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Abstract

Theatre persisted through the worst catastrophe Western civilization ever
faced: the torture and mass murder of millions of people by the Nazis in the
years 1933-1945. Even in the darkest hour theatre performances and other
forms of entertainment were created by the victims in ghettos and even
concentration camps. Today, there are only a few survivors of the Holocaust
left to tell their stories in person and keep the memory alive. New ways of
ensuring that the Shoah will never be forgotten have to be found and theatre
seems to be one relevant means to achieve that. In this article | examine the
representation of the Holocaust in popular musical theatre and explore three
examples of how theatre has broached this challenging subject: Imagine This
(2008), Ghetto (1984), and Love is looking for a room (1941). Those examples
have the following in common: 1) The plot is set in a Nazi ghetto in the early
1940s, 2) most of the main characters are imprisoned Jews; 3) music is an
integral part of the performance; and 4) each example features some of the
characters as actors or musicians themselves, which leads to play-within-a-play
situations or diegetic live-music. Apart from these similarities, the examples
differ immensely in aesthetic style, plot, and the public reaction. The article
seeks to illuminate the broad spectrum of musical theatre and the fine line it
walks with regard to the Shoah discourse.
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Theatre in a Graveyard?
Representations of the Holocaust in Musical Theatre
By Verena Arndt

“Only those who were there will know what it meant”?

Those words by Elie Wiesel are, in essence, fitting for every
experience. There is always a gap, a void between somebody else’s
experiences and our own perception. But their gravity becomes most
apparent when thinking about the event Wiesel is referring to: The
Holocaust. The torments the victims had to endure made them lose their
notion of being a person. The de-humanization by their perpetrators
created a de facto difference between “us” and “them.” Any narrations of
that time by survivors are bound to be full of gaps and incoherencies.?
Nevertheless, those fragmented oral testimonies have a much stronger
emotional impact on audiences than reading historical documents. Why is
that? As Maurice Merleau-Ponty pointed out, by meeting someone in
person, we are getting in contact with their experiences. We realize that
what happens to them could happen to us, as we both have bodies and
are therefore comparable (151f.). Renaud Dulong concludes that this
realization also opens up our understanding of the past when listening to
an eye-witness. Through their bodily presence, a connection to the past is
established (Dulong 194).3 If this is true, then we are in desperate need to
find new ways of keeping Shoah survivors’ testimonies alive, as the
number of remaining witnesses is diminishing over time.

! Wiesel 125.
2 Cf. for example Agamben.
3 For further explanations see Schmidt 2015, 146-153.
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In the highly digitalized society we live in, theatre remains a place
where the direct interaction of people is constitutive. Therefore, taking
Merleau-Ponty’s and Dulong’s thoughts further, one could argue that
theatre might be a way to trigger the empathy of the post-Shoah society.
Although the actors on stage can only serve as substitutes for eye-
witnesses, their performance — if considered believable — may have a
weaker but comparable effect to that which meeting an actual survivor
would have. Bearing that in mind, it becomes an important question of
how the Holocaust is represented in popular theatre productions,
considering their broad impact. In the following, | am going to examine
three examples of Shoah representation in popular musical theatre, the
genre with the highest audience numbers.

1. Imagine This

Imagine This by Shuki Levy (music), David Goldsmith (lyrics), and
Glenn Berenbeim (book) opened on the 19" of November 2008 at the
New London Theatre. On a formal level, the show can be defined as a
typical contemporary musical: The songs “advance the plot,” “flow directly
from the dialogue,” and “express the characters who sing them” (Block
155f). The content of the show, however, is rather unusual for a genre that
is mostly thought to be entertaining®: In the “Education Resource Pack”>
on the official DVD of the show, it states: “Imagine This is a story based on
historical events in the Warsaw Ghetto during the Holocaust. Although its
characters are fictional, it is important that students coming to see the
show have some background understanding of the issues raised” (3).
While the fact that there was an ERP in the first place suggests that the

4 Cf. Morris 1.
5 Subsequently referred to as ERP.
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production team expected a broad audience, the show closed after only
one month. It received overall bad press reviews, some of them claiming
the show was trivializing the Shoah.® By analysing the plot in general and
the finale’s concerning content and aesthetics | want to suggest an
explanation for why the show failed to convince the audience.

