by consummat-
ing his marriage with Juliet breach also the social barrier dividing the two 
lovers. Once again, it is tempting to suspect subterranean associations op-
erating in the mind of the poet if not a deliberate symbolic strategy on his 
part.

In Ovid’s story Thisbe, having abandoned the walled city of Babylon in 
order to encounter her lover, is compelled to take refuge in a cavern when 
she catches sight of the lioness. It is while she is thus concealed within 
the stone walls of what Golding describes as “a darke and yrkesome cave” 
(Ovid 2000, 89) that Pyramus arrives and, misconstruing the significance 
of the bloodstained mantle, slays himself. Analogously, if the force of love 
seems for a while to have enabled Romeo to penetrate the barriers, both 
physical and social, that divide him from Juliet, walls reassert the power 
they wield in human affairs as Shakespeare’s play proceeds. Having killed 
Tybalt, and learning that the Prince has banished him from his native 
city, Romeo despondently remarks that “There is no world without Vero-
na walls” (3.3.17). At the same time that walls once again interpose them-
selves as barriers separating him from Juliet, he recognizes that beyond 
those walls his life can have no meaning. But this is not all. Friar John fails 
to deliver the letter addressed to Romeo that has been entrusted to him 
by Friar Laurence because the “searchers of the town”, suspecting that a 
house he is visiting harbours plague, “Seal’d up the doors and would not 
let us forth” (5.2.8, 11), sequestering him within the confines of the building 
and obliging him to abort his journey to Mantua. The consequence of this 
setback is that Romeo is not informed that what has been proclaimed as 
Juliet’s death is merely part of an elaborate stratagem devised by the friar, 
so that when, in defiance of the Prince’s edict of exile, he passes through 
the walls of Verona one final time it is with the intention of putting an end 
to his own life. The last wall standing between himself and Juliet is that of 
the Capulet monument, whose gate he pries open with the defiant excla-
mation “Thus I enforce thy rotten jaws to open” (5.3.47). Romeo has ear-
lier asserted that “Stony limits cannot hold love out”, and so it proves to 
be in this case as well, but the violation of confines comes at a price, and 
when Friar Laurence arrives at the tomb where Romeo has just killed Paris 
one of the first things he notices is the blood “which stains / The stony en-
trance of this sepulchre” (5.3.140-1). The figurative wall dividing the “two 
households” of the Montagues and the Capulets may disintegrate at the 
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moment of their reconciliation, but it is at the cost of their children hav-
ing been immolated as the “Poor sacrifices of our enmity” (5.3.303), with 
the ironic consequence that those same households are destined to extinc-
tion. And if no walls stand between the lovers themselves at the conclu-
sion of the play, it is only because they are both immured within the “pal-
ace of dim night” that is Juliet’s tomb (5.3.107), having crossed together the 
final boundary dividing life from death.

4.

The image of the wall figures no less prominently in the play which, as has 
several times be mentioned in the course of this discussion, can profitably 
be read in tandem with Romeo and Juliet, this being A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. In this case, however, it appears in the form of travesty, a modula-
tion of tone which is not however entirely original with Shakespeare. If in 
Ovid’s story the image of Pyramus and Thisbe whispering to one another 
through a nearly invisible crack in a wall is emblematic of what Mazzotta 
describes as “the proximity and separation to which the two young lovers 
are doomed” (1986, 155), it is interesting to compare the manner in which 
Golding and Chaucer develop this detail, and to speculate on which of the 
two might have exerted the greater influence on Shakespeare’s treatment 
of it. In Golding the lovers at first reproach the wall for dividing them 
from one another, and subsequently express their gratitude for the fact 
that it at least makes possible their whispered exchanges, in accents that 
are on the whole subdued:

O thou envious wall (they sayd) why letst thou lovers thus?
What matter were it if that thou permitted both of us
In armes eche other to embrace? Or if thou thinke that this
Were overmuch, yet mightest thou at least make roume to kisse.
And yet thou shalt not finde us churles: we thinke our selves in det 
For this same piece of courtesie, in vouching safe to let
Our sayings to our friendly eares thus freely come and goe.
(Ovid 2000, 88)

Talking to walls might seem a somewhat eccentric activity to engage in 
under any circumstances, but apart from this there is nothing notably lu-
dicrous in Golding’s description, which does not in fact stray very far 
from the original.13 In Chaucer however we have something that comes 

13 Although C.L. Barber refers to the “top-heavy personification which in Gold-
ing makes the wall into a sort of stubborn chaperon” (1990, 153 n.), Golding is actual-
ly respecting the tone of Ovid’s own lines, which run thus: “invide” dicebant “paries, quid 
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very near to burlesque, and it is a burlesque which anticipates that of the 
Pyramus and Thisbe sketch in A Midsummer Night’s Dream:

And every day this wal they wolde threte,
And wisshe to god, that it were doun y-bete.
Thus wolde they seyn – “allas! Thou wikked wal,
Through thyn envye thou us lettest al!
Why nilt thou cleve, or fallen al a-two?
Or, at the leste, but thou woldest so,
Yit woldestow but ones lete us mete,
Or ones that we mighte kissen swete,
Than were we covered of our cares colde.
But natheles, yit be we to thee holde
In as muche as thou suffrest for to goon
Our wordes through thy lyme and eek thy stoon.
Yit oghte we with thee ben wel apayd.”
(1969, 369)

Whereas Golding remains fairly close to the Ovidian original in tone 
as well as content, Chaucer boisterously expands the comic potential-
ities latent in the lovers’ habit of blaming the wall for their woes, hav-
ing them castigate the barrier that stands between them in the most vehe-
ment terms before acknowledging that it does after all permit them to con-
verse with one another and is therefore entitled to a measure of gratitude. 
As James W. Spisak suggests, “such apostrophe was surely an inspiration 
for Shakespeare to make his Wall ‘sensible’” (1984, 206), for in all essential 
respects this is how the wall is treated in A Midsummer Night’s Dream as 
well. In Shakespeare’s comedy, indeed, just to make the situation as ridicu-
lous as possible, what is described as “that vile wall which did these lovers 
sunder” (5.1.131) is not an inert stage property, as Capulet’s orchard wall in 
Romeo and Juliet presumably is, but an animate being played by a human 
actor who not only walks on and off the stage but also pronounces a num-
ber of lines of his own.14

As is congruent with the sentience with which it has been endowed, 

amantibus obstas? / quantum erat, ut sineres toto nos corpore iungi / aut, hoc si nimium est, 
vel ad oscula danda pateres? / nec sumus ingrati: tibi nos debere fatemur, / quod datus est 
verbis ad amicas transitus auris.” (1977, 182-4)

14 With reference to the wall that Romeo scales in Romeo and Juliet, M.C. Bradbrook 
observes that “it is interesting to note the very obvious parody of this same orchard wall 
in the rustics’ play of Pyramus and Thisbe” (1932, 39). Commenting on this remark, Barber 
suggests that Snout’s objection in A Midsummer Night’s Dream that “You can never bring 
in a wall” (3.1.61), as the Pyramus story requires, “certainly seems a likely by-product of 
Shakespeare’s having recent experience with the difficulty” (1990, 153 n.).
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Pyramus at first addresses this wall in ingratiating terms intended to se-
cure it as an ally, but changes register entirely when it fails to oblige him 
as fully as he expects:

And thou, O wall, O sweet, O lovely wall,
That stand’st between her father’s ground and mine;
Thou wall, O wall, O sweet and lovely wall,
Show me thy chink, to blink through with mine eyne!
[Wall stretches out his fingers.]
Thanks, courteous wall: Jove shield thee well for this!
But what see I? No Thisbe do I see.
O wicked wall, through whom I see no bliss,
Curs’d be thy stones for thus deceiving me!
(5.1.172-9)

Although the courtesy attributed to the wall might originate with Gold-
ing’s reference to “this same piece of courtesie” (Ovid 2000, 88), the “wick-
ed wall” aspersion would, as Muir suggests, seem to derive from Chau-
cer (2005, 72-3). The words with which Shakespeare’s Thisbe addresses the 
wall might also betray a Chaucerian reminiscence:

O wall, full often hast thou heard my moans,
For parting my fair Pyramus and me!
My cherry lips have often kiss’d thy stones,
Thy stones with lime and hair knit up in thee.
(5.1.186-9)

The reference to “stones with lime and hair” has no parallel in Golding’s 
translation, nor for that matter in the Ovidian original, but may well hark 
back, as Douglas Bush points out, to Chaucer’s allusion to “thy lyme and 
eek thy stoon” (1931, 146). 

Nor is this the only indication in Thisbe’s speech that Shakespeare may 
be thinking more of Chaucer than of Golding. Whereas Golding describes 
how the lovers, having terminated their whispered conversations, “eche 
gave kisses sweete / Unto the parget [plaster] on their side” (Ovid 2000, 
89), Chaucer less delicately states that “The colde wal they wolden kisse 
of stoon” (1969, 369), and it would seem to be this that is echoed in Shake-
speare’s “My cherry lips have often kiss’d thy stones”. Shakespeare in-
deed out-Chaucers Chaucer in the verve with which he renders Ovid in-
to English, investing his words with a ribald secondary meaning of which 
his predecessor is innocent (see Partridge 1968: 121, s.v. “stone”). Pursuing 
this somewhat salacious vein, when Shakespeare’s Pyramus entreats This-
be to “kiss me through the hole of this vile wall”, Thisbe responds “I kiss 
the wall’s hole, not your lips at all” (5.1.198-9), words that are once again 
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susceptible to a bawdy construction (see Partridge 1968: 121, s.v. “hole”). It 
is because they are frustrated in their efforts to fulfil their passion for one 
another while the wall remains so obdurately present that the two young 
people make arrangements for what is potentially a more gratifying en-
counter beyond the city gates, while Wall, having discharged his part in 
the playlet and become irrelevant, “away doth go” (5.1.203). The scene now 
shifts to the tomb situated outside the city precincts to which the lovers 
have agreed to repair and where they will meet their fate. In their case as 
well, though only in parody, the repudiation of walls and what they signi-
fy will lead to death.

5.

It has often been noted that the sketch based on the story of Pyramus and 
Thisbe, with its depiction of a pair of lovers who are thwarted in their de-
sire to wed and who elope into the forest beyond the confines of their city, 
reflects on the plot of A Midsummer Night’s Dream as a whole.15 What is 
less frequently accorded the attention it warrants are the implications of 
Bottom’s brief commentary on the interlude at its conclusion: “the wall is 
down that parted their fathers” (5.1.337-8). The question that arises in con-
nection with this remark is that of whose fathers, precisely, are being re-
ferred to. While Bottom’s words obviously have some relevance to the sto-
ry of Pyramus and Thisbe that has just been enacted, inasmuch as it is a 
physical wall that separates the dwellings occupied by the families of the 
two lovers, it is relevance of a very circumscribed kind.16 The detail about 
it being ‘fathers’ who are divided seems to imply that there is an antago-
nism between the lovers’ parents of which the dividing wall is an emblem, 
whereas neither in the sketch nor in A Midsummer Night’s Dream as a 
whole is there any suggestion that enmity between families plays any part 
in the drama whatsoever. Indeed, the only parent who has any role in the 

15 Marjorie Garber observes for instance that “as presented by Peter Quince and his 
players, ‘Pyramus and Thisbe’ is nothing less than the countermyth of A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream – the thing that did not happen, the tragedy encapsulated within the com-
edy and reduced to a manageable, bearable, and laughable fiction” (2005, 233-4). For a 
detailed discussion of the relevance of the Pyramus and Thisbe story to A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, see Rudd 2000.

16 If the emendation proposed by Brooks is correct, then Bottom’s words may hark 
back to Theseus’s remarks upon Wall’s departure that “Now is the mure rased between 
the two neighbours” (5.1.204; see Shakespeare 2006, 159-62). Even if this is accepted, how-
ever, there seems no reason to assume that the word “neighbours” refers to anyone other 
than Pyramus and Thisbe themselves, in which case the conjectural emendation does not 
solve the problem posed by Bottom’s words.
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play is Hermia’s father Egeus, whose motive for obstructing the marriage 
of his daughter to the man she loves is that he has another matrimonial 
project in mind for her. In the Pyramus and Thisbe sketch that is presented 
at Theseus’s palace too no fathers are mentioned, and although Quince’s 
original casting for the play does include Pyramus’s father and both of 
Thisbe’s parents these personages have been quietly suppressed before the 
final performance (1.2.56-9). But if it has only limited application to the in-
terlude and to the play of which it is a part, Bottom’s observation that “the 
wall is down that parted their fathers” does have a very close bearing on 
Romeo and Juliet, which concludes with the reconciliation of the two fam-
ilies whose strife has been responsible for the tragedy of the two young 
lovers of that play, and with the promise on the part of the grieving and 
penitent fathers to commission statues commemorating their children that 
will lie side by side (5.3.297-303).17 As Amy J. Riess and George Walton 
Williams argue, 

the barrier between feuding parents – not in Ovid, not in A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, not in ‘Pyramus and Thisby’ – must allude to a situation 
that the audience would have recognized: the ‘Pyramus and Thisby’ play-
let deconstructs the wall of Romeo and Juliet hostility and ends with Romeo 
and Juliet reconciliation.18
(1992, 215)

Though Wall merely departs from the scene once he has done his duty in 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, it is in Romeo and Juliet that a metaphorical 
wall dividing the two households manifestly though belatedly crumbles.

This is one of a number of occasions in which A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream, and more particularly the Pyramus and Thisbe sketch contained 
within it, seems to make sly reference to Romeo and Juliet. It has some-
times been maintained that the interlude is, as Samuel B. Hemingway ar-
gued over a century ago, “a burlesque not only of the romantic trage-
dy of love in general, but of Romeo and Juliet in particular” (1911, 80), as 
if Shakespeare was recoiling from the excessive sentimentality he had 
himself indulged in, perhaps in deference to the tastes of a paying pub-
lic greedy for heady emotionalism, in that other play. But there are signs, 
too, that the game of oblique reference might not be operating in one di-
rection only, and that it is as much Romeo and Juliet that is echoing A Mid-

17 It is Capulet who uses the verb “lie” (5.3.302), which suggests that the effigies are 
intended to surmount a sarcophagus or tomb rather than stand erect. If this is the case, 
then the surviving parents of Romeo and Juliet are fulfilling the dying wish expressed by 
Thisbe that, as Chaucer puts it, “in o grave y-fere we moten lye” (1969, 371).

18 Barber makes a similar point (1990, 152 n.).
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summer Night’s Dream as the reverse.19 The fact that Mercutio, in his as-
tonishing Queen Mab speech, is as A.D. Nuttall puts it “allowed to imagine 
the as yet unwritten Midsummer Night’s Dream” (2007, 108) is an obvious 
case in point, but I wish to conclude this discussion with an instance that 
is more immediately pertinent to the story of Pyramus and Thisbe whose 
reverberations we have been tracing here. For some readers at least, one 
of the most incongruous moments in Romeo and Juliet is that following 
the discovery of the inanimate body of Juliet on the morning she is sup-
posed to marry Paris. The audience is of course aware that Juliet is not re-
ally dead, but only slumbering under the effects of Friar Laurence’s po-
tion, but no one upon the stage except for the friar himself is possessed of 
such knowledge. As Juliet’s family converge upon the scene they embark 
upon a curious series of antiphonal laments which, while taking their in-
spiration from Brooke, go much further than him. Capulet informs Paris 
that Death has “lain with” Juliet (4.5.36), and although there may be some 
covert irony to be discerned in the implicit association between the per-
sonified figure of Death and Romeo himself, and in the assimilation of 
the principles of Eros and Thanatos that is reflected in such an associa-
tion, the description of the girl as “Flower as she was, deflowered by him” 
seems a trifle too mannered for a man in the throes of grief (4.5.37). What 
is interesting is that the image of death as deflowering is also found in the 
Pyramus and Thisbe sketch in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, when Pyra-
mus says that “lion vile hath here deflower’d my dear” (5.1.281), the sex-
ual connotations of the word being plainly ridiculous in this latter con-
text. As Riess and Williams point out, the word “deflower” is a “revamping 
of Golding’s word ‘Devour’”, from which it might be inferred that Shake-
speare “changed ‘devour’ to ‘deflower’ so that Pyramus could echo Capu-
let”, and that “the inappropriateness of the usage in A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream argues strongly that the appropriate usage preceded in Romeo and 
Juliet” (1992, 217). 

This is a plausible line of argument, but what is perhaps to be ques-
tioned is the extent to which the usage of the word in Romeo and Juli-
et is indeed to be regarded as appropriate, for the fact is that the entire se-

19 This is not the place to go into the vexed issue of the relative chronology of the 
two works. Different editors and commentators have expressed varying opinions about 
whether Romeo and Juliet preceded A Midsummer Night’s Dream, or whether the re-
verse is the case. Suffice it to say that, as Harold F. Brooks puts it, “what cannot be doubt-
ed, whichever play is the earlier, is the close relationship between them” (2006, xlv). It is 
perhaps worth adding that before they were actually printed in the respective quarto ver-
sions of each (1597 in the case of the first quarto of Romeo and Juliet, and 1600 in that of 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream), it is perfectly possible that either or both could have been 
modified in the light of the other.
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quence of dirges that follows the discovery of Juliet’s apparently lifeless 
body borders dangerously on the farcical. Capulet himself is propelled by 
the force of his conceit about Death the dark bridegroom to the brink of 
absurdity:

Death is my son-in-law, Death is my heir.
My daughter he hath wedded. I will die,
And leave him all: life, living, all is Death’s.
(4.5.38-40)

It seems improbable that we are to take this entirely seriously, and any 
temptation to do so would be undercut by the Nurse’s contribution to the 
succession of lamentations uttered by those gathered about the body of 
Juliet. For after Lady Capulet has railed against the “Accurs’d, unhappy, 
wretched, hateful day!” (4.5.43), the Nurse, not to be outdone, launches in-
to her own variation on the theme:

O woe! O woeful, woeful, woeful day.
Most lamentable day. Most woeful day
That ever, ever I did yet behold.
O day, O day, O day, O hateful day.
Never was seen so black a day as this.
O woeful day, O woeful day.
(4.5.49-54)

While it may be the aqua-vitae she has called for that most immediately 
prompts this inspired outburst (4.5.16), what should not be overlooked is 
that the Nurse’s words have a striking parallel in the passage in the Pyra-
mus and Thisbe sketch in A Midsummer Night’s Dream in which Pyramus, 
approaching the wall through which he is to speak to Thisbe, pronounces 
the following lines:

O grim-look’d night! O night with hue so black!
O night, which ever art when day is not!
O night, O night, alack, alack, alack,
I fear my Thisbe’s promise is forgot!
(5.1.168-71)

Although Pyramus’s words might seem to be a travesty of the Nurse’s di-
atribe, the fact is that the Nurse’s words are already so ludicrous in them-
selves as to make parody superfluous. What appears more likely instead is 
that it is the Nurse’s words which – whether through recollection or antic-
ipation – are echoing those uttered by Pyramus in A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. If such is the case then what we are observing, once again, is not 
only a verbal link between the two plays, and what amounts to being a 
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tacit invitation to read each in the light of the other, but a deliberate signal 
embedded in Romeo and Juliet that lying in the background of that play as 
well is the Ovidian story of star-crossed lovers that inspires the theatrical 
efforts of Peter Quince and his companions.
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Often regarded as the premiere American Shakespearean actor of the late nineteenth 
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through his exceptional ability to bring his experience from life to art. From the 
beginning of his career, in the 1850s, he brought Shakespeare to the American scene 
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1. Shakespeare in America

There are a variety of factors at play in the emergence of Shakespeare on 
the other side of the Atlantic, since, at least at the beginning, the stories of 
the published texts and of the performance of the plays run their own sep-
arate ways. Shakespeare was part of the linguistic and cultural heritage of 
the first colonists, but they were the same seventeenth-century Puritans 
who left England to avoid, among other things, Renaissance drama (Dob-
son 1996, 189). While on the one hand it is not likely that the first English 
travelers took with them a copy of a drama or a poem, on the other hand 
it is true that they spoke Shakespeare’s language in all its variety and vi-
tality, a language that would survive better in the New World than in the 
Old (Cabot Lodge 1885, 256). The history of the circulation of Shakespeare’s 
texts in the colonies began approximately at the end of the seventeenth 
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century, when parts of his plays were published in anthologies of poems as 
examples of poetry and rhetoric. In the same years, a few copies of the foli-
os made their appearance in the private libraries of landowners and gentle-
men and between the 1720s and the 1740s the universities of Harvard and 
Yale had a complete series of Shakespeare’s plays on their shelves. In other 
words, in the territories of New England Shakespeare was read before be-
ing acted, to avoid the idea of corruption connected to the idea of the per-
formance. The second half of the eighteenth-century, in New York, Virgin-
ia and North Carolina, saw the first theatrical productions thanks to certain 
English companies of actors importing the art of theatre from their moth-
erland, such as the London Company of Comedians, which Lewis Hallam 
brought from London to Williamsburg in 1752 to stage The Merchant of Ven-
ice, usually considered to be the first professional performance of Shake-
speare in America.1 

In the eighteenth-century, Shakespearean texts and performances had 
different audiences; a less educated or simply a more heterogeneous and 
rather noisy public went to see the plays, often – just like the Elizabethans 
– without any knowledge of the texts, as books containing the plays were 
not readily accessible. As the English visitor Frances Trollope noted in 1832 
“the applause is expressed by cries and thumping with the feet, instead of 
clapping” (Levine 1988, 25); a more educated public would have read the 
Bard’s soliloquies and speeches in their quiet closets, peacefully sitting in 
their armchairs.2 

It is equally true that what reached the stage were the earliest appropri-
ations of Shakespeare, a ‘Shakespeare improved’, as it was defined, short-
er versions of the original plays from which full scenes were omitted, some 
characters forgotten, sexual references rendered more palatable and the 
tragic endings replaced by unlikely reconciliations. It was a Shakespeare 

1 There are records of some earlier Shakespeare performances, though very little is 
known about them. In 1730 a jocular New York physician named Joachimus Bertrand 
advertised that he was about to play the Apothecary in an amateur performance of Ro-
meo and Juliet. In March and April 1750 Richard III (Colley Cibber’s version) was staged 
in New York by a company headed by Walter Murray and Thomas Kean, who would 
later take their repertory into Maryland and Virginia. In December 1751 Robert Hupton, 
a man who had been sent to New York in advance of the Hallam company to serve as 
their agent but then set up on his own, performed Othello.

