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Toward a Jewish Dramatic Theory

David Cole

s there a characteristically Jewish way to think about

theater? Asking this question is not the same as

asking whether there is such a thing as “Jewish
theater” Clearly there are Jewish stage traditions (the
modern Yiddish and Hebrew theater movements), Jewish
theater forms (the Purim play), a Jewish dramatic litera-
ture (The Dybbuk, The Golem), and even something of
a contemporary Jewish “theater scene” (thirty-odd
production organizations currently active in North
America alone). Beyond this, one might well feel that
whole areas of Jewish life—Hassidic worship, talmudic
study-circles—reflect a displaced theatrical impulse; or
even that Jewish life itself, considered as an inevitable
dialectic of adherence to/departure from “what is
written,” bears a certain resemblance to theater work.
(A small, select group goes off by itself to perfect its
performance of the actions specified in a text whose
author’s view of experience the group seeks to embody—
have I just given a description of Jewish life under
religious law or of rehearsal work on a script?)

It is not, however, an inquiry into Jewish theater, but
the possibility of a Jewish inquiry into theater, that I
wish to pursue. My question is whether Jewish intellec-
tual and spiritual tradition might conceivably provide
the concepts and images out of which a model of the
theatrical process could be fashioned.

It certainly does not set out to provide them. The
Talmud contains no tractate on dramatic theory, and,
on one of those rare occasions when an early rabbi
alludes to the stage, he does so in the following way:
“I thank Thee, Lord, that I spend my time in the
temples of prayer instead of in the theaters”

How can one interrogate a tradition concerning mat-
ters to which it is clear the tradition itself has never
given a thought? With respect to theater, such an in-
quiry is not so hopeless as it appears. For though
Jewish thinkers have not lavished much reflection upon
theater, many of the questions upon which they inces-
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santly reflect are also questions that theater constantly
asks itself. Jewish tradition may not have much to say
about the three unities or the well-made play or “the
illusion of the first time,” but it has plenty to say about
interpretation, textuality, representation, and enact-
ment—all of which are, inevitably, central concerns of
dramatic theory. Suppose, when midrash, Talmud, and
scripture speak upon these topics, one were to insist on
hearing them as if they were speaking about theater.
What would one hear? Midrash, I will suggest, may be
heard as propounding a Jewish model of the acting
process; Talmud, a Jewish model of the dramatic text;
and certain biblical episodes, a Jewish model of the
theatrical event itself.

Midrash is a rabbinic interpretive practice that, as
midrashic scholar Barry Holtz puts it, “comes to fill in
the gaps” of scripture, “to tell us the details that the
Bible teasingly leaves out” What kind of fruit did
Adam and Eve eat: an apple, a grape, or a fig? Why did
the serpent seek the fall of humankind? Where was
Adam during the temptation of Eve? These are the sorts
of questions midrashic commentators routinely ask.
But they are also the sorts of questions actors routinely
ask. The actor, too, is concerned with establishing
physical circumstances (this fruit I hold in my hand is
a ... ), with supplying the subtextual basis of dialogue
(I urge her to disobey God in the hope that ... ), with
constructing a through-line of action (after I leave her
alone onstage [ proceed to ... ). To act, one might say,
is to deliver a midrash on role, to fill in the details that
the dramatic text “teasingly leaves out”

Consider, for example, the actress Uta Hagen’s pre-
liminary note for her work on the role of Martha in
Edward Albee’s play Whos Afraid of Virginia Woolf?
“The house is messy.... Loose records lying around.
The Eroica? Or the Missa Solemnis?” To ascertain exactly
what “familiar music” is always ready to come on full
blast in George and Martha’s living room the moment
the right button is pushed is a typically midrashic
project, not only in the fact that a detail is sought but
in the motive for seeking it. “From believing in the
truth of one small action,” writes Constantin Stanisfavski
in An Actor Prepares, “an actor can come to ... have
faith in the reality of a whole play” It matters to Uta



Hagen whether the music George and Martha move to
is the Eroica or the Missa Solemnis for the same reason
it matters to the midrashist whether the fruit Adam and
Eve ate was an apple or a fig. The criterion for actor
and midrashist alike is: which detail will be more of a
revelation?