Imagine This starts with a flashback, showing Rebecca, a young
woman, remembering her family. Sitting next to a miniature carousel
music box, holding a gun and gazing into the void, she starts singing about
“the last day of summer.”” Her family is introduced as an acting company,
then suddenly the happy memories are interrupted by loud noises. As
Nazis storm the stage, the play reveals the event which changed history on
the 1°t of September: the German invasion of Poland.

“Fast forward two years to the ghetto in Warsaw. Daniel® and his
family, along with 450,000 other Polish Jews, have been imprisoned” (ERP
4). Rebecca’s mother soon gets taken away by the Nazis and nobody
knows what happens to her. In the next scene, the acting company
prepares to rehearse as a resistance fighter called Adam barges in. Daniel
decides to help him hide from the Nazis. As they enter the stage, Captain
Blick is introduced as the main antagonist of Imagine This; a Nazi officer
who seems to be fond of Rebecca and likes Daniel for his humour.
Nevertheless, he is a ruthless killer. The group manages to trick him into
believing that Adam is nothing but a new company member.
Consequently, Adam is asked to take on a role in the play to keep up the
subterfuge. At first, he refuses to do so, arguing: “Singing? Dancing? In a
graveyard?! When the resistance needs every man woman and child we

lll

can get?!” And thus, Daniel explains that keeping their own culture alive is

a form of resistance as well. In a song he argues that the illusion of

8 For a cross-section through newspaper-reports see Bosanquet.
7 Full quotes in italics are sung on stage. All quotes from Imagine This are my own transcription.
8 Rebecca’s father and leader of the theatre company.



Verena Arndt Theatre in a Graveyard?

freedom and beauty could help the audience forget their horrible living
conditions and give them hope. Rebecca — agreeing with Adam — points
out that imagination does not change the cruel world around them, asking
“Why, should we try?! Tell me, please!” Her father replies that “it’s better
to die upright than to live life on your knees.” While the tune segues into
the titular song “Imagine This,” Daniel is creating the image of a free life in
the USA. Rebecca, still not persuaded, is the counter-voice to his vision of
freedom. By the end of the song, however, she joins in with the chorus,
also convincing Adam to play his part.

Up to this point the show engages with the historical events of the
Nazi occupation and the Jews’ lives in the Warsaw Ghetto in a
straightforward way, albeit strongly simplified. The disappearance of the
mother and her assumed death shows the audience that no Jew is safe
under the regime. Also, the fact there was indeed theatre in the ghettos is
manifested in many testimonies.® Daniel’s argument that theatre is a way
of remaining “upright” draws from the concept of cultural activities as a
relevant form of resistance. Israeli historian Nacham Blumenthal
explained: “By ‘resistance’ | mean not only physical acts, but also spiritual
and moral resistance which displayed under Nazi occupation” (46f). Jewish
author Solon Beinfeld describes how “culture provided the sense of
humanity and self-worth that made the idea of resistance possible. Culture
linked the ghetto residents to a rich past and to the triumphant survival of
the Jewish people” (110).

However, Imagine This does not stop at showing the struggling
theatre company. Rather, it re-enacts the entire play shown to the
audience in the ghetto: “a musical about Masada, the ancient Judean
mountain where 980 rebels held 10,000 Roman soldiers at bay” 2000

° For a detailed summary see Ostrower, 171-256.
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years ago (ERP 4). In the end, they commit suicide as a sign of resistance.?
This play-within-a-play occupies nearly 60% of the duration of Imagine
This. Simply by the duration of that play, the context of its production is
pushed into the background. Therefore, one might wonder whether the
ghetto-scenes are actually only a justification to stage an historic play,
which allows for extensive costumes and entertaining action. Indeed, in an
interview with the writer Glenn Berenbeim he recalls: “Shuki Levy [...] has
had a dream since childhood of making a musical about Masada” (ERP 7).
For that he wrote songs. When Berenbeim listened to them, he “couldn’t
immediately see how to bring it to the stage” (ERP 7). It took him a few
days to find the connection between Masada and his past experiences
from visiting Auschwitz. He explains:

In essence, the story of Masada is a mirror image of the story

of the Jews in the Warsaw Ghetto. It’s 2000 years apart, but

the parallels are extraordinary [...]. What you have in both

situations, [...] is a handful of Jews surrounded by superior

military forces, bent on their destruction. And in each case

those trapped decided to act in such a way that would send a

message to the world. (ERP 7)

To me, the comparison between the two events seems rather
superficial since the torment the Nazis systematically put the Jews through
appears much more overarching. That said, Berenbeim is not referring to
the deathcamps or the Shoah on the whole but to the situation in the
Warsaw Ghetto shortly before the uprising. According to Professor David
Roskies, a poem about Masada did indeed inspire that uprising, which
bolsters the perceived parallels (358). Whether the comparison is
appropriate or not, only looking at the show up to this point, the aspects
mentioned above — i.e. the proportion of the scenes in the ghetto and the

10 For further reading concerning Masada see: Magness.
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scenes in Rome, the elaborate ancient dresses and the bodily performance
of soldiers (and belly-dancers) — might be the ground on which critics
judged the show as inappropriate for Holocaust representation.

During the interlude of Masada, the acting company finds out that
the ghetto inhabitants are going to be transported to the deathcamp
Treblinka the next morning. When Blick learns that they know the truth,
he offers them a deal: if they continue the play and keep the audience
unalarmed, their lives will be spared. He leaves them and the company
argues about what to do. As the leader, Daniel decides that by the end of
the play if even one of the actors is still against warning the public, they
will keep quiet. However, at the end of the play, after the suicide, one
actor after the other rises up again to sing the theme song of Masada once
more. That being the sign of agreement, a backdrop is lowered with the
writing: “Do not get on the train”. Seconds later the Nazis storm the stage
and take the actors behind a great wooden gate upstage. Adam manages
to hide; Rebecca is held back by Blick. The door closes and machine gun
shots are sounded, which imply that the whole theatre company has been
killed. As Blick pulls out a gun, Adam jumps on his back and they start to
fight. When Blick drops the gun accidentally Rebecca picks it up and,
without hesitation, she shoots him. She puts the gun down while Adam
gets up to pull Blick off-stage.

Adam: Rebecca, come on!

Rebecca: It’s too late.

Adam: No. no. We're alive!

Rebecca: What does that matter when they killed my
papa?

Adam: Rebecca, we have a gun! We have a chance to

escape under the wall.
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Rebecca: Escape? You know what’s waiting for us out
there! My family is gone!
She crawls to the gun and grabs it. Meanwhile, the miniature carousel,
which her brother had always carried around with him, lights up and starts
playing as Rebecca accidentally touches it. With that, the circle is complete
and the audience is taken back to the beginning of the show, where
Rebecca sat downstage, remembering her family.

Imagine This, however, does not end here. Instead Adam convinces
Rebecca through a reprise of the song “Imagine This” to flee with him.
Simultaneously, the wooden gate upstage opens and the whole theatre
group reappears, wearing neat middle-class clothes from the beginning of
the show. Daniel sings:

And in the book of memories

the past lives on in tales like these.
How we chose standing upright,
to remain standing upright.

Rebecca affirms “not to live life on our knees,” citing her father’s line from
the earlier discussion, and gets up. Her voice sounds reaffirmed and brave,
giving her an heroic touch. She and Adam share a poignant hug while the
others sing about love and hope. The couple leaves the stage through the
auditorium — indicating that they will flee the ghetto. Meanwhile, the
ensemble stands upright facing the audience and is singing:

Imagine in a thousand years

a world where freedom dries your tears.

Imagine all the fear is gone.

Imagine freedom, living on

and on in bliss,

when you imagine this.
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Then, there is a blackout and the show is over.