2 The first American-produced copies of Shakespeare’s complete works were pub-
lished in Philadelphia in 1795, only twelve years after the end of the War of Independ-
ence, but 172 years after the First Folio appeared in London. Shakespeare was availa-
ble to American citizens in eight duodecimo volumes for the price of one dollar each. 
While the title maintained that the edition was ‘Corrected from the Latest and Best 
London Editions’, the ‘Preface’ and ‘The Life of the Author’ were both written by an 
American living in Philadelphia and dated 1 July 1795 (Sturgess 2014, 60-1).
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presented as integrated into the culture they enjoyed, a more familiar and 
intimate version of the original, though always faithful to the vividness of 
his characters and perfectly in accord with a nation that placed the indi-
vidual at the center of the universe. “Learned and wealthy colonials grad-
ually became more aware of Shakespeare’s plays” and “a number of ama-
teur actors informally performed Shakespeare in several American cities” 
(Sturgess 2014, 55). From the first documented American performance of a 
Shakespearean play in the 1750s until the closing of the theatres during the 
American Revolution in 1774, the Bard was already the most popular play-
wright in the colonies. After the Revolution he was still the most widely 
performed dramatist in an increasing number of cities and towns (Levine 
1988, 16).

In the nineteenth century things started to change as the worlds of the 
published texts and the stage began to converge, giving life to a deep and 
longstanding experience with Shakespeare, “based upon the language and 
eloquence, the artistry and humor, the excitement and action, the moral 
sense and the worldview that Americans found in Shakespearean drama” 
(45). 

Shakespeare’s plays were published in American editions, his works 
taught in school and colleges as declamation and rhetoric, they became 
part of university programs; allusions and quotations were a regular fea-
ture of nineteenth-century newspapers. In the meantime, in contrast with 
the previous century, when several English actors came to the New world 
to seek their fortune in a less sophisticated environment than London – in 
what Shattuck called “the westward flow of Shakespearean actors” (1976, 
31) –, now the new generations were starting to establish themselves as 
professional performers and skillful and tireless managers, gaining fame 
and financial rewards in return for their efforts. Books had become a new 
vehicle for disseminating Shakespeare, but the stage remained the primary 
instrument. Wherever there was an audience for the theater, there his plays 
were performed frequently and prominently, amid a full range of contem-
porary entertainments. 

2. Edwin Booth’s Early Career

Against this promising background, the premier American Shakespear-
ean actor of the closing decades of the 19th century emerged: Edwin Booth 
(1833-1893)3 was one of the first performers to cross the United States from 

3 More than one biography of Edwin Booth has been written. The first was Life and 
Art of Edwin Booth by William Winter, published in 1893, a more extended version of a 
text published in 1872 when Booth was still alive, soon to be followed by Edwin Booth: 
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East to West and back, and to gain international recognition. His exception-
al acting qualities actually reveal only one of the aspects that make his sto-
ry remarkable. He committed himself to becoming a good performer but at 
the same time he moved the American theatre forward, playing his roles in 
a more subtle and intellectualized fashion than most of the other leading 
actors of the first half of the century had and improving the style and the 
scenery of the theatrical productions. The experience of Edwin Booth can 
be read as a subjective synthesis of the history of Shakespeare both in the 
stage and in published form in the United States: as a result of his experi-
ence on the stage, he became aware of the need to capture on paper, in his 
notes and letters, thoughts and reflections on how tradition was changing 
and improving. He thus paved the way for a new era in American theatre, 
which was both grateful to the past and ready to free itself from it. 

Booth was a rather small man and by no means of the heroic school. He 
was shy, somber, and retiring in company. In terms of technique, however, 
he was probably the finest actor of his time, and certainly he was the most 
celebrated and the best loved. He was not versatile, had no talent for gen-
eral comedy and he did not have an aptitude to play lovers and most comic 
characters, but he was capable of sardonic humor and emotional intensity. 

He was the son of Junius Brutus Booth, an eccentric, who in 1821 left 

Recollections by His Daughter Edwina Booth Grossmann, and Letters to Her and to His 
Friends, published in 1894. Another biography written during Booth-s life is the one 
by his sister Asia Booth Clarke entitled The Elder and the Younger Booth, published in 
1882. The most recent ones are the best-seller Prince of Players: Edwin Booth by Eleanor 
Ruggles, published in 1953 and Edwin Booth: A Bio-Bibliography by L. Terry Oggel in 
1992. Very recently another interesting and detailed work has been written by Arthur 
B. Bloom, Edwin Booth: A Biography and Performance History (2013), the result of ex-
tremely thorough research of “letters, promptbooks, financial records, broadsides, play-
bills, newspaper advertisements, reviews, extant costumes and books and magazines 
from that period” (Bloom 2013, 1). In my opinion, his daughter’s recollections and Og-
gel’s chapter about Booth’s Biographical Sketches are maybe the most direct and per-
sonal accounts of his life (together with the work by William Winter and the words of 
praise written by his co-star Lawrence Barrett in 1886), while the more recent works 
provide a more faithful portrait of the actor and of the man. Other biographical studies 
are: C. Townsend Copeland, Edwin Booth (Boston: Small, Maynard & Company, 1901); 
R. Lockridge, Darling of Misfortune: Edwin Booth 1833-1893 (New York: Century Com-
pany, 1932); S. Kimmel, The Mad Booths of Maryland (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 
1940; rev. ed., New York: Dover, 1969). See also: K. Goodale, Behind the Scenes with Ed-
win Booth (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1931); C.H. Shattuck, The Hamlet of Ed-
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University Press, 1971); C.H. Shattuck, “The Theatrical Management of Edwin Booth”, in 
The Theatrical Manager in England and America, ed. J.W. Donohue (Princeton Universi-
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England to settle in the United States. There he had three sons who would, 
like him, take up an acting career, Edwin, Junius Brutus Jr and John Wilkes, 
who would be sadly remembered for being the murderer of Abraham Lin-
coln in 1865. 

The beginning of the youngest Booth’s career on stage was in the West. 
Edwin went to California with his father, Junius Brutus the Elder, in the 
summer of 1852. They arrived in San Francisco in July. Late that summer, 
when they were in Sacramento, Edwin was able to take his first profession-
al benefit. When his father saw him dressed in tragic blacks, he exclaimed 
“You look like Hamlet” (Shattuck 1969, 3). Whether this was intended as a 
prediction is impossible to know. In the same way that the name of Sarah 
Siddons recalls the character of Lady Macbeth or Edmund Kean is Othello, 
as metaphors of dramatic perfection, there is no doubt that in the history of 
the American theatre Edwin Booth’s name will be inextricably linked to the 
Prince of Denmark, from his first appearance as Hamlet in San Francisco in 
1853 to the last in 1891.

About forty years of performances, full of changes and evolutions, were 
characterized by a word that the drama critics used from the beginning to 
describe Booth’s art: flexibility. Echoing Hazlitt’s words quoted by Ferdi-
nand Ewer in his first review of a performance in California, the young ac-
tor brought to the stage “all the easy motion and peaceful curves of a wave 
of the sea”. In Ewer’s words, “Booth’s Hamlet puts to the blush any attempt 
in the same character we have seen in California”; in terms of portrayal it 
was superior even to the Hamlet of his late great father. The young critic 
claimed that Booth had perfectly realized his ideal:

Melancholy without gloom, contemplative yet without misanthropy, phil-
osophical yet enjoying playfulness in social converse, a man by himself yet 
with ardent feelings of friendship, a thorough knower of human nature, 
Hamlet stands the type of all that is firm, dignified, gentlemanly and to be 
respected in a man.
(Shattuck 1967, 21)

Maybe Booth did not understand what Ewer meant. At the beginning of 
his career he just behaved like young bachelor: he gambled, drank too 
much, and got involved with women. He played what he had to play, de-
veloping his skills and his popularity with the public as best he could. If an 
actor’s stage characters were reflections of his own personal character, the 
quiet, introspective, refined quality of his acting was but an extension of 
his own personal modesty, pensiveness, and gentility. Although a versatile 
actor, except in his portrayals of lovers and most comic characters, he was 
at his best in the portrayal of brooding, melancholy characters like Brutus 
and Hamlet, and of lively histrionic characters like Richelieu and Iago. 
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Undoubtedly his greatest creation and the one most reflective of his 
own personality was his Hamlet. Dark, melancholy, lyrical, shadowy but 
not vague, repeatedly reworked into an external form that was apparent-
ly simple yet actually rich in nuance, spiritual but intensively alive, Booth’s 
Hamlet, like some of Albert Pinkham Ryder’s haunting paintings4, creat-
ed an atmosphere, as the American dramatic critic William Winter once 
wrote, of “dread sublimity and awe” (Watermeier 1971, 12). When Booth 
first played the role for which he would become most celebrated,5 his youth 
was a barrier to imparting the proper weight and dignity to the character. 
Though there were “a few disagreeable faults in intonation and delivery”, 
the review that appeared in the Alta of 26 April predicted “a high degree of 
success for the promising young artist” (Watermeier 2005, 84). 

When Booth returned east in 1856, Hamlet was in his repertory, but on-
ly incidentally. In Booth’s first performances it was possible to discern trac-
es of the London tragic school; the young man’s training in elocution re-
flected the general turning away among orators and actors from mechani-
cal theories of expression to a new concept of naturalness. Booth moved on 
from the ranting style of his father’s generation of actors to a more natu-
ral delivery. At the same time, audiences were looking for something more 
refined, and theatre entertainment was developing into an essential part of 
American city life. The question of realism in the theatre would become the 
central issue in American drama for the next twenty-five years. A conflict 
of opinion arose from the ancient antithesis of ‘nature’ and ‘art’. It was a 
question that had been debated in America by the followers of Edwin For-
rest and Charles Macready in the 1840s and 1850s, and of Edwin Forrest and 
Edwin Booth in the 1860s and 1870s (Kinne 1954, 11).

Between 1856 and 1857 Booth met the actress Mary Devlin, the woman 
whom he would marry soon after. They performed together in New York, 
Boston, Baltimore and Richmond and she gave him useful advice about per-

4 Albert Pinkham Ryder (1847-1917) was an American painter; his visionary, roman-
tic and highly imaginative paintings were dominated by literature and religion. He re-
belled against the traditional discipline and abandoned realistic painting; his human 
figures are embedded in nature, their posture and gestures hardly distinguishable from 
their setting.

5 On April 25, 1853, Booth played Hamlet for the first time, before an all-male audi-
ence of demonstrative frontiersmen. The men of the Gold Rush prided themselves on 
their connoisseurship in literature and the arts, and especially in the art of acting. To 
a man they had been admirers of Booth’s father, Junius Brutus Booth, who only a few 
months before had given his last performance for them before going back to east to die. 
The Hamlet night seems to have been a triumph from the beginning. It was reviewed 
by Ferdinand Ewer, a young man himself, intelligent, sensitive, educated in literature 
and philosophy at Harvard College, and alert to the coming spirit of the age, who be-
came Booth’s first prophet (Shattuck 1966, 1-14).
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forming: she could see that theatrical tastes were shifting towards elegance. 
The outsized, heavily masculine style of the ‘old school’ was on its way out. 
Mary Devlin helped Booth find his level and he learned to capitalize on his 
swift body, musical voice, and glowing eyes. In New York he also met Ad-
am Badeau, a brilliant young litterateur, who was one of his greatest admir-
ers6 and helped Booth to repair the gaps in his education. In 1860, after a 
two-year absence from the New York stage, he performed his ‘new’ Hamlet. 

He was the first actor of the American stage to dare to deliver a Hamlet 
soliloquy sitting in a chair7 and then, in the midst of it, get up and walk to 
another position. A.C. Sprague pointed out that an English actor had sat for 
the soliloquy as early as 1854, while Booth had introduced this touch of ‘re-
alism’ in the early 1860s. By 1870 the expedient no longer occasioned sur-
prise. Nonetheless, on 7 January 1780 the critic of the Times praised the free 
use of seats from which to deliver the soliloquies for giving variety to the 
scene, and two days later the critic of the World noted that “the impulsive 
and unpremeditated negligence of attitude was superior to the delivery of 
the passage in oratorical style” (Shattuck 1969, 187). 

In a discussion with Henry Tuckerman of New York, on the charac-
ter of Hamlet, that gentleman, who had witnessed many of the old actors, 
observed to Booth that they all stood during the soliloquies, and inquired 
if it were not possible to alter this. On the next representation of ‘Ham-
let’, Booth, seated, began the soliloquy ‘To be or not to be.’ Mr Tuckerman, 
watching the play, could not conceive how Hamlet could rise from that 
chair with propriety and grace. When at the words, ‘to sleep, perchance to 
dream’, after an instant of reflection, during which the mind of Hamlet had 
penetrated the eternal darkness vivid with dreams, he rose with the hor-
ror of that terrible ‘perchance’ stamped upon his features, continuing, ‘Ay, 
there’s the rub!’ His friend was satisfied that the actor had caught the inspi-
ration of the lines in the reflective pause (Booth Clarke 1882, 153-4). 

In later stagings the chair used for the soliloquy stood to the left of the 
center table; Booth walked over to it and sank into it, silent, one hand at his 
temple, his face was taut with the concentrated working of his mind. The 

6 In 1859 Badeau wrote in The Vagabond: “Edwin Booth has made me know what 
tragedy is. He has displayed to my eyes an entirely new field; he has opened to me the 
door to another and exquisite delight; he has shown me the possibilities of tragedy. 
Though he has not yet done all that he has pointed at, there are moments in his acting 
in which he is full of the divine fire, in which the animation that clothes him as with 
a garment, the halo of genius that surrounds him, not only recalls what I have not of 
others; not only suggests, but incarnates and embodies my highest notions of tragedy” 
(Clarke Booth 1882, 68).

7 Only a minor English actor, Henry Nicholls, had sat while delivering “To be or not 
to be” several years earlier.
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audience seemed to feel that the man was alone with his thoughts, and that 
they were far removed from his consideration. Booth’s rising at exactly the 
moment when he pronounces ‘there’s the rub’ is marked in all the prompt-
books, with his left hand drawn up to his breast.

The new pose is shown in photographs and paintings where Booth is 
portrayed sitting in an ornate chair, in a contemplative pose that was cop-
ied by other actors. It was a ground-breaking move when Booth first made 
it. For the audience of the time, his Hamlet was physical and startling, so 
it is ironic now that one of his most famous images depicts him ‘at rest’. 
From Booth’s promptbook, we get a view of a restless, tortured Hamlet; sit-
ting for the ‘suicide speech’, although merely an outward sign of the Ham-
let Booth created, put the emphasis on Hamlet’s inner struggles. Outwardly 
unfailingly polite, princely, mournful, and thoughtful, other images of him 
in the role show his hand nearly always at his heart, a Hamlet torn by love 
and duty.

“Booth also introduced sitting on the tomb in the graveyard when, with 
his face half buried on Horatio’s shoulder, he speaks as if to his own heart, 
the words ‘What! the fair Ophelia?’ His resting previously on the tomb is 
most natural and graceful, and, imbued with these qualities, it cannot fail 
to be effective.” (154) As regards the ‘graveyard scene’ it is also worth re-
membering that Booth put less emphasis on the memory of Yorick than he 
did on the memory of his father. He undoubtedly wanted to remember his 
servant but he rather quickly got rid of Yorick’s skull, while in the ghost 
scenes, at the end of the first act, he would fall to the ground and weep 
with such realism that he was criticized for being ‘obscene’ for revealing 
such private grief so completely. 

The approval garnered in New York encouraged Booth to open his hori-
zons and in 1861 he decided to travel to Europe, together with his wife and 
daughter. He played his major roles in London, Liverpool, and Manches-
ter and when he returned to America he was acclaimed as an international 
star. When he reopened the Winter Garden with his Hamlet in 1863, he had 
risen above the implied rivalry with his father, but now he found himself 
compared with Edwin Forrest, his father’s contemporary. Forrest’s style 
was distinctly masculine and loud. Booth’s quieter style and his intriguing 
good looks – his dark eyes, his black curly hair, and his slight build –, won 
over the public.

Booth believed that the arts were steadily arriving at a peak of perfec-
tion, there to be fixed, and consolidated against decay. Just as his friend 
Horace Howard Furness of Philadelphia was gathering into his New Var-
iorum volumes all that past wisdom from study could teach about Shake-
speare, so Booth was ensuring the conservation of the art of theatre. The 
canon of his theatre was the noblest of the so-called Standard Drama. This 
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meant, first of all, the ‘best’ of Shakespeare, checking the texts through the 
many editions back to the First Folio, then trimming them into conform-
ity with theatrical requirements and approved modern taste; and when he 
published them in his Prompt-book edition, he imagined that these ver-
sions would serve the profession for generations to come. He then started 
to work on another project, the recovery of the texts of the Shakespearean 
plays that had been altered by other editors – like Richard III by Colley Cib-
ber or King Lear by Nahum Tate – and the issue of new editions of them. 
Booth published two sets of his promptbooks over the next two decades. 

As far as his Hamlet was concerned, he did not properly ‘restore’ it for 
Hamlet had never been rewritten. He concentrated the text around his main 
character more than any other actor-manager had done before. His act-
ing version was 2750 lines long,8 only about 220 longer than the common-
ly used acting version printed in the Modern Standard Drama. Though ac-
curate, this version proved to be too long. From Booth’s later promptbooks 
we learn that he shortened the opening scene by having the Ghost enter 
only once, he omitted the first forty lines of “Now I am alone”, he short-
ened the Mousetrap and dropped several other lines from the Laertes-King 
conspiracy. In a further reduction the opening scene was not performed 
at all, along with Hamlet’s Advice to the Players, and the scene where the 
King sends Hamlet to England was omitted while many lines were cut 
from the soliloquies. The operation of restoration of the text consisted al-
so in cleansing it of its “burden of filth-lines”, in accordance with Booth’s 
image of Hamlet as a most delicate and exquisitely refined creature, sure-
ly not accustomed to such rough talk. For the same reason, in the dialogue 
with his mother he limited himself to arousing her sense of shame without 

8 “Exactly as Booth’s predecessors had done, he omitted the entire ‘outside story’ 
of the Norwegian wars, and thereby the coming of Fortinbras and the great soliloquy 
‘How all occasions do inform against me’. He deprived Laertes and Polonius of about 
40 lines of their advice to Ophelia. He omitted the ‘dram of eale’ speech. In the second 
act he dropped Reynaldo, much of the amusing small talk between Hamlet and his old 
school friends, all the topical discussion of the plight of the players, and much of the 
‘rugged Pyrrhus’ stuff. He cut most of Hamlet’s dialogue with Ophelia during the Play 
scene and much of the Mousetrap dialogue. He cut about 70 lines from the scene be-
tween Hamlet and his mother. In the fourth act he economized far beyond his prede-
cessors, omitting scene 1, 2, 4, and 6 entirely and reducing the whole act by nearly 300 
lines. In the fifth act he dropped 50 lines from the Osric scene and the entrance of ‘a 
Lord’. His restorations include many small and mostly not significantly scraps. The in-
clusion of Polonius’ advice to Laertes (25 lines) can hardly be counted as a Booth resto-
ration, for although it is not printed in the Modern Standard Drama version, most pro-
ducers from at least Macready’s time had included it. He restored the King’s Prayer 
scene and Hamlet’s ‘Not I might do it pat’ soliloquy (64 lines). He restored to the fifth 
act Hamlet’s narrative of his sea-adventures (74 lines)” (Shattuck 1969, xvi-xvii).
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accusing her and always avoided lines like “let the royal bed of Denmark 
be a couch for luxury and damned incest”. Furthermore, the sexual image-
ry was almost totally eliminated: When Booth’s Hamlet decided to murder 
the King, he did not refer to “the incestuous pleasure of his bed”, nor did he 
threaten Ophelia or mention that Strumpet Dame Fortune to Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstern. It is necessary to remember that most of the sexual el-
ements had already been cut in Garrick’s time, so Booth was not the on-
ly one to remove them, but surely in any event he would not have restored 
them. What Booth’s text most lacked was Hamlet’s savagery, the ferocious 
anger, the cruelty, the ribaldry. American society in those decades was as-
piring, at times frantically, even comically, to gentility. It took Hamlet for 
its ideal and its Hamlet had to be irreproachable (Shattuck 1967, 36). He al-
so introduced a pleasant Christian touch near the end of the first scene, for 
an audience that had not altogether forgotten the old association of play-
house and sin. Booth himself believed in the idealized, gentlemanized Ham-
let of his acting version and he rarely looked at or remembered the parts he 
had left out. 