The midrashic commentator needs to know, as actors
performing the episode would need to know, exactly
how Cain kills Abel. (With a staff-blow to the throat,
according to Midrash Genesis Rabbah.) Of course, the
midrashist does not go on to deliver the staff-blow he
has imagined, but to recognize this fact is less to distin-
guish midrash from acting than to state the relation
between them. What the actor does is, precisely, to enact
the sort of reading undertaken by the midrashist, The
midrashic commentator fills in the blank of the text
with imagined connections. The actor, having imagined
the connections, fills in the blank of the role with him-
or herself.

f midrash provides a Jewish prototype of acting, or at

least of the actor’s way of reading the dramatic text,

Talmud, the other major mode of Jewish commen-
tary, provides a prototype of the dramatic text itself. One
might argue for such a parallel simply on the grounds
that the Talmud, like most plays, is written in dialogue—a
dialogue that often becomes quite “dramatic” in the
colloguial sense. But there are dramatic texts that are
not written in dialogue (Samuel Beckett’s Acr Withour
Words, Peter Handke’s My Foot My Tutor), and there
are texts written in dialogue that are not written for the
stage (Walter Savage Landor’s Imaginary Conversations,
Nathalie Sarraute’s The Golden Fruits). The real analogy
between a script and a page of Talmud is at once less
apparent and more fundamental than the fact that both
are written in dialogue.

From one point of view, the Talmud presents itself as
a transcription of earlier conversations between rabbis:
what Sumchus said, what Samuel objected to, what Rav
Judah replied, and so on. But from another point of view,
the Talmud presents itself as a pre-scription for furure
conversations between its teachers and students, who,
in their classrooms and study groups, will reenact the
rabbinic conflicts it preserves. The talmudic text is thus
“located” somewhere between an earlier oral interchange
that it professes to record and a later oral interchange
that it hopes to instigate.

This “in-between” status is precisely that of the
dramatic text. A printed play, too, offers itself as at
once a transcription of an earlier exchange (what the
Ghost said to Hamlet that night on the battlements) and,
at the same time, as a pre-scription for future exchanges
(what the actor playing the Ghost will say to the actor
playing Hamlet tomorrow night at 8:47). In this respect,

the Talmud models a key characteristic, perhaps even the
defining characteristic, of the theater script. The ques-
tion posed by Jacques Derrida in On Gramzmatology—
whether writing really does “come after” the speech
that it claims to be only setting down, or whether it in
some sense “comes before” speech—is a question already
posed by the nature of the talmudic and dramatic texts.
Like each other, but unlike every other sort of text, the
Talmud and the playscript each present us with a writing
that somehow comes both before and after speech—
before the speech of actors, which it pre-scribes, and
after the speech of characters, which it transcribes. Set
in juxtaposition with the Talmud, the dramatic text
reveals its dual nature as transcript and prescription.

Theater had better be a source of
subversive energy, and the ambition

to make it such is clearly shared by
Moses himself.

Turning to the Bible itself, we find plenty of episodes
that suggest theatrical performance and theater work.
When Ezekicl eats a scroll containing the prophecies
he is to deliver (Ezekiel 2-3), we may well take his
conduct as an image of the acting process; for actors,
like prophets, begin by introjecting the word of Another,
which they then seek to “realize” in significant actions.
Or when Ezra, the “second Moses” (as he is known in
later Jewish tradition), reads aloud to the refugees from
Persia (Nehemiah 8) the very laws tha: Moses himself had
once read aloud to the refugees from Egypt (Exodus 24),
we may feel we have before us an image of performance
as the reenactment of reading.

But as my chief example of a biblical text that, while
not setting out to speak of theater, may nonetheless be
heard as speaking of thearter, I propose to examine the
Exodus account of Moses’ shattering the Tablets of the
Law in response to Israels worship of the Golden Calf
(Exodus 32:5-6, 15-19):

’[Aaron] built an altar in front of [the Golden
Calf] and ... issued this proclamation: “Tomorrow
shall be a feast to the Lord” “They rose up early in
the morning and offered up burnt offerings and
brought peace offerings. Then the people sat down
to eat and drink and rose up to play. ... ' Then
Moses turned and went down from the mountain
with the two tablets of the testimony in his hand. . ..
1 The tablets were the work of God, and the writing
was God’s, engraved on the tablets. 7/ When Joshua
heard the uproar which the people were making, he
said to Moses: “There is the sound of war in the
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camp.” ®But Moses answered: “It is not the sound
of the cry of victory, / Nor the sound of the cry of
defeat; / It is the sound of singing that I hear!” As
soon as he came near the camp and saw the calf
and the dancing, he became enraged, and he flung
the tablets from his hands and shattered them at
the foot of the mountain.