In my opinion, this heroic and promising ending is the main reason
for the accusation of Shoah trivialisation in several newspaper reviews.!?
By showing the lovers fleeing the scene, the play suggests their survival.
The uplifting music, the bright lighting, the posture of the reunited
ensemble and the lyrics of the last song add to that positive impression.
Despite this hopeful reprieve, Rebecca and Adam are still in the Warsaw
Ghetto, in occupied Poland with the ongoing danger amidst the World
War Il. If one develops this thought further, realistically, one has to admit
that they stand hardly any chance to survive: They are surrounded by
Nazis and to be safe they would have to leave Europe without any money
or supplies, carrying only one gun. And even if the play did not want to
suggest that Rebecca and Adam flee Europe, supposing they were to join
the resistance and take part in the uprising in the Warsaw Ghetto? Their
death would be almost certain as well, as the ghetto was completely
obliterated by the Nazis and nearly everybody fighting them was killed.
Therefore, the hopeful mood at the end of the play is misleading when it
comes to the realistic fate of the couple. Plus, the resounding and
impactful acoustic impression of the company’s death is cheapened by the
reappearance of the nicely dressed actors. The family seems to be united
‘in a better place’, therefore their murder appears less gruesome. The
critiques might have overlooked “the conceptual cheesiness” (Wolf) of the
play, had the production team dared to end the show with the shooting of
the actors, thereby confronting the audience with the fact that hardly
anyone, once captured by the Nazis, survived. Instead, the ending is
diluted by the classical musical comedy trope, where the lovers find each
other and head off to the future together. Nicholas de Jongh’s review in
The Evening Standard supports my reading of this ending:

11 Cf. i.e. Billington 2008 and Spencer 2008.
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[T]he closing number of Imagine This sprays the wasteland of

the Warsaw Ghetto in 1942 [...] with the glucose balm of

optimism and romantic fantasy [...]. If Berenbeim had dared to

end the musical in a mood of honest, down-lift then at least

Imagine This would have been notable for its truthfulness. (np)

Allin all, the reviews in the major newspapers agree on a certain
level that the show failed in representing the historic events. Most of them
concur that this is not due to the staging or the acting, but lies inherently
within the plot — “the basic premise [...] beggars belief” (Billington) —, the
writing - “schematic and predictable” (Benedict) —and the “offensively
banal, soft-pop music” which “never do[es] justice to its terrifying theme.”
(de Jongh). The Guardian writer Michael Billington concludes that “[t]hey
said it couldn't be done: a musical about the Warsaw ghetto. And, now
that I've seen it, | know that they were right” (2008). That said, | would like
to argue that Billington was perhaps too broad in his dismissal, by pointing
out two examples which take a very different approach.

2. Ghetto

The play Ghetto by Joshua Sobol premiered in 1984 at the municipal
theatre Haifa (Israel), and almost at the same time at the Freie Volksbiihne
Berlin. In 1989 the National Theatre London came out with an English
translation of the play.? Since then, Ghetto has been produced
successfully all over the world. Interestingly, the corner pillars of the plot
and characters resemble those in Imagine This: the play is set in a ghetto,
not in Warsaw but in Vilna (Lithuania). A group of artists is forced to revive
their theatrical activities to please the Nazi ruler of the ghetto — Officer
Kittel, a self-proclaimed art lover. He enjoys the ‘Jewish wit’, but is ruthless
and cruel nonetheless. He takes an interest in the beautiful singer Hayyah.

12 Cf. Rokem 69.
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Srulik, the leader of the theatre group, carries a life-size hand puppet with
him at all times, which he daringly uses to mock Kittel. The officer accepts
this to a certain extent. But, as Hayyah goes missing at the end of the play
— probably joining the resistance — Kittle shoots the whole company, and
only Srulik survives. The play includes songs and dancing and it also opens
(and concludes) with one character, Srulik, as he remembers the past.!3

The above description sounds almost as if the production team of
Imagine This took Ghetto as a template. This raises the question, why this
play is so immensely successful while Imagine This failed to convince the
audience. Firstly, even though the plot in Ghetto is fictional in its
composition, many of the events and situations described are based on
reliable historical documents. The main source is the diary of Herman
Kruk, who lived in the ghetto. Before its destruction, he was able to hide
his chronicles and informed someone on the outside where to find them.
The English version of this diary contains 705 pages and is one of the
richest sources about life in the ghettos ever found.'* In many scenes,
Sobol uses Kruk’s writing as an inspiration for dramatic dialogues. When
being invited to the opening of the theatre, the historic Kruk wrote: “I felt
offended, personally offended, about this whole thing, let alone the
festive evening. In every ghetto you can amuse yourself; cultivating art is
certainly a good deed. But here, in the doleful situation of the Vilna
Ghetto, in the shadow of Ponar, where, of the 76000 Vilna Jews, only
15000 remain — here, at this moment, this is a disgrace” (174). In the play
he discusses that matter with Jacob Gens, chief of the ghetto police:

Kruk: You really can’t feel how offensive this is?