Booth sought to do for the classics in America what such major Eng-
lish actors as Charles Kean and Macready had done in London in the 1850s: 
by going into management after years of starring on the stage. Though not 
comparable either to the simplicity of the Elizabethan scenes that merely 
suggested the situation or to the ‘historical accuracy’ that the art of the cin-
ema would later take, he put on splendid productions that benefitted from 
authoritative research, such as his successful 1864-1865 Hamlet with a per-
fect combination of mechanical and artistic resources, including stage dec-
orations, massive stone stairways, that distant blue above them, and blocks 
of stones in the ceiling of the palace. The period in which he set the play 
was tenth-century Denmark, evoked with walls of stone blocks, heavy col-
umns and round arches decorated with zig-zags. As Shattuck underlined, in 
general tone and in many details Booth’s production of Hamlet would have 
reminded a modern audience Lawrence Olivier’s black-and-white Hamlet 
movie (1967, 37). 

As for other remarkable productions, his 1869 Romeo and Juliet lavish-
ly captured Italian streets, sunny gardens and cypress-shaded precincts, 
and in the opening Grand Square scene of his 1871 Julius Caesar there were 
the facades of a dozen splendid buildings facing the square and rising awe-
somely against the background of the Roman hills, while for the Senate 
Chamber scene Booth made use of the extreme height of his stage to cre-
ate the appearance of a high barrel-vaulted ceiling and, beyond that, a long 
hallway of similar vaults separating a series of domes. 
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3. The Challenging 1860s

By the summer of 1864 Booth could claim mastery of several Shakespear-
ean and non-Shakespearean roles and his importance as an actor was un-
questionable. One of the outstanding moments of his career was the the-
atrical enterprise that made him famous, known to history as ‘the great 
Shakespearean event of the country’: a hundred consecutive nights per-
forming Hamlet. This remarkable season began in November 26, 1864 and 
ended on March 22, 1865, a record broken only by yet another season of 
Hamlet9 in 1923 (Sturgess 2014, 16). The production was well staged, excel-
lently cast, and secured the fame of Edwin Booth as the Hamlet par excel-
lence of the American stage. No such revival of a Shakespearean play had 
taken place since the days of Charles Kean, at the Old Park. No one envis-
aged a lengthy run when it began and before long Booth became tired and 
bored with it, calling its success “terrible”. But he had supervised the effort 
to make a grand production of the play – with new scenes and costumes, 
and fresh actors to support him – and the press so raved about its excel-
lence that the co-manager William Stuart would not let Booth stop before it 
reached its hundredth performance. 

The press was admiring of the beauty and completeness of the produc-
tion, asserting that for the first time in America the play was brought out 
“with due regard to the external effect” (Shattuck 1968, 55). Booth’s 1864 
Hamlet was one of the first successful attempts by an American actor-man-
ager to put on an “historically accurate” production.10 The acting version 
which Booth settled on in 1864 can be found in the edition which Booth 
gave Henry Hinton permission to bring out in 1866, an edition illustrat-
ed with engravings from the scenery of the play. The engravings faithful-
ly mirrored the splendor of the scenery of the Winter Garden Theatre just 
before it was destroyed in a fire in 1867, together with everything Booth 
owned for the theatrical productions, costumes, sets, books, and props. 
He then devoted time, energies, and ideas to the building of a new thea-
tre, called Booth’s Theatre after him, equipped with the newest machinery 
for operating the mise-en-scènes. Booth got Charles Witham to draw up six 

9 Thirty years after he died, during the furor over John Barrymore’s Hamlet, a group 
of aging Booth devotees called upon Barrymore in his dressing room to beg him stop 
his run of the play on the ninety-ninth night. Their ‘great master’ had played it for one 
hundred nights, and his record must not be broken. Barrymore pretended he had never 
heard of Booth’s Hundred Nights and declared then and there that he would play Ham-
let one hundred nights plus one (Shattuck 1969, xv).

10 Later followed by his 1866 Richelieu, his 1867 Merchant of Venice and many other 
plays.
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scenes exactly as they were staged and then converted these drawings in-
to engravings. This was another way in which he outdid Charles Kean, who 
had published his own acting versions without illustrations.

Three weeks after the hundredth Hamlet, John Wilkes Booth assassi-
nated President Lincoln.11 The entire Booth family came under suspicion. 
Booth wrote a letter of abject apology to the people of the nation disso-
ciating himself and his family from “this most foul and atrocious crime” 
(perhaps paraphrasing the line pronounced by the ghost of Hamlet’s fa-
ther) and announcing that he would retire from acting, bearing “a wound-
ed name”. Following the assassination Booth did not return to the stage till 
January 1866, when he opened at the Winter Garden with Hamlet again, 
followed by Richelieu and, in early 1867, by The Merchant of Venice. Public 
affection for him was stronger than ever. In March 1867 another tragedy oc-
curred: the Winter Garden burned down, and all the work of the previous 
three years was lost. 

For the next two years Booth toured the eastern half of the country, act-
ing to raise money for his new enterprise: building a new theatre, his own 
theatre. He opened it in February 1869, with a stunning production of Ro-
meo and Juliet. In the audience were hundreds of prominent citizens who 
saw in this theatrical palace the fulfilment of their own sense of the ide-
al. The productions were a great attraction. The spectacular sets were made 
possible by innovative devices employing the latest technology. Several of 
the designs were by Booth himself. In all, Booth presented eight major pro-
ductions of Shakespearean plays – Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth, Much Ado 
about Nothing, The Winter’s Tale and Richard III in addition to Romeo and 
Juliet and Julius Caesar. Several other plays were also staged in resplendent 
productions in this theatre with its permanent repertory company, where 
all the leading actors of the time and of later generations could perform.

11 On the evening of April 14, 1865, at the Ford Theatre in Washington, while watch-
ing Our American Cousin by Tom Taylot, President Abraham Lincoln was assassinat-
ed by Booth. After shooting Lincoln and stabbing Major Henry R. Rathbone, Booth 
jumped from the presidential box onto the stage, where he then turned to face his au-
dience. Walt Whitman, writing as a New York journalist, described the Shakespear-
ean quality of the event for his readers: “Booth, the murderer, dress’d in plain black 
broadcloth, bare-headed, with full, glossy, raven hair, his eyes like some mad animal’s 
flashing with light and resolution, yet with a certain strange calmness, holds aloft in 
one hand a large knife – walks along not much back from the footlights – turns ful-
ly towards the audience his face of statuesque beauty, lit by those basilisk eyes, flashing 
with desperation, perhaps insanity – launches out in a firm and steady voice the words 
Sic Semper Tyrannis – and then walks with neither slow nor very rapid pace diagonally 
across to the back of the stage, and disappears” (Sturgess 2014, 127-8).
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4. Homages to Hamlet

Soon after, in 1870, the most detailed account we have of one of Booth’s 
performances of Hamlet was written, a real act of homage to both dram-
atist and actor by Charles W. Clarke, a bookkeeper and correspondent in 
New York. He had learned the play of Hamlet word for word and he knew 
it all by heart. He went to see it acted by Edwin Booth and was so struck 
by the depth and beauty of it that he went to see it seven more times. He 
therefore attended eight performances of Hamlet, the first was on Janu-
ary 18, 1870, and the last probably on March 19. He made a study of Ham-
let’s plot and characters and recognized all the variants between the well-
known Cowden Clarke text12 and Booth’s version. He memorized the play 
word for word, and repeated passages to himself to test the meaning of the 
lines and decide for himself the correct accents and inflections. He read re-
views of Booth’s performances and studied every criticism of the play that 
he had access to. During the summer and probably the autumn too, his 
notes developed into what is most likely the fullest record of Booth’s per-
formance in existence. It is contained in an old journal,13 written “in a min-
ute handwriting remarkable for uniformity, grace, and legibility” (Bun-
dy 1951, 100). He must have written the whole of it more than once, for the 
manuscript has very few insertions or corrections. Every scene was recre-
ated for the reader, it was not the generalized impression of a somewhat 
emotional spectator but a keen record of every aspect of Booth’s perfor-
mance, he described the scenery, the audience and the theatre, before mov-
ing on to the setting and the costumes, as well as Booth’s gestures, pos-
tures, and even his pronunciations, his rising and falling inflections. His 
method was to mention sets and surroundings only briefly, but to describe 
the appearance of Booth’s Hamlet exhaustively; to report the words of oth-
er characters only enough to give Hamlet his cues or to keep the sense go-
ing, but to record every word of Hamlet’s speeches and to explicate them 
with succinct notation of sound and accompanying action. At the end of 
each scene or important passage, he paused to generalize upon Booth’s act-

12 William Shakespeare’s works, edited with a revision of the text by both Charles 
and Mary Cowden Clarke, two prominent Shakespearean scholars of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. These volumes contain all of Shakespeare’s plays and his po-
ems. The Cowden Clarkes are known for several critical texts on Shakespeare. These 
include Shakespeare Characters, Complete Concordance of Shakespeare and Girlhood of 
Shakespeare’s Heroines. The aforementioned concordance was Mary Cowden Clarke’s 
greatest work. She released the work, which was begun in 1829, in eighteen monthly 
parts, and it was eventually published in 1844-1845.

13 The manuscript is now conserved in the Folger Shakespeare Library.
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ing, to interpret the broader meaning of a scene, or sometimes to enter an 
objection. To give an instance of his extremely thorough account, here is 
the description of one of the most iconic moments of the play:

Ghost enters at right rear. Hamlet does not see it, being faced toward in the 
right front and looking down. Horatio sees it and starts back. ‘Horatio. Look 
my lord, it comes!’ Hamlet rouses as from some idea that had suddenly laid 
hold of him, and turns; confronts the ghost who stands quite near him: stag-
gers back, raising his left hand swiftly as if to clear his eyes and by means 
throws off his bonnet, which hangs behind his neck as he declines: sinks in-
to Horatio’s arms at left centre, and says in a whisper (of fear) ‘Angels and 
ministers of grace defend us!’ (Ghost pauses between right centre and right 
front. Hamlet leans against Horatio but still stands, and stares at the ghost, 
breathing hard).
(101)

Another iconic moment is undoubtedly the beginning of the ‘To be or not 
to be’ speech, delivered sitting on a chair, as already pointed out earlier:

To be, or (broad sound) not (slight pause) to be (subdued, searching voice; 
looking down and forward, with a sad, puzzled look), that is the ques-
tion (free, almost colloquial delivery, yet very sober tones; his voice falls). 
Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind, to suffer (slowly, the voice rising a lit-
tle) the sling and arrows of outrageous fortune; or to take arms against a 
sea of troubles, and, by opposing, end them? (he nods his head a little, and 
his hand slips up his temple to rest on the top of his forehead). To die? (the 
voice rises) – to sleep (the voice falls perplexedly) – no more (the voice very 
low and doubtfully conclusive; he shakes his head a trifle). And (upward ac-
cent) by a sleep (upward accents) to say we end the heart-ache (slowly and 
thoroughly pronounced; tone of speculation) and the thousand (slight up-
ward accent in thous-, falling in -and) natural shocks that flesh is heir to 
(the voice drops in to) – ‘tis is (he lifts himself to a more upright posture 
and his right hand gradually sinks from his temple to his breast) consum-
mation devoutly to be wished (his voice falls; he looks upward for an in-
stant, gives a slight outward toss of his right hand, and then brings it back 
to his breast). To die (tone of reflection and perplexity) – to sleep (slight up-
ward accent and interrogatory tone; prolonged; he draws his head back a 
little, his brows contract, and his eyes start quickly with a new idea). To 
sleep! (slowly, but in an exclamatory tone; he draws back his right hand at 
his breast) perchance to dream – (upward accent). Ay (he sits back in the 
chair), there’s the rub.
(Shattuck 1969, 188) 

The version of Hamlet that Charles W. Clarke saw performed was perhaps 
the most clearly defined and satisfying of all the versions that Booth played 
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throughout his life and career. He studied the role very intensively and 
colored it with different nuances from his own experiences of life. In 1870 
he was in his mid-thirties and at the height of his creativity – though shak-
en by strokes of misfortune, from his first wife’s death in 1863 to the Win-
ter Garden fire in 1867 – and his Hamlet burned inwardly with fierce ex-
citement, giving shape to a tragic pattern firmly conceived and worked out 
in passion. 

Booth’s Hamlet then grew old with him. With the passing years the 
character of the Prince of Denmark became more meditative and stoi-
cal and less agonized and active. In his early fifties his Hamlet anticipat-
ed his own doom as if he was aware of the end of the story from the very 
beginning.

Booth’s Hamlet was entirely sane. He could break out wildly now and 
then, but this was just for “the very intensity of moral excitement”. His 
motto for the role and his answer to the question whether Hamlet is mad 
was that “I essentially am not in madness, but mad in craft”, as he wrote be-
neath an etching of himself in the character of the Prince of Denmark. To 
prove that Hamlet’s ‘antic disposition’ was just ‘play-acting’, Booth sug-
gested comparing Hamlet’s mad scenes to those of Ophelia or of Lear, 
where the madness is real. 

In his Notebook Booth also emphasizes Hamlet’s extraordinary intelli-
gence, through the way he anticipates the moves of the other characters 
and how he decides upon any plan of action well before he puts it to work. 
At every moment in the play, except of course when he murders Poloni-
us and when he is under the spell of his father’s spirit, he is in command 
of events. Few Hamlets have been more clear-headed, displaying so much 
sanity and intelligence. There was no mystery in Booth’s Hamlet, as there 
was no mystery in Shakespeare’s words, according to the accounts of both 
Lawrence Barrett, Booth’s friend and partner, and Booth himself.

In another significant review, in December 1880, in the pages of the 
journal Theatre, Palgrave Simpson underlined how in his performance 
Booth was no slave to tradition, constantly eschewing traditional touches. 
He wrote that one of the most notable examples is at the moment when his 
Hamlet exults after the Play scene, not waiting until the crowd had whol-
ly dispersed, or when he utters with profound contempt for the ranting of 
Laertes the words “I’ll rant as well as thou”. He gave the play a new render-
ing, an admirable freshness and brought new feeling to the protagonist’s 
relation to Ophelia. Palgrave Simpson also stated that his Prince of Den-
mark is “grateful in his courtesy and gentlemanly in his condescension” 
and one of the most tender moments is when he utters “Go to a nunnery” 
as the warning advice of a man who really loved Ophelia, not as an indig-
nant denunciation (Booth Clarke 1882, 73). Even in Clarke’s account we 
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find evidence of Hamlet’s tenderness. The description of the scene follow-
ing the ‘to be or not to be’ soliloquy shows how Booth’s Hamlet changed 
his behavior as the King and Polonius entered the scene; in his Notebook 
Booth says that “he acts the rest of this scene with Ophelia principally for 
the King” (Shattuck 1969, 190). At the beginning of the scene he walked 
quickly and quietly towards her and bowed to her with gentle deference. 
When she asked him coldly “How does your honor for this many a day?”, 
Hamlet was disconcerted and there was a tinge of sadness in his words to 
her. The hidden presence of the King and Polonius made Hamlet act and 
speak more bitterly and sometimes abruptly until the moment when he 
pronounced, resolutely but mournfully, the words “I loved you not” (192). 
Nonetheless, he continued talking to her, taking her left hand in his right 
hand and holding it to his breast. At the end of the scene he paused at the 
exit, came quickly down to her and, bending over, took her right hand and 
pressed his lips firmly to it. Then very gently he took her cheeks in his 
hands and looked earnestly down into her eyes. “Booth’s face exhibited 
several emotions in turn, doubt, then tenderness and pity, then love” (196). 
Clarke observed that the scene with Ophelia was one of the most difficult 
for the actor playing Hamlet because he had to maintain the character of 
a cultivated gentleman and also reveal clearly the complicated motives for 
his actions, to show at the same time that he loved Ophelia and was suspi-
cious of her. His mental struggle was intense but Booth’s skill at playing 
the part of the madman was so remarkable that the audience was always 
made aware that his madness was assumed and not real. 

5. The Final Years

In 1873, due to problems of financial mismanagement, Booth lost his the-
atre. As a result he decided not to produce plays again, but only to act his 
own roles, using his own acting versions. Booth played Hamlet through-
out the United States, and especially in the 1870s and 1880s people came to 
the cities from miles around to see him. Hamlet was the role with which he 
was most identified, in which people loved him best. It became a nation-
al institution, a legend, in the time when the very concept of the starring 
tragedian was slowly fading away. Booth was, for America, the final major 
artist of his kind, who brought two centuries of tradition to a culmination 
but also to an end.

In 1880 he then toured in England, Austria, and Germany. He was fol-
lowing the advice of his friends, among them William Winter, to visit Eu-
rope again, though he had declined an invitation two years earlier because 
he did not want to be set up as the ‘leading American tragedian’ in rival-
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ry with the ‘leading English tragedian’ Henry Irving, who had played his 
Hamlet for two hundred nights. Two years later his attitude towards per-
forming in England had changed, however, and on November 6, he opened 
his London engagements as Hamlet at Walter Gooch’s completely rebuilt 
Princess’s Theatre. The reception of the London critics was generally ju-
dicious and polite, but not enthusiastic. During the next few days, sever-
al critics – from the Times, the Morning Post, the Daily Telegraph and the 
Daily Chronicle – reported on Booth’s performance. One found it “scholar-
ly and intelligent”, another noted that Booth occasionally fell into “artifi-
cial grooves” and showed “exaggerated vehemence” in some scenes, anoth-
er again complained that he looked “as if he had stepped out of an old the-
atrical print”, while yet another cautiously wrote that his Hamlet was “on 
the level” with the Hamlets of Charles Kean, Samuel Phelps, Charles Al-
bert Fechter, and Henry Irving (Watermeier 1971, 169). It was not the kind of 
critical reception that Booth had hoped for, but in the long run he “worked 
his way out of the critical box” and his Richelieu and Lear were warmly 
praised and his clarity of speech was appreciated by Londoners.

In the fall of 1883, he returned to the American stage, though physically 
exhausted by the last year abroad and much worried about the costs of his 
last tour. He continued to travel from city to city for the next three years, 
until in 1886 he agreed to be managed by Lawrence Barnett, who organized 
his last three transcontinental tours, which brought his career to a close. 
One member of his later touring companies was Katherine Goodale, then 
known as Kitty Molony, a young actress who kept a diary of the season and 
long afterwards wrote a book about it. The spirit of her reporting is faithful 
to the event. Here is the account of one March night in 1887 in San Francis-
co, when he opened Hamlet there:

The audience must have been expecting the Star to walk on, for the curtain 
went up without a sound from the front. The King began his speech. Then the 
inky-cloaked figure was recognized, and they broke loose. I was in the first 
entrance, prompt side – where the clock was. I timed that San Francisco re-
ception. It lasted more than five minutes … Mr. Booth held his sombre mood 
and posture as long as he could, then bowed gravely – not a trace of a smile 
upon his face. But they – out there – kept it up, until he was forced to step 
out of character and wanly smile upon them … The night threatened to be-
come a demonstration to Edwin Booth, with Hamlet left out. The actor com-
pelled quiet by slipping into character, but a Hamlet that made one feel as if 
Jove’s lightning bolts had been turned loose and were striking all about one.
(Shattuck 1967, 21)

From 1887 to 1889 Barrett accompanied Booth on national tours and occa-
sionally they still performed Hamlet. The great actor lacked the old-time 



186	 Cristina Consiglio

identification with the part and there was nothing remarkable in it, his 
voice growing faint and his performance inadequate. On April 4, 1891, he 
would play his last Hamlet at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, where three 
thousand people crowded the auditorium to see his final appearance on any 
stage and hear him softly murmuring his farewell speech. 