It is certainly not difficult to find theatrical resonances
in the Golden Calf ceremony. Organized around the
appearance of a god, featuring song (v. 18), dance (v. 19),
and audience participation (v. 6), the worship of the
call is a communal rite of the very sort that, in ancient
Greece and elsewhere, gave rise to theater.

What, however, warrants seeing Moses” activity here
as, in any sense, theatrical? For one thing, it clearly has
the character of (and has traditionally been interpreted
as} a symbolic enactment. Moses shatters the tablets to
symbolize the shattered state of the covenant between
God and Israel. This symbolic performance constitutes
a precedent for what scholars of later Hebrew prophecy
refer to as “acted prophecies”: Jeremiah going about
with a yoke on his neck to symbolize the necessity of
submission to Babylon (Jeremiah 27); Ezekiel knocking
a hole in the city wall, packing his bags, and “setting
off into foreign parts” as an image of the coming Exile
{Ezekiel 12); and so on. In the absence of anything ap-
proaching theater in ancient Israel, the prophets them-
selves sometimes appreached it; and in this, as in every
other aspect of the prophetic vocation, Moses, tradition-
ally regarded as the first and greatest of the prophets,
is the prototype.

But Moses’ symbolic miming does not simply offer
an alternative to the calf-worship; it amounts to a
counterperformance, replying to and commenting on
the calf ceremony point for point. Moses hears the
calf-worshippers singing (v. 18), and he immediately
bursts into song (the poetry of v. 18). He sees the
calf-worshippers dancing (v.19), and he promptly comes
up with some symbolic movement of his own: he shatters
the tablets. Moses, one might say, is fighting theater
with theater.

hat gives point to the contention between

these rival “theater pieces” is that each

depicts essentially the same situation—the
dilemma of those who would make theater in the face
of the Second Commandment’s prohibition against
making images of any kind: “You shall not make for
yourself an image, or any likeness of what is in the
heavens above or the earth below” The injunction clearly
prohibits the worship of the calf, but the tablets also
seem to be a visual sign of the sort that the Second
Commandment forbids. That the calf, upon which the
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Israelites’ performance centers, is meant as a sign of
God, rather than a substitute for Him, is clear from the
people’s initial reaction to it: they take one look and
exclaim, “This is your God, O Israel, who brought you
up out of the land of Egypt” (Exodus 32:4). Aaron,
moreover, describes the upcoming ceremony in honor
of the calf as “a feast to the Lord [emphasis added]”
(32:5). The seeming inadequacy of a calf to serve as an
image of the divine—a detail over which generations of
exegetes have puzzled (why not a golden bull or serpent
or lion?)—reflects the inadequacy of any sign to per-
form such a task. But the tablets, upon which Moses’
“performance” centers, are also a sign—a sign of the
covenant between God and Israel. And if the Calf
“Show” culminates in an act of transgression directed
toward the sign in question, so does the Tablets “Show,”
though in a slightly different way: the people “r[ilse up
to play” before the calf; Moses “breaks the Law.”

All these parallels suggest that Moses does not simply
dismiss the vision of theater put forward by the Calf
“Company” Rather, he offers a performance that, by its
very similarities to the Calf Show, seems to acknowledge
the valid impulse in that ceremony. In fact, he then goes
on to do more powerfully the very thing that the Calf
Show has attempted. The Calf Show wants to be sub-
versive, transgressive, a “theater of revolt,” in Robert
Brustein’s phrase. And rightly so! Theater had better be
a source of subversive energy, and the ambition to make
it such is clearly shared by Moses himself. His smashing
of the tablets is a far more radically transgressive gesture
than anything the calf-worshippers can manage.

For how, after all, do the members of the Calf Com-
pany commit their transgression? They first prostrate
themselves before a sign (the calf) and then go off to
release their subversive energy at random, in the orgy or
riot described in verse six. Moses’ counterperformance,
his shattering of the tablets, seems to comment: “In
your orgy before the calf, you first prostrate yourselves
before a sign and then release your subversive energies
at random. In my breaking of the tablets, T release my
subversive energy nto the act of shattering the sign. In
tact, I make my performance out of shattering the text
with which T have been entrusted.”

To make a performance out of shattering the texts
with which one has been entrusted—this, it seems to
me, is the model of theatrical production that Moses
offers, a model that reconciles the Jewish obligation to
shatter signs with the theatrical obligation to make a
performance—or rather, reveals these obligations to be
two different aspects of a single commitment.

“Shattering the text” may well stand as a trope for
theatrical activity as such. To rehearse a script is to break
it down into scenes or sections, and to break the scenes

(Continued on p. 122)