Gens. Who's offended?

13 Cf. Sobol 1-67 (English version). Subsequently referred to as GH.
14 Cf. Kruk.

10
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Kruk: am. So is every other member of the workers’

association. In other ghettos perhaps it’s still possible to

have fun. If there’s a chance to do something artistic,

meaningful, why not? Go ahead. But in this one? Gens,

at Ponar, five miles up the road, there’s a pit

overflowing with bodies. For God’s sake! There were

seventy-six thousand Jews in Vilna. How many are left?

Fifteen. (GH 16)
Herman Kruk also coined the phrase “You don’t make theatre in a
graveyard” (174), which is cited not only in Ghetto (GH 15) but also in
Imagine This as mentioned above.®

All the other main characters are based on historic figures as well,

for example, Gens, initially chief of the Jewish ghetto Police who later
becomes the sole ghetto ruler.'® The Nazi Bruno Kittel is known to be
responsible for the destruction of the ghetto, and his character traits
represented in Ghetto are also found in actual descriptions about him.?’
However, he is the only Nazi officer within the play, which starts with the
opening of the theatre in January 1941, definitely before Kittel’s time in
Vilna.® On the whole, Sobol varies the historical chronological order
significantly to strengthen the dramaturgic power of the play. Moreover,
through several play-within-a-play situations, which in contrast to Imagine
This do not tell one coherent story, it is hard for the audience to know how
much time has passed within the plot. Rather than seeing this as a
weakness of the text | suggest that this incoherence was the author’s
deliberate choice. In the German edition of the play, he states: “The play is

15 Both plays neglect this demand by staging a play-within-a-play and therefore open up a room
for discussion about its accuracy.

16 Cf. Kruk 326f. and GH 40.

17 Cf. Schur 200 and Arad 368.

18 Cf. Kruk 173f.

19 Cf. Kruk 581 & 584.

11
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set within the narrator’s memories inside the Vilna Ghetto 1941-1943.”
(Sobol 1984, 70)?°. Even without that remark the first scene leaves no
doubt about the narrator’s rather unreliable memory: At first he claims
“Our last performance? | remember nothing” (GH 1). Then he starts
reminiscing nevertheless and corrects himself: “I remember... a scene
here, a scene there” (GH 1). But at the end of his monologue he reaffirms:
“Can | find it? [...] | don’t remember...” (GH 2). The following stage
directions describe how he stands up and “passes through the wall. The
walls of the apartment vanish. The stage is empty all the way to the
wings.” (GH2). With that the audience is taken back in time to events
inside the Vilna Ghetto how the narrator recalls them.?! Therefore it
stands to reason that Sobol alludes to the inconsistency of memories by
disregarding the chronological order of events. He refuses to bow to any
claim to be comprehensive — a claim which could never be fulfilled in the
first place. The gaps and discrepancies of Holocaust survivors’ testimonies
discussed at the beginning of this paper is openly exhibited — a fact which
might add to the play’s credibility and therefore to its success.

Secondly, having a closer look at the plot, severe differences
regarding Imagine This become obvious. In the first scene set inside the
ghetto, there is a huge pile of clothes on stage which is immediately
reminiscent of pictures from the concentration camps. In this scenery,
Kittel notices a woman who is hiding a bag of beans underneath her dress.
As he assumes that she is stealing food from the Gestapo, he is about to
shoot her, when Srulik stops him by pointing out that Hayyah is a gifted
singer. Kittel, who is curious about her voice, scatters her beans on the
floor and makes everybody pick them up again. It turns out there are sixty
grams missing and Kittel makes Hayyah sing to pay him back. Afterwards

20 My own translation.
21 This aspect of the show has been discussed in Erika Fischer-Lichte’s essay: , Theater der
Erinnerung oder Ritual einer Totenbeschwérung?“ Cf. Esp. Pp.169-170 and 173.

12
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he states: “You sing well, Jewess. I’'m very moved. [...] That was worth ten
grams. Fifty to go. How will you make them up to me? Silence. You’re all
artists, right? [...] This will be your theatre. [...] I'm giving you a chance to
prove art is worth fifty grams of beans” (GH 7).