His last great enterprise was to create a club devoted to actors, follow-
ing the inspiration of the Garrick Club in London. When he founded the 
Players Club, he stipulated that in it men of the theater should associate 
with men of letters and with artists, painters, sculptors, and architects, be-
cause he believed that it was not good for the members of any one profes-
sion to socialize exclusively with one another. From the beginning of his 
project, in the summer of 1887, he started to meet actors, managers, and 
artists in order to show them his plans. He would give the Club everything 
he owned pertaining to theatrical production and more than a thousand 
books, paving the way for the creation of the first American library for the-
atre studies. The club, which would be called ‘The Players’, was inaugurat-
ed on January 1, 1888. Edwin Booth, as its president, would give the first 
speech recalling that a little more than sixty years earlier his father had 
crossed the ocean to try to make his name in America, while it had taken 
the same sixty years for his son to gain the approval of that land which his 
father in a certain sense had disowned, bringing from the Old to the New 
World the roots of its theatrical tradition: Shakespeare.14
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In the previous issue of Skenè, Paul Cantor, an eminent senior Shakespeare scholar, 
author of Shakespeare’s Rome: Republic and Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1976) and Shakespeare’s Roman Trilogy: The Twilight of Antiquity (Chicago: 
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Shakespeare’s Roman Trilogy in The Classical Review, with particular attention to our 
disagreement about Shakespeare’s sense of historical causation. What does Shakespeare 
believe drives changes to political institutions? Matter or ideas? ‘Conditions of 
production’? Or religious faith? Turning here, by contrast, to different concerns, I begin 
by summarizing the philosophical and literary-theoretical argument of my monograph, 
which Cantor dismisses without further explanation as “abstruse” and “impenetrable”. 
In contrast to a familiar but false dichotomy between ‘humanism’ and ‘antihumanism’, 
Shakespeare offers an appealing compromise vision of selfhood. In keeping with the 
recent religious turn within Shakespeare studies, as well as the revival of presentism 
in both history and literary criticism, I respond to Cantor’s charge that I am blinded 
by “Christian dogmatism” and defend my conclusion that Shakespeare’s Rome 
resembles present-day “liberal democracies”. Throughout the Roman plays, allusions 
to the Gospels and to biblical drama introduce dramatic irony. As Peter Lake (2015, 111) 
suggests, Shakespeare “reanimates and stages” a “neo-Roman” ideology which is “almost 
entirely secular”, then “tests it to breaking point by subjecting it, not merely to a secular 
historical and political critique, but also to a religious, indeed, a Christian critique”. 
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I am very grateful to the editors of Skenè for this opportunity to respond to Paul 
Cantor and to explain my misgivings about his review of my recent monograph, 
Shakespeare and the Fall of the Roman Republic, as well as to concede a few ‘palpa-
ble hits’. What troubles me is not so much that Cantor disagrees with me as that he 
misrepresents my argument, such that I fear a reader will come away from his re-
view with a misleading or at least an incomplete impression of my various con-



190	 Patrick Gray

clusions. In particular, Cantor omits what I myself see as the main interest of the 
book: a philosophical articulation of Shakespeare’s sense of human selfhood, as 
well as the place of that conception within intellectual history (Innes 2019; Campa-
na 2020; Landrea 2020). The word “selfhood” is there in the subtitle: Selfhood, Stoi-
cism, and Civil War. But it is nowhere to be found in Cantor’s review. So, I feel like 
I should try to explain this missing piece of the puzzle.

Is the self an illusion? Are we all just pawns of impersonal forces such as class 
conflict or ‘ideological state apparatuses’? When I was a student, which was not 
so long ago, Shakespeare studies took its inspiration from French theorists such as 
Foucault, Lacan, and Althusser. Its professed enemy was the deracinated ‘I’ of Des-
cartes’ cogito ergo sum: the self as disembodied, autonomous ‘reason’. Since then, 
of course, New Historicism has been dethroned; such antihumanism has fallen out 
of fashion. But nothing has taken its place. Instead, in keeping with David Kastan’s 
exhortations more than twenty years ago in Shakespeare After Theory (1999), 
Shakespeare studies since the turn of the century all too often has abandoned such 
first-order questions altogether, taking refuge instead in positivist antiquarianism 
(Parvini 2014). What I propose, therefore, in Shakespeare and the Roman Republic is 
a possible way forward: a Hegelian Aufhebung of the once-lively theoretical debate 
John Lee (2000) aptly dubbed “the controversies of the self”. 

Shakespeare offers an appealing alternative to the false dichotomy Paul Ricoeur 
describes as “the quarrel over the cogito, in which the ‘I’ is by turns in a position 
of strength and of weakness”, and articulates it with more than usual clarity in the 
Roman plays, as well as Ulysses’ conversation with Achilles in Troilus and Cressi-
da about an unnamed book (“this strange fellow here”) (1992, 4). Their discussion 
there elaborates upon Aristotle’s description of the friend as a mirror in his Magna 
Moralia, in a passage Martha Nussbaum (2001, 364) singles out as “the clearest ver-
sion” of Aristotle’s argument that the independent self-knowledge characteristic of 
God is not possible for human beings (Arist. MM 2.15; Bartsch 2006, 52–3; Langley 
2009, 52). Drawing on his experience as an actor and a playwright, Shakespeare 
develops Aristotle’s ground-breaking acknowledgment of human intersubjectivity 
into a rich articulation of the relationship between the self and the other which an-
ticipates Hegel and stands in stark contrast to Kant.

For Shakespeare, we are neither cogs in a machine nor self-sufficient demigods. 
The individual is neither a disinterested, reified wisp of untrammeled agency nor 
a delusion altogether at the mercy of impersonal forces such as ‘discourse’, ‘ideol-
ogy’, or ‘language’. Instead, as I explain both in this book and in the introduction 
to an earlier collection I co-edited, Shakespeare and Renaissance Ethics (2014), the 
granular specificity of interpersonal interaction, occurring at the scale of ethics as 
opposed to politics, complicates any larger, simpler, and more sweeping construct 
such as Foucault’s ‘epistemes’. “Other individuals intervene between culture and 
the subject, shaping and being shaped in turn, mediating the influence of any kind 
of Zeitgeist” (Gray 2019b, 37-8). The self is “interdependent, at once agent and ob-
ject, like a partner in a dance or an interlocutor in a dialogue” (95).

Some people might find such a conclusion exciting. For Cantor, however, it is 
gibberish: “impenetrable postmodern jargon” (2020, 259). As Shakespeare’s Cas-
ca says of Cicero’s Greek, “for my own part, it was Greek to me” (JC 1.2.280). 
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I met with similar irritated incomprehension from the historian T.P. Wiseman 
(2019), who reviewed the book for the Times Literary Supplement and dismissed it 
brusquely as “conducted in the abstract idiom of critical theory”. I do not use the 
technical language of theology, philosophy, and literary theory to show off, how-
ever, as Cantor suggests, or to satisfy an imp of the perverse, but because it is the 
nature of the task at hand. I am arguing against postmodernism, both per se and 
as a supposed analogue for Shakespeare’s own perspective, and I have to use its 
own language from time to time in order to do so. Like Plutarch in his essay On the 
Self-Contradictions of the Stoics, my hope, at least, in citing “postmodern jargon” 
such as Althusser’s well-worn term ‘interpellation’ is to use the weapons of my in-
tellectual antagonists against them. Shakespeare is not ‘our contemporary’: Shake-
speare’s concept of the self is not nearly as ‘postmodern’ as critics such as Jan Kott, 
Jonathan Dollimore, and Catherine Belsey once made it out to be. 

Another way to explain our differences might be to say that Cantor and Wise-
man want to ignore Continental philosophy altogether, as if it did not exist, where-
as I want to engage with one form of this tradition, French antihumanism, on its 
own ground and replace it with a rival form, closer to Hegel, that I see as more 
flexible, plausible, and humane. I want to displace ‘critique’ and give ‘post-critique’ 
more specificity. Whether I succeed or not is open to question; evaluating my work 
in such terms, however, would require first understanding what it is that I am try-
ing to do. My aim in the monograph is by no means to advance the cause of “crit-
ical theory”, in the sense of ‘critique’ or ‘symptomatic reading’, but instead to re-
place what Ricoeur (1970, 32) memorably calls “the school of suspicion” with a dif-
ferent and more nuanced conceptual framework: a sense of human nature as both 
actor and acted-upon and of subjectivity in particular as both individual and col-
laborative (‘intersubjective’).

Cantor (2020, 255), by contrast, sees what he calls my “madness for theorists” 
as nothing more than a stalking horse. “He needs to wrap his book in the mantle of 
all these contemporary theorists because his underlying argument is so old-fash-
ioned” (256). By “old-fashioned”, what Cantor means here is, in his own words, “or-
thodox Christian” (256). Cantor implies, in other words, that there is a tradition of 
reading Shakespeare’s Roman plays as implicitly sympathetic to Christianity that 
is dominant enough to constitute an orthodoxy within Shakespeare studies. As ev-
idence, he cites two examples, both now almost fifty years old: Joseph L. Simmons 
(1973), who compares Shakespeare’s Roman plays to St. Augustine’s City of God, 
and Roy Battenhouse (1969), who observes that Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar seems 
to rely on “dark-shadowing of Christian pattern” as a form of dramatic irony. Can-
tor frames this association as a black mark against me, but I am not so sure. Here 
is Battenhouse on Julius Caesar, in a passage that I must admit I had never in fact 
read until Cantor prompted me:

The drama is here structured in terms of a beginning in triumphal entry on a 
holiday, then a climax with the slaying of its hero at “the ninth hour”, and final-
ly a return of his ghost from the dead to inspire a martyr-like death by his god-
son Brutus . . . Dramatically its pattern of a purging sacrifice for the “renewal” 
of Rome – a renewal memorialized by a bathing of murderers’ hands and later 
of citizens’ napkins in Caesar’s blood – would seem to any Christian audience 
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a parody of Redemption . . . And when Antony, after Caesar’s death, enlists dis-
ciples by displaying the “wounds” of the dead Caesar, do we not have a coun-
terfeit parallel to the resurrected Christ’s offering his wounds for the view of 
Thomas the doubter?
(92-3)

Elsewhere in his work, Battenhouse can be maladroit, forcing allegories well be-
yond what the text will bear. In this case, however, I struggle to see grounds for 
disagreement. Hannibal Hamlin comes to similar conclusions in his 2013 study The 
Bible in Shakespeare, in which he points out an astonishing array of allusions to the 
Gospels, as well as English biblical drama, running throughout all of Shakespeare’s 
Roman plays. “Shakespeare spins webs of analogies in which the tragedies of the 
protagonists are all measured against the tragedy (if it is one) of Christ” (184). 

What strikes me as misleading, then, is not so much the comparison to Batten-
house, at least not in this particular case, as the implication that this kind of in-
terpretation of Shakespeare’s Roman plays is or ever has been “orthodox” with-
in Shakespeare studies. If there is an academic orthodoxy, it is that Shakespeare is 
secular, not that he is Christian. As Hamlin observes, writing only seven years ago, 
“perhaps because of the anachronistic and contrastive nature of Shakespeare’s bib-
lical allusions in the Roman plays, literary critics have been tentative about ac-
knowledging or explaining them” (184). For almost the entirety of the twenti-
eth century, in keeping with the influence of the nineteenth-century German crit-
ic Georg G. Gervinus, as well as the turn-of-the century English critic Andrew C. 
Bradley, seeing Shakespeare as anything other than a forerunner of modern irreli-
gion was very much a minority position.1 “Elizabethan drama was almost wholly 
secular”, Bradley maintains (1905, 25). Only in the last ten or twenty years, in light 
of the religious turn in Shakespeare studies after 9/11, has this consensus even be-
gun to unravel. As Brian Cummings (2012) observes, “the world is not as secular as 
we thought”: “when many theorists of the modern have abandoned the secular as 
an explanation for modernity, it hardly makes sense to think of Shakespeare as a 
secular apostle”. 

More worrisome, however, is Cantor’s tendency throughout his review to spec-
ulate about my own personal opinion of Christianity. “Gray believes in the truth 
of Christianity”, etc. (Cantor 2020, 256). He accuses me of “Christian dogmatism” 
literally half-a-dozen times (256, 257, 263). I am taken aback by this charge, and I 
would point out that I have never published anything on Christianity in and of it-
self, speaking in propria persona. Instead, and in deliberate contrast, I try to abide 
by the principle that literary criticism, as an act of sympathetic imagination, re-
quires some degree of self-abnegation. In my work on Shakespeare, I want to keep 
the focus on Shakespeare’s point of view rather than my own, and our two per-
spectives do not always coincide. 

For example, Cantor claims that “Gray’s” response to the fall of the Roman Re-
public, as opposed to Shakespeare’s, is “something like: “Good riddance; those pa-
gans deserved it” (260). But in fact, I personally (“Gray”) agree with Cantor that 
the Roman Republic was a tremendous achievement. The difference is, I do not 

1 On the myth of Shakespeare’s secularism see Gray 2019c.
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think that Shakespeare shares my own enthusiasm. His earliest Roman play, Titus 
Andronicus, is hardly a case for the glories of Roman self-governance, and some-
thing of its wary, disillusioned, pessimistic tone persists in the Roman plays that 
follow.2 As Cantor notes, “the Roman Republic survived and generally prospered 
for roughly four and a half centuries” (261). Nonetheless, that long stretch of stabil-
ity is not what Shakespeare seems to care about. Instead, he writes two plays, Ju-
lius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra, about how it falls apart. 

Even Shakespeare’s Rape of Lucrece, despite its subject matter, stops short of 
celebrating the distinctive political stability, military might, and economic prosper-
ity that followed the expulsion of the Tarquins. Seen from within the confines of 
Shakespeare’s canon, that is, in terms of the order and chronology of Shakespeare’s 
composition of the works in which they appear, rather than in terms of Roman his-
tory itself, Marcus Junius Brutus immediately undoes what his ancestor, Lucius Ju-
nius Brutus, tries to put in place. The focus throughout Shakespeare’s version of 
the legend of Lucrece is not on political institutions, as it is in Livy, but instead on 
personal aristocratic competition. Rather than ending the poem with an encomium 
of the Republic still to come, Shakespeare introduces a long ekphrasis in the mid-
dle focused on the sack of Troy: an adumbration by analogy of Rome’s later fall. 

For Cantor, the third play in Shakespeare’s “Roman trilogy”, Coriolanus, show-
cases “communication and negotiation between the patrician and plebeian parties”. 
Shakespeare’s admiration for the Roman Republic is apparent, he maintains, in the 
overall balance of power between these two opposing social classes.3 Only Corio-
lanus is “unwilling to compromise” (262). Yet I cannot help but feel that this read-
ing is forced. Coriolanus stands for more than himself; he is a symbol, a synec-
doche, for the same kind of reckless, uncompromising, physically valiant but po-
litically short-sighted male aristocrat that we also find personified in his English 
doppelgänger, Hotspur, in 1 Henry IV. He personifies what Lawrence Stone (1974) 
calls “the crisis of the aristocracy” in England in Shakespeare’s own lifetime. Still 
more generally speaking, he embodies the political problem Francis Fukuyama 
(2006) calls megalothymia. What do we do as a society if someone is not satisfied 
with peaceful salutations in the marketplace? If an individual such as Coriolanus, 
or Caesar, wants to be more than equal? At the end of Coriolanus, Coriolanus him-
self may be dead, but the problem of libido dominandi that eventually destroys the 
Republic seems to me very far from resolved.

In short, as I explain in my review of his most recent book, the problem with 
Cantor’s take on Roman history is not that it is necessarily wrong, still less that it 
is uninformed, but that it is not Shakespeare’s (Gray 2019a; Gray 2019b, 17-21 and 
110-15). Cantor, I would wager, knows far more about Roman history than Shake-
speare ever did himself. Yet he is unwilling to allow for any separation, any day-
light, between himself and his ostensible subject. ‘Shakespeare’ thus becomes a 
proxy for Cantor himself, like Socrates in Plato’s later dialogues. Meanwhile, he ac-

2 On Titus Andronicus and the ‘pessimistic’ or Harvard School of Aeneid criticism see Gray 
2016.

3 For further arguments for Shakespeare’s republicanism see Hadfield 2005; for further argu-
ments against see Gray and Samely 2018.
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cuses me of undue deference to St. Augustine: “for him, any argument can be set-
tled by a quotation from St Augustine” (256). In lieu of what could easily become a 
long digression, let me assure you that I do not see St. Augustine as anything like 
an infallible authority. My interest in St. Augustine in the present context is not as 
a ‘key to all mythologies’ but instead as a touchstone and synecdoche for one of 
the two rival schools of thought, Stoicism and Augustinianism, William Bouwsma 
(1990) identifies as “the two faces of humanism”.

To explain more fully, what interests me about Shakespeare as well as litera-
ture in general is not the possibility of corroborating my own opinions but instead 
the opportunity to step outside my own limited historical and cultural moment and 
encounter unfamiliar modes of thought. I am not trying to seize yet more grist for 
the mill of some present-day polemic but instead to de-provincialize myself chron-
ologically; to travel across cultures through time in the same way that a travel-
er might journey to some far-off, unfamiliar locale. I am interested, in other words, 
in what is alien in Shakespeare more than I am in what is familiar. This effort is all 
the more important to me now in light of ongoing political unrest. As history am-
ply shows, Christianity, like conservatism, is not going to disappear altogether. So, 
we should try to understand it.

In terms of critical method, the burden of proof, as well, seems to me to lie 
with those who would attempt to show that Shakespeare did not share the com-
mon conceptions of his day; that he was an atheist, for example, or a republican; 
that he leapt across the ages to anticipate our own; as opposed to those who as-
sume, at least as a starting point, that Shakespeare was most likely well within the 
mainstream of contemporary thought, including not least Christianity, as well as 
monarchy. Cantor speaks of “Christian dogmatism” (256) with incredulity and con-
tempt. But there is more than one kind of dogmatism: anti-Christian as well as 
Christian. “How canst thou say to thy brother, Brother, let me pull out the mote 
that is in thine eye, when thou seest not the beam that is in thine own eye?” (Luke 
6:42) Pronounced antipathy to Christianity can blind us to otherwise obvious allu-
sions, parallels, and influence just as surely as religious faith, especially when cou-
pled with Bardolatry, that is, with the desire to see Shakespeare as an avatar and 
idealization of ourselves. 

That said, I freely grant the book is not without its flaws, some of which are 
substantive. Most immediately, as Cantor notes, “it has too much of the kind of 
signposting one finds in graduate student prose” (264). The more essential problem 
that this compensatory symptom reveals is too much conceptual scaffolding. With 
the enthusiasm of a doctoral student, trying to squeeze in every new idea, I incor-
porate too many different abstract frameworks, beyond what a single book can 
bear. As a result, as Paul Hammond observes, “Some pages are so crowded with 
brief citations, with major figures appearing only for a sentence or two before giv-
ing way to a rival, that the threads of the argument are sometimes hard to follow” 
(2019, 548). “As the names and texts pile up,” Sean Keilen laments, “it becomes im-
possible to remember why these sources matter for reading Shakespeare, or how 
they differ from one another” (2020, 137).

Ten years on, I find myself of two minds about this unusual density of refer-
ences. I am grateful for Keilen’s good faith effort to make sense of a challenging 



Shakespeare and the Fall of the Roman Republic: A Reply to P.A. Cantor 195

book, and I take his point: “for a scholar who is invested in the idea that human 
vulnerability is the best foundation for rewarding relationships with other peo-
ple, the extensive review of scholarship throughout this book erects a barrier be-
tween Gray and his readers” (137). I myself find it frustrating when modernist po-
etry such as that of Ezra Pound or the later Geoffrey Hill degenerates into cross-
word puzzles of obscure allusions, tantamount to a private language, and it is more 
than slightly distressing to realize that I fell prey here to a similar bad habit. None-
theless, the difficulty in this case is not entirely of my own devising. In compari-
son to Miltonists, in particular, or Spenserians, as well as scholars who write about 
Montaigne, I often wish that more Shakespeareans had a better sense of intellec-
tual history in the longue durée, so that my efforts to place “Fancy’s child” on the 
chessboard of various longstanding debates would not seem so puzzling or require 
so much effort to explain. When Keilen says, for example, “from my point of view, 
none of these academic excurses was actually necessary to make”, I cannot help 
but feel dismay (138). 

As it happens, I have been invited to give a paper at the next meeting of the 
Shakespeare Association of America, “Shakespeare after the New Materialism”, in 
which I will address what I see as the dangers of this tunnel vision for our disci-
pline. Following the collapse of the USSR in the 1980s, ‘postmodern’ theorists such 
as Lyotard proclaimed their opposition to ‘metanarratives’ (métarécits) such as 
Marxism. This loss of confidence prompted, in turn, a retreat across the humanities 
in general into the supposed safety of innocuous physical detail. After the grandi-
ose, counter-intuitive claims of Foucault et al., new attention to ‘the material text’ 
at first felt reassuring. So, too, the names, dates, and welter of objects brought for-
ward by ‘micro-history’. 

By now, however, the shortcomings of ‘the New Materialism’ are starting to 
show through. The danger is, in short, a precipitous decline into deracinated, dis-
connected trivia: what Adorno criticized in Benjamin as “the wide-eyed presenta-
tion of mere facts” (qtd in Kastan 1999, 18). Shakespeare studies as Wunderkam-
mer is unsustainable. What we need now in order to fill the gap left by the collapse 
of ‘Theory’s empire’ is not simply more archival research, still less, a revival of 
French antihumanism, but instead a re-engagement with the history of ideas, con-
necting the beliefs of the past to their analogues in the present. Hence my efforts 
in Shakespeare and the Roman Republic, as well as elsewhere, to identify rival tradi-
tions of thought and to try to discern Shakespeare’s commitment to one side or the 
other.  

Complicating this endeavor is the sometime stumbling-block, sometime scandal 
that Shakespeare’s metaphysical, moral, and political assumptions are by no means 
compatible with many of the most dearly-held beliefs of almost all present-day 
professional Shakespeare scholars, actors, and theatre directors: in William Bou-
wsma’s terms (1990), Augustinian, as opposed to Stoic; in Thomas Sowell’s (2007), 
tragic, as opposed to utopian; in Patrick Deneen’s (2013), Aristotelian, as opposed 
to Baconian; in a word, conservative, as opposed to progressive. The fact that we 
today are so uncomfortable with even considering that prospect, that it leads re-
viewers not only to disagree with me, but to disagree angrily, is itself an interest-
ing second-order problem, and one which I hope to address in my contribution 
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(Gray 2021) to a forthcoming collection, Shakespeare and Montaigne: “Falstaff’s Par-
ty: Shakespeare, Montaigne, and their Liberal Censors”.

In Shakespeare and the Fall of the Roman Republic, I argue more specifically that 
Shakespeare does not represent ancient Rome as an idealized forerunner of pres-
ent-day liberal democracies but instead as a cautionary tale. Cantor, a libertarian, 
does not like this line of thought: he complains that I “repeatedly confuse the Ro-
man Republic with a liberal democracy” and rejects what he sees as “false paral-
lels between ancient Rome and today’s democratic world” (260). In fairness, I can 
see where he is coming from. What I should have explained in the book but do not 
is why more precisely Shakespeare seems to me unlikely, if he could time-travel, to 
give the distinction Cantor draws between our supposed self-governance and that 
of ancient Rome as much importance as Cantor does himself. If readers are inter-
ested, I am planning to give a longer paper on this problem at the 2022 meeting 
of the Renaissance Society of America in Dublin: “The Tyranny of the Individual: 
Shakespeare, Liberalism, and Neo-Roman Republicanism”. In the meantime, to split 
hairs with Cantor as to whether or not ancient Roman tribunes qualify as “repre-
sentative government”, a form of governance which he claims was “unknown in 
the ancient world”, and whether or not we today are free from aristocracy, even in 
what are ostensibly liberal democracies, would be I think to miss the larger point 
(260).

Drawing on arguments introduced by Machiavelli, philosopher Philip Pet-
tit (1997) and historian Quentin Skinner (1998) distinguish between ‘civic’ or 
‘neo-Athenian’ republicanism, which strives to bring about a shared vision of hu-
man flourishing (gk. eudaimonia), and ‘neo-Roman’ republicanism, which aims in-
stead more simply at protecting individual autonomy from the threat of tyran-
ny (‘non-domination’).4 This ‘instrumental’ form of republicanism, they main-
tain, is substantively different from modern liberalism.5 Shakespeare, by contrast, 
sees republicanism of any kind as subject to the same kinds of intractable struc-
tural flaws that Pettit and Skinner attribute to later liberalism, in keeping with the 
more controversial conclusions of present-day ‘post-liberals’ such as Patrick De-
neen (2018), Adrian Vermeule, and Sohrab Ahmari (Fukuyama 2020). Like Hegel 
after him, Shakespeare calls into question the conflation of hierarchy with tyranny 
that underpins the concept of ‘neo-Roman liberty’. Social stability, he believes, re-
quires what his Ulysses calls “degree”, including a monarch, as well as an aristocra-
cy (Gray and Samely 2018).

Turning back from politics to ethics, the most serious flaw of Shakespeare and 
the Fall of the Roman Republic lies, however, elsewhere altogether. As both Keilen 
and Cantor point out, I do not take nearly enough time anywhere in the mono-
graph to explain that despite my arguments to the contrary, Shakespeare does to 
some extent admire and feel attracted to the moral vision of ancient Rome, includ-
ing in particular Stoicism, Epicureanism, and the Senecan ideal of constancy. He 

4 For a more recent elaboration on this contrast see Nelson 2004. For criticism of this take on 
the distinction between Roman republicanism and Athenian democracy, see Maddox 2002 and 
Kennedy 2014a and 2014b.

5 For criticism of this notional distinction in kind between (neo-)Roman republicanism and 
liberalism, see Larmore 2001, Spector 2003, Kapust 2004, and Kapust and Turner 2013.
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sees Romanitas as misguided, dangerous, and eventually self-destructive, in com-
parison to Christianity, but he does also recognize its strengths and register its 
glamorous appeal. As Cantor explains, and I agree, “For all their moral failings, 
Shakespeare’s Romans embody forms of human excellence that have been much 
admired throughout history, among them courage, valour, ambition, public spir-
itedness, indomitable will, iron discipline – all of which can be invaluable to the 
very survival of a community confronted by enemies” (258). 

Although it is no adequate justification, it may help to make sense of this omis-
sion if I explain that I originally conceived of the material that became Shakespeare 
and the Fall of the Roman Republic as only one small part of a much larger pro-
ject: Shame and Guilt in Shakespeare (Gray 2018a). As an undergraduate, I played 
the role of Macbeth at the same time that I was reading Nietzsche’s Genealogy of 
Morals and Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, and it struck me that I was en-
countering the same core debate in different forms: the opposition between what 
Nietzsche calls “master” and “slave” morality. In classics, this contrast resurfac-
es in the guise of the more neutral terms ‘shame culture’ and ‘guilt culture’, and I 
think these categories could be useful for the study of Shakespeare. Like Nietzsche, 
Shakespeare sees the advent of Christianity as a “transvaluation of all values”. Un-
like Nietzsche, however, Shakespeare sees this “slave revolt in morals” as a change 
for the better.

More precisely, Shakespeare finds himself torn between two competing mor-
al visions. He is committed to one (‘guilt culture’) but also drawn despite himself to 
its opposite (‘shame culture’). As Cantor writes in his review, “the conflict between 
what might be called aggressive virtues and compassionate virtues – roughly be-
tween classical and Christian virtues – is often at the centre of Shakespearean trag-
edy” (258). Cantor sees this conflict as intractable, even within Shakespeare’s own 
mind, whereas I believe that Shakespeare comes down in the end on one side, the 
opposite side from Nietzsche, the “compassionate” as opposed to the “aggressive”. 
As Helen Gardner observes, “Pity is to Shakespeare the strongest and profoundest 
of human emotions, the distinctively human emotion. It rises above and masters 
indignation” (1959, 60).

As illustrations of “the incompatibility between opposing forms of human ex-
cellence”, Cantor points to Henry V, as well as Coriolanus. “The virtues necessary 
in war time may clash with the virtues necessary in peace time” (258). In light of 
the work of Paul Jorgensen (1953), I am not sure that Shakespeare would entire-
ly accept the contrast Cantor posits between “war time” and “peace time”. More 
importantly, I do not agree with Cantor that Shakespeare shares the assumption, 
associated today with Isaiah Berlin (2001), that human values are irreconcilable: 
what Berlin calls ‘value pluralism’ as opposed to ‘monism’. Instead, I think Shake-
speare believes in a hierarchy of moral goods, in keeping with contemporary con-
cepts of natural law. As I argue in my essay “Shakespeare and War”, Henry V in 
particular reveals Shakespeare’s sense of the best possible postlapsarian solution to 
the problem of intransigent thymos personified by Hotspur as well as Coriolanus, 
rather than a variation on the same out-of-control condition. The key to this solu-
tion is Christian appropriation of Aristotle’s concept of equity (Gk. epieikeia), best 
known today in the form of just war theory. 
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More specifically, as the example of Henry V shows, Shakespeare seems to 
me unlikely to accept Cantor’s premise that “Christian piety” is incompatible 
with “martial heroism” (257). By way of analogy, one might cite Calvin’s and oth-
er Protestants’ fervent exhortations to the young English king Edward VI to emu-
late the warlike Old Testament king Josiah (Murdock 1998). St. Augustine in par-
ticular would not accept that Hamlet’s withdrawal from the world or Henry VI’s is 
an accurate representation of Christian virtue but instead would see their unwill-
ingness to engage in moral compromise, to the point, if need be, of violent action, 
as a blameworthy abdication of their Christian duty to others, given their political 
station.6

What I found as a doctoral student, meanwhile, was that this project, Shame 
and Guilt in Shakespeare, was too big to tackle all at once. What is the difference 
between shame and guilt and by extension between ‘shame culture’ and ‘guilt cul-
ture’? To answer this question properly requires a deep dive into some heated con-
troversies. The idea that Shakespeare has opinions, moreover, seems to shock peo-
ple. “Shakespeare’s genius as a dramatist”, Cantor insists, “was a kind of philo-
sophical impartiality, his refusal to take a partisan view of things and his openness 
to appreciating the merits of either side in any conflict” (263). Keilen, too, balks at 
what he calls my “unargued assertion” that “‘Keats’s claim about Shakespeare’s 
‘Negative Capability’ is a misleading and counterproductive myth, disabling even 
the possibility of fruitful debate” (2020, 136). 

My “assertion” here is not entirely “unargued”, although I grant I could and 
probably should have said more in the body text. Instead, a note directs the read-
er to a separate essay on this point, “Seduced by Romanticism” (Gray 2018b), in 
which I explain my misgivings about Keats’s well-known claim (Gray 2019b, 20 n. 
79). “Human beings”, I argue there, “are by nature double-minded, torn between 
faith and doubt”. Authors write texts, not merely as a form of propaganda or ma-
nipulation, that is, as a means to persuade others of their own settled opinions, but 
also as a form of catharsis, airing and exorcising their misgivings about their own 
assumptions. “The doubt that shadows their beliefs haunts them, irritates them, 
and finally, drives them to create works of art, much as a grain of sand in an oyster 
spurs it to form a pearl” (Gray 2018b, 521). 

Shakespeare, for example, dramatizes his doubts about his own opinions by 
embodying them as charismatic narcissists who steal the scene on stage but in the 
end meet with ignominy or even tragedy. After allowing proto-Romantic charac-
ters such as Antony and Cleopatra to exalt themselves to untenable heights, if on-
ly in their own imagination, Shakespeare shows them eventually crash back down 
to earth. The pattern is essentially that of the Vice-figure in earlier morality plays, 
albeit executed with much greater subtlety; a variation on what John Parker (2007) 
identifies as a typology of Antichrist in English biblical drama. Since the advent of 
Romanticism, however, critics such as Victor Hugo, William B. Yeats, and Harold 
Bloom tend to misinterpret Shakespeare’s moral commitments, not only because 
his manner of expression is so subtle, understated, and ironic, compared to con-
temporary preachers and satirists, but also because his ‘common sense’ is so out 

6 See, e.g. C. Faust. 22.74. On Hamlet see Gray 2014; on Henry VI see Gray 2018c.
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of sync with their own opposing sensibility. “Romantic rhapsodizing about Shake-
speare tends to misinterpret the movement of his mind”: such critics are too quick 
to identify the playwright with characters such as Richard II and Falstaff, as well as 
Antony and Cleopatra, whom he goes out of his way to undercut (Gray 2019b, 186). 
To read the second tetralogy of English history plays, in particular, as what Bloom 
(2017, 32) calls “The Passion of Sir John Falstaff” is like reading Lolita from the per-
spective of Humbert Humbert (Gray 2019b, 355). 

Turning back to the Roman plays, it seems to me revealing of a more general 
problem that Cantor does not in practice abide by his professed principle of Shake-
speare’s “impartiality”. Instead, the myth of Shakespeare’s “Negative Capability” 
serves as a motte-and-bailey tactic. More precisely, like like Jeffrey Doty (2019), 
who raises similar objections to my sense of Shakespeare’s Roman plays, Can-
tor sees “Shakespearean tragedy” as “a protest against the limitations of the hu-
man condition”: Shakespeare, he maintains, “celebrates the heroic spirit in all its 
efforts to transcend human limits” (2020, 260). This Romantic take is very precisely 
the opposite of my own contention that Shakespeare distrusts the grandiose sense 
of selfhood Romanticism shares with Stoicism: a quasi-solipsistic refusal to accept 
the ‘givenness’ of God, the world, and other people (Berlin 2001; Nuttall 2007, 193). 
“The moral error that Shakespeare seems to find the most beguiling is a kind of 
self-absorption” (Gray 2019b, 186). Cantor is welcome to disagree with me; in do-
ing so, however, he contradicts himself. He does not in fact see Shakespeare as ‘im-
partial’, as he claims, but instead presents him as committed; partisan; engaged. 
Shakespeare does not stand aloof from the history of ideas, by his own account, 
but instead can be better understood as a daring precursor of Romanticism: an ear-
ly modern Schiller. 

What such inconsistencies demonstrate is that the critical commonplace that 
Shakespeare has no fixed opinions is prima facie absurd. As both Hume and Mon-
taigne teach us, thoroughgoing skepticism of this kind is in practice impossi-
ble.7 What would it mean for a human being to have no stable ideological com-
mitments? More precisely, the claim that Shakespeare is ‘undecidable’ requires 
a separation of the text from the mind of the author that now seems untena-
ble: a conceit (‘the intentional fallacy’) overturned in, e.g. Steven Knapp and Wal-
ter Benn Michaels’ influential essay, “Against Theory” (1982), as well as the work 
of Lisa Zunshine (2006). That said, the myth of Shakespeare’s “Negative Capabil-
ity” does contain a kernel of somewhat mangled truth. Shakespeare is free from 
the self-righteous scorn of the satirist. Unlike his rivalrous contemporary Ben Jon-
son, Shakespeare does not sneer at those whom he sees as gone astray but instead 
responds to their plight with extraordinary empathy. He thinks, as the saying is, 
‘there but by the grace of God go I’.

Given this sense of Shakespeare’s Christian spirit of forgiveness, I found my-
self startled at first by Cantor’s characterization of my tone. “For Gray”, he insists, 
“Shakespeare had nothing but contempt for the ancient Roman world” (2020, 257). 
“For Gray, Brutus is a Stoic poseur, Antony is a self-deluded sensualist with aspi-
rations to divinity, and Julius Caesar is a pompous tyrant” (256). A similar interpo-

7 For a thoughtful discussion of this problem see Kuzner 2016.
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lated insult crops up in Jeffrey Doty’s review (2019), too, when he says that I see 
Cleopatra as “a reckless strumpet” (769). “Strumpet”, “poseur”, “sensualist”: I my-
self do not and would never use such reductive or pejorative terms to sum up these 
characters. On the contrary, I would like to think a more accurate description of 
my tone would be sadness, like Virgil’s in the Aeneid: lacrimae rerum (1.462). I go 
out of my way, for example, to observe that Brutus’s compassion inspires our sym-
pathy, even though he himself sees his susceptibility to pity as an embarrassing 
fault, and I wish that I had taken time to say the same about Antony in Antony and 
Cleopatra.

What Cantor misses here is that it is possible to believe that someone is making 
a mistake without therefore holding that person in contempt. Coriolanus, for in-
stance, seems to me like Mike Tyson in his prime: a mix of terrifying power and in-
ner fragility. If I had been in Mike Tyson’s situation, back when I was in my twen-
ties, would I have made better choices? Who knows? My purpose in Shakespeare 
and the Fall of the Roman Republic, and I think Shakespeare’s, as well, as a play-
wright, is not to look up or down at such unusual characters, but instead to eval-
uate their distinctive approaches to life as potential operating systems for our 
own. Should I act like Coriolanus? What is likely to happen if I do? In such an in-
quiry, neither scorn nor admiration enters the picture. I am not scoring contestants 
in the moral equivalent of a beauty pageant. What I am after instead is my own 
happiness.

What kind of outcome do I want in life, and how can I get there? Would it help 
me to enjoy life as much as possible, all things considered, if I acted more like 
Cleopatra? When I say that Shakespeare does not see Cleopatra’s choices as “ad-
visable”, I am not engaged in any kind of moral grandstanding but instead think-
ing through what is for me a very practical question: whether to indulge or to re-
sist the siren call of narcissism (Gray 2019b, 7). I approach these characters, and I 
think Shakespeare does, too, not as occasions for the exercise of my own self-right-
eousness, confirming to myself what I already believe to be true, but instead as po-
tential future selves, shedding light on who I might myself one day conceivably be-
come. They are thought-experiments, personified hypotheses, illustrating varia-
tions on what Pierre Hadot calls ‘philosophy as a way of life’ (Hadot 1995; Hadot 
2020; Sharpe and Ure 2021).
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Playing Indoors: Staging Early Modern Drama in the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse, by 
Will Tosh, Lecturer and Research Fellow at Shakespeare’s Globe, is an account of the 
conceptualisation, research and early theatrical seasons of the indoor candlelit ‘Jacobean’ 
theatre at Shakespeare’s Globe. The book is in three parts, theatrically framed by a 
prologue and an epilogue, with wonderful colour plates showing architectural drawings 
and performance highlights. It is a powerful introductory panorama of the first few 
years of the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse, offering a pleasing insight to a general public 
and a useful point of departure for an academic readership. The Sam Wanamaker 
Playhouse is an under-utilised area of written research, unlike the Globe’s main stage, 
and Tosh invites the reader to take up the questions he has raised for, although it is 
the first book dedicated to the new Playhouse, “it is certainly not the final word on the 
subject” (196). Hopefully Playing Indoors is a watershed moment, with more books to 
follow.
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There is a global pandemic and theatres are under threat in the United Kingdom. 
The Globe, at the heart of Shakespeare performance, relies on private sponsor-
ship and ticket sales. This precious resource may be endangered. What better mo-
ment to consider the deeper expression of research and avantgarde theatre-making 
that is the realised vision of the American entrepreneur Sam Wanamaker, some-
thing that can often be obscured by a giftshop-toting-novelty and Disneyland qual-
ity that the Globe can personify?

Will Tosh, Lecturer and Research Fellow at Shakespeare’s Globe, has recent-
ly released Playing Indoors: Staging Early Modern Drama in the Sam Wanamaker 
Playhouse, an account of the conceptualisation, research and early theatrical sea-
sons of the indoor candlelit ‘Jacobean’ theatre at Shakespeare’s Globe. The book 
is in three parts, theatrically framed by a prologue and an epilogue, with wonder-
ful colour plates showing architectural drawings and performance highlights. Part 
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One is an introductory section on the “Playhouse in Context” featuring the “Ori-
gins” and “Reception” of the Sam Wannamaker Playhouse, followed by Part Two 
on the “Playhouse at Work”, and concluded in Part Three with the “Playhouse and 
Research in Action”.

Even though Tosh’s language at times is discursive, rather than critical, it is 
easy to understand the pride and excitement that is the heartbeat of this subjective 
study of the work at the Wanamaker. There is no overestimating the global signif-
icance of the research, the pure joy and magic of watching a play in the intimate 
candlelit setting, nor the dedication and visionary legacy of the namesake of the 
theatre, and the practitioners, scholars and artists that have worked, and continue 
to work, to realise and go beyond his vision. Tosh has provided a much-needed ac-
count of the inner workings of this space from various perspectives, and this pub-
lication on the Playhouse is a welcome addition to the discourse on Shakespeare’s 
Globe for researchers and theatregoers alike. 

The Prologue begins as an apocryphal account of the Lord Chamberlain’s 
Men’s quest to establish an indoor London theatrical playhouse. Tosh is an easi-
ly accessible and personable writer and allows the audience to settle in and snug-
gle up to the early modern fireside drama that begins his tale. But although this be-
comes a very informative summary of the critical importance the Blackfrairs had 
in shaping the indoor theatricality that influenced modern drama traditions, this 
book is not an historical account of Shakespeare’s Blackfriars, nor does it wish to 
be. This is simply a move to bring us to the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse’s compli-
cated beginning. And by page three the book itself settles quickly in. What was 
the project of the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse which opened in January 2014 and 
which is not a reconstruction of the Blackfriars in the way the open-air Globe re-
lied on historical research for its more or less ‘authentic’ reconstruction? (The 
American Shakespeare Center in Staunton, Virginia claims to have the only exist-
ing replica of the early modern Blackfriars.) So, where does that leave the histori-
cal performance research of the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse? In its own unique ex-
pression, as Tosh goes on to reveal. 

The Sam Wanamaker Playhouse is a “self-styled ‘archetype’ of the indoor play-
houses of Elizabethan, Jacobean and Caroline London” (xviii). Tosh gives an evoc-
ative description of this intimate theatre that, when the candles are lit “smells like 
beeswax and timber” (xviii). He informs his reader that the major research pro-
ject that culminated in the building of the Sam Wanamaker is recorded in detail in 
Moving Shakespeare Indoors: Performance and Repertoire in the Jacobean Playhouse, 
edited by Andrew Gurr and Farah-Karim Cooper. The inspiration for its construc-
tion lies in the collective knowledge of early modern indoor theatres, but, as Tosh 
politely airbrushes, this comes “with all the scope for disagreement and compro-
mise that such collective knowledge entails” (xix). Ostensibly, the Sam Wanamak-
er Playhouse is an echo of something Shakespeare and his contemporaries would 
have recognised as “one of a type” (xix). Tosh proposes something interesting: 
the Wanamaker is not a replica and raises more questions than it answers, but in 
its process of engaging with “discovery and recovery” (xx) it “poses questions we 
have not previously thought to ponder” (xix). Thus, the theatre both casts light on 
early modern architectural and theatrical traditions and allows actors and creative 
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artists to “find their own way toward a theatre practice” with spatial intimacy, can-
dlelight and the acoustics of a timber-clad chamber. Playing Indoors “records dis-
coveries made on both these fronts” (xx).

Playing Indoors is primarily a collection of testimonies, synthesised by Tosh, of 
the first three theatrical seasons that represent “the institutional memory of the 
playhouse’s earliest years” (xx). Tosh outlines that he will use an approach dif-
ferent from conventional performance studies, resolving the difficulty of captur-
ing performance in print by creating an “edited discourse” that reads like a “virtu-
al round table discussion” embracing “polyvocality” (xxiii). It is also an account of 
the investigative experiments that proliferate the life of the theatre beyond its con-
cerns as a commercial stage. The bibliography has a full list of the interviewees. An 
appendix includes scripted questions and questionnaires and a link to the material 
archived and on record at the Globe research library.

Chapter one, “Origins”, offers a general overview of the Globe reconstruction, a 
literature survey of the academic writing populating the field, and the complicated 
stages of decisions and revisions for the plans of its ‘sibling’ Sam Wanamaker Play-
house, euphemistically referred to as an “archetypal Jacobean indoor theatre” (3, 
13). That is, an ideal pattern recognisable to Shakespeare and his contemporaries, 
with the aesthetic focus remaining the original Blackfriars: “a composite structure 
that evoked a version of the playhouse occupied by Shakespeare’s company” (14). 
The foundations for the indoor theatre, laid during the building of the Globe, based 
on designs that depicted what was thought to be a small, early modern theatre by 
Inigo Jones, were later discovered to have been incomplete sketches by his student, 
replete with unbuildable “anomalies and kinks” (13), of a Restoration theatre. This 
discovery naturally caused delays in the realisation of the plans. Tosh describes the 
complex history of how, stuck with erroneous foundations, the indoor playhouse 
was finally manifest, including the contradictions and compromises that character-
ised an attempt at historicity based on uncertain evidence and the need to accom-
modate a modern audience and contemporary and commercial theatrical practice. 
Tosh outlines this “teleological inevitability” (20) in pleasing detail. 

Tosh increasingly hits his stride as the book develops. Chapter two, “Recep-
tion”, considers the generally positive and evocative accounts of the Sam Wanam-
aker Playhouse and its opening reception. With many precedents in British theatre 
of main houses having a smaller studio and more experimental space the addition 
of the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse was familiar. Yet the Globe consciously avoided 
the hierarchy by having the two theatres run concurrent seasons (20). Circumvent-
ing the criticism hurled at the Globe twenty years earlier that it “smacked of ven-
eration and commercialization” (22), the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse was instead 
applauded as dark, brooding and sensually intimate, perfect for Jacobean tragedy. 
Tosh goes on to ask the difficult question of how to avoid propagating an uncritical 
popular enthusiasm for dramatic sensationalism (35). In the Sam Wanamaker Play-
house the “critical heritage of early modern drama, and the significance of contem-
porary cultural politics and architectural determinism, coalesce” (35). But he points 
out the need to be wary of a nostalgic co-option and reification of the gender re-
lations and sexual violence of “Jacobean noir”, willingly discussing the reasons for 
the playhouse’s “anxious relationships with the past” (35-6). 
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Dominic Dromgoole, programming the first season, responded to the space, al-
lowing it to teach the creatives, and asserted that the early productions of well-
known Jacobean tragedies were nevertheless “subtly radical” (36-7). Tosh gives a 
detailed and considered account of what the space demanded, the many tensions, 
and how its artistic and commercial identity were finally received and perceived 
(38).

Part Two, “Playhouse at Work”, commences with “‘Fair Lightsome Lodgings’: 
Initial Responses to the Space”. Moving away from critical reception, this section 
focuses on the feedback of spectators and artists who worked in the Sam Wan-
amaker Playhouse for the first three seasons: “a user-led oral history of the play-
house’s early years” (45). Part Two is organised “in four themed chapters that ex-
plore the nature of the space itself; the specific skills required of actors to perform 
in the playhouse; the impact of the candlelight; and the significance of the SWP 
audience” (47). This section is, in Tosh’s words, a “retrospective round-table discus-
sion” which is “the secret history the first years of the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse, 
told by the people who made it” (48). 

Tosh reflects on the difficulties of selecting and presenting material, compre-
hensibly archived at the Globe research library, for framing an argument, and ad-
mits he is not “naïve” enough to consider it possible to discount his “outer frame”, 
but adds he has “resisted the temptation to decipher or gloss” (48). Tosh continues 
to address the reader in this personal, uncomplicated and transparent tone, more 
suited to a general Globe readership than those interested in an intensive scholar-
ly critique. He acknowledges working on these plays as an “embedded scholar em-
ployed by the organization” he studies means he cannot profess “disinterested ob-
jectivity” (49). Although the transparency and framework are of interest as sign-
posts, sometimes the over-explanation, and pre or post cursory summations, feel 
extraneous. When allowing the creatives and respondents to drive the narrative, 
Tosh’s use of short quotes can seem like small cuts or intersections that leaves un-
satisfied the desire for a more sustained discourse from the creatives, rather than a 
conclusive perspective. But it can also be rich and exhilarating to have the cacoph-
ony of voices interacting in snippets, trumping a sustained, single voice. 

In the “Initial Responses”, Tosh takes us on a whirlwind tour of interlapping 
views on the early productions and responses to the challenges of the space. At 
times it is difficult to follow the plethora of names and situations, and it may re-
quire a pre-existing knowledge of British actors and the Jacobean plays they are 
performing. He thinks about “the size and the style of the SWP” and its intima-
cy yet impossibility of playing democratically to a house that is architecturally di-
vided, with the hierarchical isolation of lesser-paying public. The sub-sections of 
“feeling at home” and “the impact of beauty” explicate how an expected part of the 
“constellations of sensations” for performers became an awareness that audiences 
being struck by beauty were “still acclimatizing to the richness of the room” at the 
opening of the plays (57). Tosh takes us on a tour of the responses and concerns 
arising from, inter alia, the need to experiment in the space with “unusual exits 
and entrances”, a desire not to repeat things, and resolving how to present exteri-
ors in such a meticulously defined interior. 

The next chapter, “‘Full and Significant Action’: Technique and Craft”, is ded-
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icated to the physical challenges of the performer working in the space. “Voice” 
is one of the initial subsections, crucial to the acoustics of the space and the ear-
ly modern reliance on language as the driving force for creating physical and tem-
poral scene changes. In response to the “clear acoustic of the space” (73) Eileen At-
kins declares that “anybody who has a problem in that theatre vocally should go to 
voice lessons” (72). The quality of the acoustics means that the space could “take a 
bellow” and “withstand a whisper” (72). For Dromgoole in The Duchess of Malfi, the 
“language just sang” (72). It was more of a challenge in group scenes, such as the 
final scene of Cymbeline, to ensure that spectators knew who were speaking: “It’s a 
visual thing”, notes director Sam Yates (75). Again, in this section it may be difficult 
to keep abreast of the vignettes, the changing productions and the litany of names, 
but Tosh has compiled a very useful appendix of a “Who’s who?” (200) for a clear 
and comprehensive reminder of who the creatives are and the roles they play in 
the productions. Apart from voice, Tosh considers staging, physicality, playing to 
the upper gallery, and the palimpsest nature of the creative endeavour in the space.

In Chapter five, “‘This Darkness Suits You Well’: Acting by Candlelight” (91), 
Tosh turns to the central defining feature of the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse – the 
lighting. “Without question, the aspect of the playhouse which had the greatest 
impact on the craft of its artists, and made the biggest impression on the specta-
tors, was the nature of the lighting” (90). Tosh details the technical apparatus for 
lighting with candles, as well as the powerful tool candlelight is “for the creation 
of space, mood and atmosphere” (91). He “analyses the practical, artistic and emo-
tional impact of the candlelight on performers and audience members” and consid-
ers the profound effect of “absolute darkness” (92). This chapter is also divided into 
subsections that look specifically at “Holding fire: Candlesticks, torches, lanterns”; 
“The candles as ‘lighting rig’”; “Pitfalls and practicalities”; “Look and feel” and “Ab-
solute darkness”. Candlelight is the most distinguishing feature that separates the 
Sam Wanamaker Playhouse from other British theatres. Tosh does an evocative job 
of making this section the heart of his book, the way that candlelight lies at the 
heart of the theatre. 

The early productions experimented with reduced lighting levels, inspired by 
candlelight’s energising quality, its warmth and sensuality, the sacrality, the liquid-
ness and the striking, gasp-inducing beauty. The great challenge was responding to 
the continual hazard of live flame in a timber structure, densely packed with bod-
ies. Modern actors, unused to the “encumbrance of a lit candle” (93), needed to use 
handheld light, for self-lighting purposes, stay present in the scene with a “phys-
ical hinderance” (95), and keep themselves safe. A generous technique of lighting 
each other developed, contributing to the style and mood of performance (97). Di-
rectors tried to mitigate problems of a darkly lit auditorium cast in shadow by us-
ing creative candlelight formations (such as candle footlights), resolving practical 
issues with anachronistic solutions (99). 

Tosh illuminates the complexities, possibilities and early explorations of the 
relatively unknown potential of the lighting dynamics. After watching shows in 
the first two seasons, director Caroline Steinbeis and designer Max Jones were 
keen to experiment with the concept of the blackout and the single flame in The 
Broken Heart, thereby allowing dramatic narrative to echo “an aesthetic of claus-
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trophobic darkness” (100). But these experiments, although beautiful, were practi-
cally frustrating to carry out, because of the real time that it took to light and ex-
tinguish candles. (The American Shakespeare Center has a much more straightfor-
ward approach to their candlelit Blackfrairs space. They limit the use of the candles 
to illuminating the plays with shared lighting, without engaging in the more dar-
ing, stagey effects that have come to symbolise the lighting choices of Sam Wan-
amaker productions). Tosh takes us through the various developments, challeng-
es and solutions that grew a creative language and palate using light, liminal shad-
ow and absolute darkness, tracing the decisions of the creatives and the responses 
of the performers and spectators to the multisensory experience that is candlelit 
theatre. 

Chapter six completes Part Two with “‘You Can’t Help But Be Involved’: Au-
dience in the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse” (119), which considers audiences’ re-
sponses. It looks at “Insistent intimacy”; “Talking to the audience”; and “Preferen-
tial treatment?”, addressing the question whether an audience is “a collective en-
tity, or a disparate group of individuated ‘spectators’” (119). Tosh again leads the 
reader through the challenges and discoveries, with a personable voice, of archived 
responses from the different perspectives of those watching the shows, remark-
ing that in a historicised space “an audience engages with the early modern dra-
ma in a more complex way” (120). The responses capture the sympathy engendered 
in the multisensory space where the “intimate proximity of the action” is strik-
ing (121). But the space could also be rather “too intimate” (123), especially with 
its associations of the Jacobean erotic. For some spectators there was a “pleasura-
ble twinge of watching and hearing characters suffer” and for others it “went be-
yond the pleasurable” (124). “The SWP’s insistent intimacy meant that audience 
members who did not wish to be included had a potentially difficult time” (126). 
This chapter is a detailed offering of these tensions and engages in other academ-
ic analysis of this period of the playhouse’s development, early modern reports of 
theatrical viewing, crossovers and juxtapositions, and the complexities of voyeur-
ism in many rape, incest and murder scenes that the plays are littered with. Watch-
ing a play in Sam Wanamaker Playhouse can be exposing for some audience mem-
bers who “constitute part of the stage picture” (131). Tosh also reveals the econom-
ics of that stage picture since those with the least expensive tickets are hidden and 
obscured in the cramped upper gallery with restricted “shit” views (134). Specta-
torship in the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse is “non-unitary” (139). All this is pre-
sented in Tosh’s accessible style, which draws easily on the wealth of information 
gathered by the archiving project at Globe research, although this stylistic illusion 
must conceal the very difficult task of picking and synthesising from an inexhaust-
ible resource. Tosh negotiates this very well, offering a sensory tour of those early 
plays from the multi-perspective space of the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse auditori-
um and the auditorium of the human souls involved.

In Part Three, “Playhouse and Research in Action”, the last two chapters, 
“Stagecraft in the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse” and  “Music and lighting in the Sam 
Wanamaker Playhouse”, are a record of the “discoveries made during a series of 
public Research in Action workshops in the summers of 2014 and 2015” (143). Tosh 
offers vignettes of cross-pollinating, intensive workshops between creatives and 



Will Tosh, Playing Indoors 211

practitioners, in which he was involved, in a form of “theatrical ‘essays’” (144). Ac-
tors explored scenes following their own instincts together with the suggestions 
of the audience who were encouraged to move about the auditorium experiencing 
the action from different seats in order “to expand our understanding of the possi-
bilities of indoor performance” (144). Looking at the relationship among perform-
er, audience and architecture, Tosh considers subjects like the aside on a crowded 
stage, eavesdropping and concealment, locating scenes outdoors, and spatial pos-
sibilities of discovery spaces and backstage. Chapter eight asks how early mod-
ern dramatists and actors made use of lighting and acoustic effects in their indoor 
playhouses. The workshops cover a range of topics, including infernal music; un-
der the stage and far-off music; locating sound; lighting the early modern indoor 
playhouse; lighting fades and coup de théâtre. Although it is impossible not to ap-
plaud the workshops, it feels a bit anti-climactic in the telling, with the sense that 
the excitement would have been in the participation and witnessing, rather than 
in the reportage. Sentences like “[e]ven for a modern audience, used to electron-
ically-manipulated music, the other-worldly quality of live music that seemed to 
move around the interior of the Playhouse was powerful” (174), although not fail-
ing to evoke the essence of the experiment, do fail to capture the intangible experi-
ence of what “powerful” means. Unfortunately, this is a limitation of assessing live 
performance and workshops, and Tosh comes close to creating, with monochrome 
words, a sensory mirror depicting the reflections of candlelight, music, actors’ bod-
ies, audience responses and genuine exploration and enthusiasm for knowledge, 
that must have characterised the extraordinary theatrical life of the early days of 
the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse. 

Tosh concludes his work with an epilogue, a satisfying theatrical structure to 
a monograph about a theatrical playing space - prologue and epilogue and three 
parts (acts). He positions his work as a companion volume to Moving Shakespeare 
Indoors and summarises the central focus of the book: it has “asked questions about 
the knowledge we can gain from reflecting on modern artistic practice in histori-
cized playing space, and examined the challenges posed by practise-as-research 
when it is used to explore historical performance” (195).

Tosh’s account is an introductory panorama of the first few years of practice of 
the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse. It is a short book – some 200 pages – but enough 
of an appetiser that, covering many different perspectives, gives one a surpris-
ing amount of information. Although it is mostly discursive and uncritical, it of-
fers a pleasing insight to a general public and is a useful point of departure for an 
academic readership that then wishes to explore their research interests in a more 
profound way in the Globe archives. The Sam Wanamaker Playhouse is an un-
der-utilised area of written research, unlike the Globe’s main stage, and Tosh in-
vites the reader to take up the questions he has raised for, although it is the first 
book dedicated to the new Playhouse, “it is certainly not the final word on the sub-
ject” (196). Hopefully Playing Indoors is a watershed moment, with more books to 
follow.
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Until a short time ago the relationship between architecture and the performing arts 
was debated and interpreted prevalently as one between the container (the theatre 
building) and the contained (the works intended to be performed there). Theatrical 
architecture was supposed to provide an adequate spatial container for performances 
and their audiences, as well as to allow for the procedures necessary for successful 
stagecraft, the specifications of visibility, acoustics and technical scenic equipment, 
and the relationship between performer and public, including the need to divide up 
the latter according to social hierarchy.

Accordingly, the architecture of performance and performance itself, although 
interdependent, were two distinct languages, two separate elements, connected but 
not comparable. Clearly, their liaison has never been without a degree of reciprocal 
influence and conditioning, as the relationship container-contained would, 
superficially at least, seem to imply. As we have just seen, both structure and size 
of the container depended very closely on the form of the contained (the style of 
dramaturgy, the concept of stagecraft, the dimension of the audience). But, in their 
turn, those very scenic and dramaturgical characteristics tended to develop along 
the lines of the modalities imposed on them for the most part by the time-honoured 
architectural typology. Besides, seeing that this was understood ‘monumentally’ that 
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is as a permanently constructed space and not as an ephemeral one, the resulting 
reaction was that of fixation (it could almost be called ‘monumentalization’) – also 
in the case of the dramatic genres and the modalities of staging. Thus, during the 
periods in which a certain type of spectacle reached the height of its development, 
and became ‘classic’, it inevitably found its most appropriate reception in the same 
architectural typology that it had helped to create. However, every time something 
caused the forms of dramaturgy and representation to transcend themselves and 
change, they would find the fixity of the architectural space to be an obstacle to 
their evolution. 

The moment in the history of western drama at which this tension between 
architecture and performance was felt most strongly was between the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. It was then that the profound renewal of dramaturgy and 
the flowering of the new artistic vision of a ‘theatre of directors’ created a widespread 
intolerance of the Italian-style theatres, which had accommodated tragedy, comedy, 
ballet and opera for over two centuries. This kind of playhouse had constituted not 
only the perfect container for all these categories of performance but had hosted 
the social self-representation of the ruling classes, first the aristocracy and then the 
bourgeoisie. By locating the theatrical event at a safe distance behind the frame of 
the proscenium arch thus signalling a clear distinction between the performative 
space and that reserved for the public, and by the social categorizing facilitated 
by the boxes which were intended for the showcasing of fashionable society, the 
traditional theatre building became overly cumbersome. It proved too ostentatious, 
clumsy and old-fashioned for the reformers of the theatre who came on the scene 
between the Symbolists and the artistic avant-garde. Some important playwrights 
and directors went on operating within the traditional architectural canons, while 
challenging the well-worn formal approaches from the inside (we have only to recall, 
in the case of directors, the Constructivist productions of Mejerchol’d, and, in that of 
playwrights, Pirandello’s metatheatrical plays). On the other hand, scenographers, 
architects and metteurs en scène design (and sometimes even realise) utopian avant-
garde theatres. Among the actually constructed dreams of Richard Wagner (the 
Festspielhaus at Bayreuth) or of Max Reinhardt (the Grosses Schauspielhaus designed 
by Hans Poelzig), many others remained on paper: from Alberto Martini’s Tetiteatro 
on the water to Enrico Prampolini’s Magnetic Theatre right up to Walter Gropius’ 
Total Theatre for Erwin Piscator, to mention only a few.

And yet, this ‘revolution’, embarked on by theatrical architecture during the 
first half of the twentieth century, and persevered in, to a certain extent, during the 
second half, was not able to distance itself completely and beyond all shadow of 
doubt from the traditional interpretation of the relationship between architecture 
and performance according to the model container/contained. And this although 
it had established more intrinsic links with the performative event and had aimed 
at a structural pliancy which could foster its effectiveness as to typologies of scenic 
events which were proving to be increasingly difficult either to codify or to foresee. 
From certain angles most of the results achieved in this category seem to be inspired 
by a spirit of ‘conservative modernization’, which in reality was incapable of 
effecting a complete severance with the past.

However, by and large in the last three decades certain events have occurred in 
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theory but also in practice, and as much in the field of architecture as in that of the 
languages of performance, that now allow us to observe their relationship as one 
which has been truly transformed and to some extent ‘Copernically’ reversed. I have 
just utilized a concept, that of ‘field’, that in point of fact, as I shall explain below, 
is no longer correct, simply because it is typical of an outdated way of considering 
the relationship between architecture and performance. But to help my explanation, 
I shall continue in this way for a while as if the two languages and their practices 
could still be collectively placed in two completely distinct fields.

What has been happening in the sphere of the performative, at least on its more 
progressive and innovatory margins, starting during the last century from the Sixties 
onwards, but with a noticeable escalation during the Nineties is obvious to everyone. 
Indeed, it has found a semantic container, perhaps a little too generic and thus too 
amorphous, in the concept of post-dramatic introduced by Hans-Thies Lehmann 
(2006). The most interesting aspect of this contemporary tendency concerning 
the performative is the ultimate breakdown of clear-cut distinctions, by now less 
and less effective in the description of present-day practices, of the borderlines 
between theatre, dance, musical and artistic performance and installation, not to 
mention the separation into genres of what belongs to the body, what to speech and 
what to the languages of the new technologies. Both in artistic practice and in the 
theoretical knowledge that goes with it, many barriers have fallen, necessitating an 
interdisciplinary and convergent vision of the languages of staging. This has not, 
however, made the concept of performativity more generic and muddled; it has, it is 
true, expanded the context, but at the same time it has redefined its aesthetic specificity 
in a more precise and complete manner. Among other things, this redefinition has 
drawn attention to the spatial dimension, previously relegated to second place 
by the emphasis on the temporal, thanks to the increasing disengagement of the 
performative arts from text and narrative. A greater emphasis, both theoretical and 
practical, has thus been placed on the spatial aspects of performance as constituting 
some of its inevitable and intrinsic characteristics; and from this derives the impulse 
to design and create a space with the instruments of its own language, finally freeing 
it from the relationship of conventional dependence on the actual theatre building.  
In this way performance no longer needs to be ‘contained’ by a specific space, but 
it will achieve its own space in ‘collaboration’ with that provided by the particular 
context in which it happens to take place.

Accordingly, the performative events of the second half of the twentieth century 
have more and more frequently chosen non-theatrical venues, electing as their 
‘spatial interlocutors’ (not simply containers) vacant buildings, museums, galleries, 
living spaces, urban sites, the countryside. This trend has found a happy definition 
in the expression ‘site specific’, applied at first to the context of artistic installations, 
but then extended (with a degree of fashionable complacency) to the performative 
milieu in general. In this way the architecture itself, no longer a receptacle and even 
less a neutral background to the performance, has become an actual component 
of the event, an ‘actor’ that enters directly into the spatial project of the theatrical 
experience.

It is, however, precisely from the architectural point of view that in the last ten 
years a particularly significant transformation has taken place, the more so perhaps 
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as it was completely unexpected. This was due to the growing perception, on the 
part of architects and theoreticians, of the performativity innate in the discipline 
itself.  One which was no longer about the unconditional conceptualization of space, 
but rather concerned an expertise in design which could not exclude the actual 
experience of the space itself, the movements, the actions, the effects of socialization 
that are produced within it. A geometric idea of space is replaced by an event-centred 
one, that is founded on the concept of a space-event that breaks the pattern of the 
architectural work as a static structure, set within itself, effective and complete a 
priori. This alternative is a work which is in constant development, continually 
being regenerated by the events it accommodates and stimulates, by making them 
a part of itself. It is a concept which corresponds in many ways to the idea of ‘open 
work’ which Umberto Eco (1989) had defined as the new working condition for 
the creation of the modern opus. No longer assessed according to ‘normal’ results, 
univocal and definite, it is the consequence of an ‘open-ended scheme’ with different 
possibilities of organization and actualization and able to guarantee change. This is 
an art based on a procedural condition which mirrors within itself the mobility of the 
real world, an architecture that “does not build the object, but prepares a framework 
for creating situations” and “contributes performatively rather than declaratively to 
the development of emancipated, open society” (Mrduljaš 2017, 106, 111).

With these premises, it is obvious that the relationship between architecture 
and performance is no longer one between two enclosed fields but is rather one 
‘expanded field’ of interdisciplinary possibilities; and it is equally comprehensible 
that such a relationship no longer has the typological problem of the theatrical 
building at its centre. The common ground upon which the two disciplines can 
operate is now clearly to be distinguished in the conception of a ‘living’ space, one 
which is always accessible in an active manner by a public which transforms and 
redesigns it. This is a factor which is shared by a kind of architecture that recognizes 
its own performative qualities and also by a performance that does not only occupy 
a space, but aims at producing one. The fresh possibilities opened up by this renewed 
relationship between architecture and performance has triggered new creative 
and pedagogical experiments generated by discussion and collaboration among 
architects, city planners and performers. However, the animated response this has 
caused has, until now, not been the object of very much consideration by scholars 
and theorists, with the result that, even studies on the space of performance which 
are to be commended for their breadth and accuracy (see, for example, McAuley 
2000) minimize or do not even contemplate references to architecture.

Therefore the publication of the volume Performing Architecture: Projects, 
Practices, Pedagogies is all the more to be commended. With the direction of Andrew 
Filmer and Juliet Rufford it brings together a series of important contributions on 
this theme. The Introduction, by the two editors, immediately makes clear that the 
book’s intention is that of considering “performance and architecture as bound up 
in action together – rather than categorizing performance as a dynamic/temporal 
agent and architecture as a static/permanent object” (1).

It is indeed the commitment to this aim that renders the thirteen essays published 
in this volume, although they are on very different subjects, a coherent and 
harmonious whole. The underlying unity of the project is in any case guaranteed by 
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their shared theoretic background, based on the ideas of authors whose names come 
up with a certain frequency during the course of the book, and whose influence 
seems recognizable, as the fil rouge which holds the entire work together, even at 
those points where they are not explicitly mentioned. I am referring to three of 
the authorities on three successive phases of twentieth-century architectural and 
urbanistic theory: the French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre (1901-
1991), the Swiss architect Bernard Tschumi (b. 1944) and the British architectural 
theorist Jane Rendell (b. Dubai, 1967). From the first-mentioned expert the volume’s 
essays implement the attention given to the social production of space, understood 
as the privileged territory of the exercise and experience of bodies, and therefore 
of the possibility and the reality of the social interactions which are continually 
both moulding and modelling them (Lefebvre 1991). Even more fertile is the notion 
of “critical spatial practice” introduced by Rendell, to indicate interdisciplinary 
experiments of overstepping the boundaries between art and architecture, theory 
and practice, public and private, in order to question and transform the social and 
political dynamics of urban spaces (Rendell 2006 and 2014).

But the real tutelary deity of this publication is Bernard Tschumi (1994, 2000, 
2004, 2010), famed above all as the designer and architect of the Parc de la Villette 
in Paris, but also a celebrated architectural theorist. Filmer and Rufford define the 
theoretical core of his work with a synthetic clarity:

Architect Bernard Tschumi’s work is seminal in contemporary engagements 
between performance and architecture because of his exploration of the 
disjunction between the conceptualization of space in architecture and the lived 
experience of space and his insistence on the centrality of movement, action and 
event to architecture. Since the mid-1970s Tschumi has championed pleasure, 
disorder and indeterminacy in his theoretical and built projects, introducing the 
notion of ‘event’ and ‘event-space’ to architectural discourse. (6)

The notion of event-space, which is drastically opposed to the usual definition 
of architecture within the categories of solidity, stability, permanence of form, is 
something which appears continually in Performing Architectures and in a way 
represents its emblem.

In the course of the book these concepts return again and again, but in each 
essay can be found a specific and distinctive variation, so that the theoretical unity 
in no way compromises the individual originality of the studies nor affects their 
diversity. In this way each of the thirteen essays contributes information and ideas 
which are of great interest (with the exception of the last, a brief interview by Filmer 
with the director Robert Wilson, rather too quick and superficial). The editors have 
decided to group them into three distinct sections, with the titles which are also the 
subtitle of the book itself:  Projects, Practices and Pedagogies.

The first section begins with an essay by Dorita Hannah (“What Might Be a 
Nietzschean Architecture?”), which concentrates its attention upon a rarely touched 
subject:  Nietzsche’s ideas on architecture, and his conception of a Dionysiac space, 
open to the incursions of forces which are as destructive as they are creative, a 
space for becoming rather than for being, and as opposed to the static and passive 
idea of bourgeois theatre as it is to the magniloquent, narcissistic and, in the end, 
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falsely innovatory concept of the Wagnerian Festspielhaus. More in general, Hannah 
draws attention to how it is the whole architectural idea at the roots of western 
culture itself which is too restricted and constrained for Nietzsche, who sees it as 
the rigid crystallization of the Apollonian imposed upon the Dionysiac, which, for 
its very nature, is ‘performative’ and impossible to restrain.  Architecture, then, for 
the German philosopher, becomes a clear metaphor for western thought:  set fast in 
categories and procedures which effectively hinder any actual flexibility or progress 
within it, things which would, however, be ensured by that ‘event-philosophy’ for 
which the Nietzschean opus offers itself as an avatar.

The article which follows, “Factory, Street and Theatre in Brazil: Two Theatres 
by Lina Bo Bardi”, by Evelyn Furquim Werneck Lima, examines and analyses two 
theatres designed by the Italo-Brazilian architect Lina Bo Bardi. If, as has been stated, 
the theatrical building is no longer the exclusive concern or the primary object of 
the theoretical attention of those who operate on the borders between architecture 
and performance, this does not rule out the fact that the more mobile and interactive 
relationship between the two disciplines may not be of advantage in the design of 
an actual theatre building. Indeed, it is quite obvious that in this context the design 
and construction of a theatrical space will become an emblematic operation, and one 
of great metaphorical impact, and an ideal testing-ground, in its self-reflexivity, for 
a performative conception of architecture. And this is exactly what happens in the 
case of the two theatres by Bo Bardi examined here: the SESC Pompeia Theatre and 
the Teatro Oficina, both in São Paolo. The planning and even the building of the two 
projects were thought of by the architect as a sort of ‘immersive performance’ in the 
anthropological and social reality of the respective sites. Bo Bardi was influenced 
by the theory and practice of the Theatre of the Oppressed by the director Augusto 
Boal, which aimed to make theatre a political instrument both of investigation and 
of consciousness-raising and solving of the social problems inherent in the territory 
in which it was involved. In this way her work is carried out in a continuum of 
performative participation on the part of the populace, who, right from the genesis 
of the structures, find a natural progress towards their active engagement in the 
performative experiments in the actual theatres.

Walter Benjamin is the main point of reference in Klaus van der Berg’s essay 
“Imaginative Configurations: Performance Space in the Global City”. The idea that 
the ‘global city’ in its entirety may represent a performative space derives in point 
of fact from the remarkable explorations of the city as the ‘spectacle of modernity’ 
that the German philosopher disseminated in many of his works and notes. These 
studies were not conducted, indeed, through abstract hypothesizing but through 
images originating from concrete experience, from the spatial performance of the 
flâneur, who interprets rhythms, places and sounds of the city by exploring it and 
losing himself in it. Certainly, the objects of van der Berg’s analysis are not the 
modern cities observed by Benjamin (Berlin, Paris) but, on the contrary, the ‘global 
cities’, urban areas which are much vaster and more diffuse. The author considers 
three of these (the region of the Ruhr in Europe, New York and Dallas in the USA) 
and proposes to apply to a few specific architectural interventions which are in 
dialogue with these complex geographical realities an idea of a ‘dramaturgy of 
space’, developed unequivocally from Benjamin. The contention here is that the 
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validity of the various architectural interventions is to be measured by their capacity 
of interpolating their own performance into the complex and hybrid performativity 
of the new urban spaces.

From the West to India: Himanshu Burte’s essay “The Play of Place: Producing 
Space and Theatre near Mumbai”, discusses a particular architectural project which 
TCT, a theatre company of Mumbai, has been developing over the years in a five-
acre extra-urban space. This is a work-in-progress which flatly contradicts every 
modernist canon of theatrical space. Aesthetic research, at least in the most obvious 
sense, formal originality, technological display – all are completely missing from 
this project, which at first sight would even seem to be uninterested in any specific 
functionality of spaces. The fact is that the originality of this space – an extremely 
evident feature – is its constant reproduction and readjustment, according to 
timescales that are certainly not the hurried and rationed ones of day-to-day urban 
life. Zooming out, the experience could be seen to recall other ‘flights’ from the city 
on the part of theatres, to re-establish themselves in spaces and at paces more natural 
to them, like the well-known case of Jacques Copeau and the Copiaus during the 
Twenties. But the real core of TCT’s experience is the continuity between quotidian 
time and theatre time and therefore between quotidian space and the space of the 
theatre. This explains what could be seen as a case of considerable oddity, the fact 
that among all the various buildings on the site there is no theatrical structure meant 
exclusively for rehearsals. Between living and rehearsing there must be no break in 
continuity, not even (or least of all) from the spatial point of view. The result is “a 
continuity of consciousness between the quotidian, and moments of its artistically 
refracted intensification, the extraordinary work of creating a performance” (79). 
The theatrical space develops in this way through a sort of anthropological and 
ecological evolution of the inhabited space and it is therefore clear why “visual or 
plastic qualities of architecture . . . are not as important as its pliability to practice” 
(82).

“Khor II: An Architecture-as-Theatre Project”, by Breg Horemans and Gert-Jan 
Stam, concludes the “Projects” section with a brief summary of a performative 
experiment thought up by the Dutch company TAAT (Theatre As Architecture: 
Architecture As Theatre). In this case the ‘construction’ of the show is completely 
delegated to the audience, who are provided with instructions both for building, 
with their own hands, a small pavilion in which the theatrical performance will take 
place, and for creating and staging the performance itself.  A do-it-yourself theatre 
which is evidently intended to stimulate the sense of community participation and 
collaboration; however, without actually being involved in this, it is difficult to avoid 
the suspicion that the apparent public autonomy might be distorted by a sort of 
pedagogic paternalism. 

The section dedicated to “Practices” opens with an article by Cathy Turner and 
Mike Pearson, “Living Between Architectures: Inhabiting Clifford McLucas’ Built 
Scenography”, which discusses a play staged by the Welsh company Brith Gof in 
1996 (Prydain: The Impossibility of Britishness). The most interesting thing about this 
work is that by the way of a specific example, it considers the problems intrinsic 
to the relationship between architecture and performance. Pearson, besides being 
co-author of this essay, was also one of the protagonists, as director, of the actual 
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production, which was the cue for a major difference of opinion about their idea of 
theatre between him and the architect and scenographer McLucas (so serious as to 
cause the company to break up at the end of this work.  The collaboration between 
Pearson and McLucas in various site-specific performances had had very good 
reviews, but a disparity of viewpoints was becoming evident even before Prydain: 
“The work was moving increasingly in two directions: towards multi-layered 
architectural composition (Mc Lucas) and towards an enquiry into the embodied 
relationship between performers, between performers and audience, and between 
audience members (Pearson)” (94). Pearson admits that a certain degree of tension 
between architectural performativity and the performativity of the actors is not 
only admissible, but may also be a positive factor in the success of the performance 
as a whole. This tension, however, must maintain a balance between the two, to 
prevent one giving way to the predominance of the other. In point of fact, it is a 
question, theoretically updated, which had already been asked by modernism, that 
placed the advocates of a theatre which was space-centred and that considered the 
human element as an adjunct to scenographic performance in opposition to those 
who favoured a theatre whose architectural performativity (precision, coherence, 
structural stability) was in any case assigned to the bodily relationships between the 
actors, and also, potentially, between actors and audience.

Two plays put on by the Welsh company NTW, Mametz (2014) and Iliad (2015), 
are the subject of the article “Occupying the Scene: Architectural Experience in 
Theatre and Performance”, by Andrew Filmer. The first play, which represents an 
episode from the Great War, is “a large scale site-responsive production performed 
in the farmland and woodland of Great Llancayo Upper Wood near Usk, in South 
Wales” (114); the second is a long work divided into four parts and performed in a 
theatre. Although these two productions are very different both in their formulation 
and in their setting, Filmer brings them together on the grounds that they both 
build up an analysable dramatic architecture, which should not be confused with the 
scenographic elements, either natural or artificial, of the staging, but rather consists 
in the creation of situations and experiences that the spectator is going to occupy: 
“. . .  here I want to think specifically about how the design and construction of 
dramaturgical environments or event-spaces can produce architectural experiences 
through inviting the spectator to occupy the scene” (113).

The next article, “Housing Acts: Performing Public Housing” by David Roberts, 
offers one of the most interesting experience of all those analysed in this volume. It 
is the report of the experiment carried out by Roberts himself with the collaboration 
of the tenants of Balfron Tower, situated in a social housing area of east London, 
when they had been informed that they would have to move out of their flats so that 
the refurbishment work on the tower could take place, with no guarantee that they 
could return. Between 2013 and 2015 Roberts took on the job of organizing, with 
the tenants themselves, a project of oral history of the building, of who lived there 
or had lived there, and to the resulting interviews he added a series of performative 
workshops whose aim was that of investigating daily life in the building, both past 
and present, and exploring the perception of the relationship between residents and 
architectonic space. At the basis of this project was the conviction that a building 
is not simply its walls, but above all it is also its own history, as well as that of 



Filmer and Rufford, eds, Performing Architectures 221

its residents and of the way in which they live and have lived these spaces. The 
conclusion reached by Roberts, his collaborators, and the tenants was the recognition 
of the “importance of Balfron’s social context as integral to the vision and function 
of the building and as an intrinsic part of its architectural heritage” (140). There was 
no happy ending to this: the Borough Development Committee unanimously voted 
for a renovation project that took no account of the history of the building and then 
put all the flats on sale, thus completely eliminating their function as social housing. 
Despite the disappointment, however, Roberts decided to continue his activity as 
architect more and more in this direction: “I turned increasingly from architecture 
to performance to develop a robust and constructive methodological approach to 
questions of dwelling, development and housing crisis” (141).

With Natalie Renwa’s article “Double Visions: Architectural Models in 
Performance”, which comes next in the book, we return to more strictly theatrical 
performance. Here the case is examined of architecture that enters physically into 
the play, in the form of miniaturized architectural models. Three Canadian plays are 
taken as examples of this: 887 by Robert Lepage (2015), Wagner’s Rheingold under 
the direction of Michael Levine (2006) and Me on the Map by Adrienne Wong and Jan 
Derbyshire (2013). In point of fact, the presence on stage of an architectural maquette, 
or at least of scaled down architecture, is to be seen in contemporary stagings more 
often than is imagined. There is no evidence, however, that before this article anyone 
thought of bestowing upon this ‘scenic theme’ its own place in the categorizing of 
dramaturgy. It must be acknowledged that Wong and Derbyshire have recognized 
and highlighted for the first time the significance of the theatrical exploitation of 
architectural models which transcends the extremely varied separate occasions 
when this use has been examined. Indeed, beyond the different implications the 
theme takes on in the three plays (autobiography or memoirs, politics, pedagogy), 
what really characterizes it is the strength of its semantic and symbolic significance, 
which renders it a sort of crossroads of functions and values, between narration and 
space, form and event, thus intensifying its performative and dramaturgical aspects.

The relationship between performer and space finds an unusual application in 
the performance created by Ward Shelley and Alex Schweder, and it is the latter 
who recounts this in the essay “In Orbit of Dead Man Friend”. The two artists lived 
for ten days on a human-sized hamster wheel, without ever coming off it. Around 
the circumference of the wheel were fixed beds, chairs, small tables, washbasins and 
porta-potties one of each on each side, the internal and the external, of the wheel. To 
be able to reach the object they wanted to use, the two architect-performers had to 
spin the wheel slowly, moving in (or on) it in coordination with one another so that 
each of them reciprocally counterbalanced the other. In this way, the performance 
re-invented daily life in an anomalous space. In order to live in it you had to modify 
your relationship, little by little, both with your environment and with your partner, 
developing to the greatest degree possible your synergic capacities. As Schweder 
explains, the objective of this and other collaborations with Shelley is tendentially 
that of “designing a building to produce a relationship between us, living in it without 
leaving for a predetermined time, experiencing the ways we are changing, reflecting 
upon those changes and the work’s meaning both among ourselves and in real-
time conversations with those who visit us” (160). The performance of inhabiting, or 
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better of learning to inhabit, already a theme in preceding essays, those by Burte and 
Roberts in particular, has in this case a consummate and ingenious example.

The final section, dedicated to pedagogical experiments, opens with an article 
by Juliet Rafford, “Towards a Tectonic of Devised Performance: Experiments in 
Interdisciplinary Learning/Teaching”, which returns to and develops the theme of the 
interdisciplinary potential inherent in a performative approach to architecture, which 
can also, furthermore, be reversed and become an equally profitable ‘architectonic 
approach’ to performance. The author states apropos of this: “The central notion I am 
working with is that architecture, as the discipline par excellence of space, form and 
order, might aid performance’s internal organization and, equally, might strengthen 
our sense of its position in relation to the structures and spaces that condition its 
production and dissemination” (168). Just like the teaching of architecture, that of 
performance aims to show how to design space in relationship with other spaces, 
and in this way it necessarily comes within the ambits of geography, cartography, 
topology and urban studies.  Rufford develops in detail her teaching methods and 
their relationship with architecture. One in particular would seem to illustrate the 
most effectively her pedagogic approach: this is a series of ‘performative sketches’, 
short improvisation exercises in preparation for the construction of a performance, 
that are founded on the widely adopted practice of the preparatory esquisse in 
architecture, and share with this the character of “short, sharp exercises in intuitive 
form-making” (178).

Vice-versa, but in the same perspective, Beth Weinstein’s “Bringing Performance 
into Architectural Pedagogy” emphasizes the utility of a performative approach in 
the teaching of architecture. She starts from the premise that space is not really such 
if it is not used, if, in other words, it is not repeatedly crossed and inhabited by human 
presences. On this subject she makes explicit reference to the theories of Michel de 
Certeau (1984), and to his conviction that the true space of a city is not the urban 
structure in the abstract, but that determined by the continuous action of being 
walked in by its inhabitants. It is not, indeed, the city planned by the authorities, the 
one that can be seen from above as the crow flies, but that perceived at ground level, 
walked along, lived in and invisibly redesigned by whoever moves around within 
its boundaries. A city, then, not for the eyes but for the body, not to be looked at 
but to be performed. The body, and its connected kinaesthetic experiences, becomes 
in Weinstein’s opinion a privileged instrument for the study of architecture. This 
new way of considering architecture brings it closer by another route to the stage, 
and in particular to the theoretical re-considerations on the theatre during the 
twentieth century. It places in parallel the refusal of the centrality of the text and the 
consequent aesthetic refocussing on the scenic performance with the refusal of the 
centrality of the planning and the relative transfer of attention on to architecture as 
a spatial performance.

This review was translated from Italian by Susan Payne
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Abstract

Vernon Lee’s short narrative piece The Ballet of the Nations (1915a) was written after the 
sudden and shocking collapse of a long period of peace that had prevailed in Europe 
for forty-four years. In the text, Lee studies the developing war not as it is fought on 
the battlefields, but as it penetrates, occupies and dominates the civilian mind. How, 
she asks, does the slaughter become filled with idealism? How does a war that is so 
obviously catastrophic engage the best in people, and reduce it to partisan savagery? A 
site-specific and bilingual adaptation of The Ballet of the Nations was performed at the 
Villa il Palmerino – Lee’s home for forty years – in May 2019. The international cast 
was directed by Greek actor and director Angeliki Papoulia (The Lobster, The Miracle 
of the Sargasso Sea), and by dancer and choreographer Federica Parretti. My paper will 
consider the genesis of this project, the relationship to its original text, and the political 
implications of its performance.
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Satan/Satana: Welcome! Benvenuti! It is time, to 
re-open the Theatre of the West. Adesso, è arrivato il 
tempo di riaprire il teatro dell’Occidente.

In August 2017, actor and director Angeliki Papoulia arrived at the Villa il Palm-
erino, Florence, for a holiday. Papoulia felt an immediate connection to the house, 
and to her hosts Federica Parretti and Stefano Vincieri. Parretti and Vincieri shared 
the origins of the house with Papoulia, describing how Parretti’s grandmother had 
bought the villa in 1936, from the estate of author Vernon Lee. Lee was born Violet 
Paget, in Boulogne-Sur-Mer, France on October 14, 1856 to British ex-pat parents. 
Her formative years were spent between Italy and Germany, only visiting England 
in the summer of 1862. Lee’s fluency in four languages (Italian, French, German and 
English) equipped her with an international perspective. She was also politically 
engaged, an ardent antivivisectionist, a supporter of the women’s movement, and a 
staunch pacifist. Lee took a nom de plume in order to be taken seriously as a writer, 
at first the gender-neutral H. P. Vernon Lee, which soon changed to Vernon Lee. Af-
ter travelling extensively throughout Europe, the peripatetic lifestyle of Lee’s family 
ended when they settled in Florence in 1873, and in the Villa il Palmerino, in April 
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1889 – when Lee was thirty-three – which would continue to be Lee’s home for the 
rest of her life. Papoulia felt an interconnectedness with Lee through Palmerino, 
finding the spirit of the place – or, as Lee terms it, the genius loci – inspiration for a 
potential project. Parretti and Vincieri introduced Papoulia to Lee’s The Ballet of the 
Nations: A Present-Day Morality (1915a) which had special significance for Parretti, 
as this brought together her own dance training and choreographic talents with 
her admiration and passion for Lee. From this serendipitous meeting, the project to 
stage the first theatrical performance of Lee’s The Ballet of the Nations began, ending 
with the production at the Villa two years later in May 2019. This paper will briefly 
discuss the origin of the project, the choices made in the production of the piece, and 
the relevance to a local Florentine contemporary audience.. 

1. The Ballet of the Nations to Satan the Waster

The inception of Lee’s piece is rooted in the onslaught of the First World War. She 
was visiting friends on her annual summer break to England when war broke out, 
forcing her to remain in England until 1919. This extended stay in her birth nation 
took a tremendous toll on Lee, both personally and publicly. It was during this pe-
riod, at Whitsuntide in the first year of the war, and whilst staying with the Quaker 
Ford family at Adel Grange in Leeds, that Lee wrote the allegorical satire The Ballet 
of the Nations: A Present-Day Morality (Lee 1920, vii). 

Originally, The Ballet was written as a polemical prose piece to be read aloud at 
a meeting of the Union of Democratic Control at a small theatre in Chelsea.1 It was 
such a success with the members, that Constance Smedley Armfield arranged for 
a second reading to be performed by Lee at the Margaret Morris theatre on King’s 
Road, London (Brockington). Smedley Armfield discusses Lee’s recital of the piece 
in her 1929 memoir Crusaders:

Vernon Lee read [The Ballet] with extraordinary dramatic skill: her great desire 
was to have this illustrated and published, but she felt there was no chance of a 
specific publication at this time. We however, invited several publishers to the 
Margaret Morris Theatre, and they were so carried away by Vernon Lee’s render-
ing and the audience’s enthusiasm that the next morning three offers came, my 
husband was commissioned to illustrate it, and Chatto and Windus published a 
most beautiful volume (233). 

Smedley Armfield’s husband, Maxwell Armfield, created a series of stylised illustra-
tions depicting Lee’s allegory. The Nation described it as a “grim presentation of the 
horrors of war”, yet this was not depicted in Armfield’s Hellenic style images, but in 
Lee’s prose (An. 1915, 724). She vehemently believed the war to be “all about nothing 
at all; gigantically cruel”, “needless and senseless”, and an act that could only have 
been staged by “the legendary Power of Evil” (Lee 1920, vii). The Ballet provided 

1 The Union of Democratic Control was a group formed in 1914, who were opposed to military 
influence in government. Lee continued to be active in the UDC, penning ‘The Democratic Prin-
ciple and International Relations’ for inclusion in member Charles Roden Buxton’s collection To-
wards a Lasting Settlement (See Lee 1915b). 
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a public critique of the war from her standpoint, arguing against the growth of 
patriotism, and the terrifying violence of all sides. Most importantly, Lee presented 
pacifism as a worthy position in the face of this. 

After the end of the war, Lee reworked The Ballet of the Nations into dramatic 
form and it was published as the centrepiece of Satan the Waster: A Philosophic 
War Trilogy (1920), which was subsequently re-issued in 1930 with a new preface. 
The Ballet and its subsequent iterations were dedicated to Nobel Prize winning au-
thor and lifelong pacifist Romain Rolland (1866-1944). Lee stated this was in frater-
nellment, suggesting a brotherhood of thought that was both personal, and, rather 
courageously in the first years of the Great War, public. The Theatre Arts Magazine 
reviewed both authors’ works in 1921 and contended that Lee’s Satan and Rolland’s 
Liuli were “the most impressive comment on the war to date” (An. 1921, 85-6). Sa-
tan was, as The New Statesman noted, a “classic of pacifist literature” (An. 1925, 
718). Also integral to the text’s history is the translation of The Ballet into French 
by the pacifist journal Les Tablettes, which serialised the work in 1917, with bold, 
monochrome woodcut illustrations by Frans Masereel. The dramaturgical script for 
Papoulia and Parretti’s The Ballet of the Nations was developed as a response to the 
many iterations of Lee’s war allegory. The transition of Lee’s text from public per-
formance and short prose piece during the first years of the war, to a script in 1920, 
suggested to the team that further modifications to the narrative were justified, in 
order to situate the work in the current period.

Following Papoulia and Parretti’s research, and that of their team on the current 
critical works on the text, the decision was made that a classical staging would be 
inappropriate. Although throughout each iteration of the work Lee refers to The 
Theatre of the West, it is clarified in her notes to Satan the Waster that it is her wish 
that the Dancing of the Nations must not be viewed by the audience:

Author’s Note for Stage Managers (other than Satan)

(In the event of this play being performed, it is the author’s imperative wish that no 
attempt be made at showing the Dancing of the Nations. The stage upon the stage 
must be turned in a manner that nothing beyond the footlights, the orchestra and 
the auditorium shall be visible to the real spectators, only changing illumination 
which accompanies the Ballet making its performance apparent. Similarly, in ac-
cordance with Satan’s remarks . . . none of the music must be audible, except the 
voice and the drum of Heroism. Anything beyond this would necessarily be hideous, 
besides drowning or interrupting the dialogue.) (57).

Furthermore, she stipulates that the “stage upon the stage” on which the Nations 
dance, must not be visible. The dancing Nations, as narrated in Lee’s Ballet, is violent 
and bloody: 

Yet dance they did, lopping each other’s limbs and blinding one another with 
spirits of blood and pellets of human flesh. And as they appeared and disappeared 
in the moving wreaths of fiery smoke, they lost more of their original shape (12).

The combination of the Lee’s stage directions with the complexity of portraying the 
violence provided a conundrum for The Ballet’s production team. The horrific vio-
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lence and gore must not be portrayed, but suggested, and this difficulty was avoided 
in part by the location of the performance.

2. Staging / La villa

For the production team the villa was an integral space for the performance; not only 
as a venue, but due to the house’s connection with the text. Lee’s anti-nationalistic 
narrative cannot be disconnected from her forced stay in Great Britain, her home 
nation, her inability to return to Florence, and to her home proper. The performance 
and the site-specific dramaturgy was created with the possibilities of Palmerino in 
mind, and despite the changes made to the structure of the work and the adaptation 
of The Ballet of the Nation into a new bi-lingual script, the connection of Lee to the 
villa ensured her spirit was still present. 

Parretti and Vincieri had discovered that the villa and its gardens had already 
been used by Lee as a theatrical space – the Teatro Rustico del Palmerino – for the 
performance of Carlo Gozzi’s Augelin Belverde on May 17, 1900.2 The production of 
The Ballet at Lee’s home then felt entirely fitting. The decision to enact The Ballet in 
the gardens of Palmerino ensured that the audience was significantly bigger than if 
it had been performed inside the house. The text was split into four scenes, with the 
audience moving around the villa in promenade theatre fashion in four stages: the 
courtyard, the wall, the stone altar and the field. The plan was to take the audience 
on both an emotional and physical journey, through a succession of well-defined 
external rooms.

The viewers enter the villa’s courtyard through a large gate: the private space is 
now made public. Standing in an area of the property which must have welcomed 
Lee more times than can be counted, the audience waits patiently for the first scene 
to unfold. Two actors – playing Satan and Death – appear, and from the crowd they 
draw out the company of The Orchestra of the Passions, who will accompany the 
dance. Satan – from his privileged position inside the villa – looks down onto the 
courtyard and begins to orate to those below, like a dictator to his subjects. Both 
Papoulia and Parretti had envisaged an androgynous Satan, a divine being who was 
masculine and feminine in equal measure. Alessio Montagnani was cast in the role, 
due to his ability to embody a fluid sexuality. With Montagnani’s seductiveness, 
Satan was universally attractive and thus, able to corrupt his audience on their the-
atrical journey around the villa. Death, played by Elisa Barucchieri, verged on the 
tragi-comic, and moved with reckless unpredictability. Both characters needed to be 
ahistorical, so production chose costumes that were utilitarian and timeless, which 
did not situate the performance in any particular historical period.

The Orchestra, formed by thirteen members of the artistic community involved 
with Associazione Culturale il Palmerino (and one beautiful dog named Tilly), are 
the driving force behind Lee’s Ballet. They are the allegorical representation of the 

2 An invitation to the performance, currently at the Archivio Dazzi-Cini, San Marcello, was in-
cluded in the exhibition accompanying the performance: Vernon Lee e il Teatro delle Passioni: 
Firenze, Arte e Politica at Accademia delle Arti del Disegno, May 29 – June 5, 2019.
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emotions that drive war and violence. The three systems of human thought as de-
fined by Freud in “Totem and Taboo” (Freud 2001, 77) are in evidence here: the ani-
mistic or mythological is represented by “Sin, whom the Wise Gods call Disease, and 
her classic crew, Rapine, Lust and Murder, with their bull-roarers and rattles” (Lee 
1915, 3), the religious mode by “Widow Fear with her nimble children, Suspicion 
and Panic, playing on penny-whistles, fog-horns and that mediaeval tocsin-bell” (2), 
and the scientific with “Science and Organization” whose “gramophone and pianola 
brayed and strummed away unflaggingly” (5).

Each Passion was provided with an instrument (in the loosest sense of the word) 
by Death: sound designer Mauro Casappa created a soundscape from everyday 
items, a parmesan grater, a toy gun, wood blocks and an aluminium sheet. For the 
brief time the Orchestra play in the opening act they are discordant, the music is 
jarring and without any sense of rhythm, which is a source of delight for Satan and 
Death. Once the Orchestra have performed their symphony they leave via a gate in 
the wall of the courtyard. Satan welcomes the audience to the Theatre of the West 
with a flourish and waits. Papoulia’s aim at this point was to allow the viewers au-
tonomy to decide for themselves to follow the Orchestra or to remain and wait. And 
then, interestingly, to see which members of the audience led the way up the garden 
steps, and through the gate into the second scene, and which members followed.

3. The Wall / Il muro

Once the audience moves through the gate into a smaller outdoor courtyard 
space, they are able to take a seat. The external villa wall completely fills the field 
of their vision, and it is on this wall that the dance will take place, and the action 
shifts from the horizontal plane to the vertical. The wall of the production has met-
aphorical significance: it is a liminal space, creating a border around the home (both 
personal space and the homeland) and offering security and protection. It is these 
borders that are violated in the dance and also in war. The wall is also representative 
of the structures that have been built since the First World War (such as the Berlin 
Wall, and Donald Trump’s USA-Mexico border wall) which aim to segregate and 
halt immigration. 

In considering the staging of the Dance of the Nations, both Papoulia and Par-
retti had visualised the movement on the wall with the dancers both supported and 
limited by ropes, suspended from the walls of the Villa. The germ of this idea is the 
illustrations for the 1915 edition of The Ballet, in which Maxwell Armfield’s Hellenic 
figures are entangled in fibres and wool (fig. 1) representing the threads of destiny 
cut by the Fates. Not only did Armfield’s designs inspire the shift onto the wall, 
they also became a prominent feature in the production’s design, including on the 
marketing materials in which superimposed red threads hang across the wall of 
Palmerino (fig. 2).
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Figure 1. Small aspect of Armfield’s illustrations for The Ballet of the Nations (1915)

Figure 2. Cover illustration for the publication to accompany The Ballet of 
the Nations at il Palmerino. Design produced by Laura Manneschi and Paolo 
Zanasi. 
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Parretti’s dance training was rooted in ballet, but she became interested in a contem-
porary methodology which embraced the ennoblement of primordial and natural 
movement: resulting in the emanation of a collective dance beyond technique and 
form, one linked to a harmony between body, movement and environment. Parret-
ti’s visualisation of Lee’s Dancing Nations, built around the tenets of her own move-
ment practice, found its echo in research produced by Blackburn-Daniels on Lee’s 
influences: particularly, her interest in anthropological ritual and dance (87-125). 
Blackburn-Daniels suggests the possibility that Lee was influenced by Igor Stravin-
sky’s and the Ballets Russes’ infamous ballet Le Sacre du printemps or The Rite of 
Spring first performed in Paris on May 29, 1913. It is also possible that Lee knew The 
Rite’s choreographer, Vaslav Nijinsky, as Lee’s close friend John Singer Sargent had 
sketched the dancer in 1911. There are resonances between The Rite of Spring and The 
Ballet, in particular Le Sacrifice in which ‘The Chosen One’, in this instance a young 
girl dances herself to death in the Danse sacrale. The Rite of Spring was, according 
to Pieter C. van den Toorn, inspired by primitivism, a “loosely aligned succession 
of imagined prehistoric rites . . . to depict a series of primitive ceremonies” (1987, 
3). These thematic similarities – which align The Rite with The Ballet – suggest that 
Lee may have been influenced by news of the infamous performance, but, like the 
Audience of Nations in The Ballet, Lee was not privy to the shocking movements of 
the dancers or musical score of The Rite. Lee was almost certainly in Italy during the 
period of The Rite’s performance.3 Yet The Rite’s director and impresario Diaghilev 
lived in Florence, and moved in the same circles as Lee (Buckle 1979, 233, 475).4 

For Papoulia, the avant garde style of The Rite was influential in choreographing 
the movement of the Orchestra. Whilst the Dancing Nations moved across the wall, 
the Orchestra silently, and in strict formation, travelled between and through the 
open doors in the wall: each member producing an individual gesture (a grab of the 
chin, a twitch of the head) which identified them, yet connected them to the rest of 
the group. The Orchestra became a silent chorus, interjecting themselves physically 
between the spoken dialogue of Satan and Death, and the Dancing of the Nations 
mere feet above their heads. Once the scene has ended, the Orchestra and Nations 
leave the second space silently. Once more, the audience must decide whether to 
follow, or to wait.

During the third (and penultimate) scene, Satan continues to seduce his audience 
at a ‘garden party’. The Orchestra hand out flutes of blood-red aperitivo and arbitrar-
ily divide the audience into four groups using coloured stickers. Once the scene is 
finished, the actors and performers make their way to an overgrown field at the back 
of the property, where the destruction takes place.

4. Agriculture

One fundamentally important aspect of The Ballet’s scene setting was Lee’s teleolo-

3 Lee’s letter dated May 25 – four days prior to the performance of The Rite of Spring – to Car-
lo Placci was sent from Palmerino.

4 Richard Buckle discusses the friends Lee shared with, such as Maurice Baring and Lady Otto-
line Morrell.
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gy of the battlefield: the transformation from late-summer ‘half-harvested field’ to 
bomb-pocked warzone: 

For, whereas the Ballet had begun with the tender radiance of an August sun-
set above half-harvested fields, where the reaping machines hummed peacefully 
among the corn-stooks and the ploughs cut into the stubble, the progress of the 
performance had seen the deep summer starlit vault lit up by the flare of distant 
blazing farms, and its blue solemnity rent by the fitful rocket-tracks of shells 
and the Roman-candles and Catherine-wheels of far-off explosions. Until, little 
by little, the heavens, painted such a peaceful blue were blotted out by volumes 
of flame-lit smoke and poisonous vapours, rising and sinking, coming forward 
and receding like a stifling fog, but ever growing denser and more blinding, and 
swaying obedient to Death’s baton no less than did the bleeding Nations of his 
Corps-de-Ballet (n.n.). 

The production used Lee’s narrative of the fertile agricultural land becoming the site 
of violence and destruction as a motif throughout the performance. Satan, Death, 
and the Orchestra utilise agricultural objects throughout, and the promenade of the 
audience during the play is a shift from the court-yarded villa, to the farmland at 
the rear of the property. The action was timed so that the Florentine sun would set 
behind the hills at the back of the field, and as the battle played out, day shifted into 
early evening. Papoulia and Parretti decided that, instead of the Nations wreaking 
havoc upon one another, they would destroy the field with petrol-powered hand-
held strimming machines. The choreographed routine was loud and disorientating, 
and the audience members who were guided into the field by the Orchestra were 
surrounded by machine wielding dancers, the engines spewing petrol smoke, ech-
oing Lee’s ‘stifling fog’ of the battlefield. Unlike the audience who were left ‘unpro-
tected’, the Nations wore the correct safety clothing, including a face mask – a nod 
to Lee’s Nations who were “very properly helmeted” to protect the heads of state 
(Lee 1915, 16).

Parretti noted that at the end of the show there is a moment of great silence, and 
a feeling of bewilderment, which is, of course, tremendously important. Whilst the 
destruction of humankind is not represented physically, the fear, despair and vio-
lence are felt. Simultaneously, the sense of the ecological damage caused by warfare 
also resonates with contemporary audiences.

5. Final/e

Satan’s final line, “and thus the Ballet of the Nations is still a-dancing”, is apt both 
in respect of the continuing iterations of Lee’s text, and in the social and cultural 
contexts that make The Ballet resonate with contemporary audiences. Whilst we are 
not imminently facing warfare, the ongoing move to the political right in Western 
governments and the closing of borders means that Lee’s text and its message is still 
ongoing. 
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