So right from the beginning, the audience is confronted with the
death of millions of people on the one hand, and the threat of death for an
individual on the other hand. The pile of clothes leaves no doubt about the
fact that one more corpse does not mean anything to the Nazis.

Srulik’s moral concerns to start a theatre resemble those that
Rebecca and Adam have at the beginning of Imagine This. But instead of
giving him a sermon, like Daniel did, Gens convinces him to change his
mind by reintroducing him to his old friends, pointing out: “They haven’t
got work permits. [...] In the next massacre, they’re for the chop. [...] Give
them a job! If they’re employed | can get them work permits” (GH 12f).
Only later does he mention the “moral aspect” of reminding the other
ghetto inhabitants of how it feels to be human. (GH 13)

Jakob Gens is a highly ambiguous character and his struggle with
(im-)moral decisions forced upon him is one of the focal points in the play:
in the longest segment of the play it is shown how he tries to save Jewish
lives by debating with Kittel. The setting of this negotiation is a festivity to
celebrate Gens ‘promotion’ as ghetto ruler. While it seems improbable
that there were festivities like that in a Ghetto, as the population was
starving and suffering, this indeed is an historically proven fact. Joshua
Sobol, however, pushes this decadence even further. The stage directions
in the original script are: “Gens, Dessler — who is fat and bald with a thick
black moustache — Jewish members of the Ghetto police, Kittel, Gestapo
officers, Jewish prostitutes come in half drunk [...]. While Hayyah is singing
the orgy begins. Sex is only between the Jewish police and the prostitutes.
Most of the Germans watch.” (GH 42, emphasis added). So, there is not

13
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only a ‘party’, but a “fat” Jewish police officer — which seems unlikely
because of the general shortage of food — and prostitutes. The words
“orgy” and “sex” abruptly catch the readers’ attention because in the
context of ghetto life they do not belong to the expected vocabulary.

As provocative as the situation already is, it becomes more obscene
when Kittel demands the Jewish police kill half of another ghetto’s
inhabitants. At this point, Gens intervenes and he manages to persuade
him to ‘only’ have 600 killed — fifteen percent of the population. Compared
to Kittel’s original plans this is a success, but Gens still comes across as
cold-hearted and ruthless. In the German version from 1984 by Peter
Zadek, which Sobol “happened to like very much” (“Theatricality” 109),
this bargaining is pushed to an even greater extreme. While discussing the
matter with Gens, Kittel drunkenly walks towards a woman lying on the
floor. He kneels down between her legs and opens his trousers. He then
leans forward and through Kittel’s heavy breathing and his movements, it
is made clear that the director is suggesting that the Nazi officer has sexual
intercourse while ruthlessly haggling about human lives.

Although the debate surely did not happen the way Zadek stages it,
it is known that Gens successfully bargained for the lives of the inhabitants
of the Ghetto Oshmene.?? The question arises as to why the director chose
that way of depicting this scene. One probable explanation is the difficulty
staging Ghetto in Germany — the nation of the perpetrators: Critics pointed
out that showing Jews on stage who are not portrayed as completely
innocent but as persons who have flaws and give in to the temptation of
power is morally questionable in itself. The German audience may feel a
relief of guilt as the Jews shown in Ghetto are no saints and some of them
even engage with the Nazis.?® Zadek — the Jewish director — might have felt

22 Cf. Kruk 389 and Schur 115f.
23 Cf. Freeman 81-83.

14



Verena Arndt Theatre in a Graveyard?

the need to show a clear rise in ruthlessness and moral decay comparing
the Jewish police’s behaviour and Kittel’s. The combination of Kittel’s
drunken, sexual activity and the negotiation of human lives, serves as a
fitting metaphor to illuminate the extent of inhumanity and the despicable
way Jewish lives were treated under Nazi rule. It is not a “banality of evil”
(Arendt) shown here, but the pleasure of evil.

The scene also illustrates the immense gap between the portraits of
ghetto life provided by Imagine This and Ghetto. In Imagine This, with the
focus on family and love as well as the long period in the play set in
ancient Rome, the audience is spared from well-known cruelties of all
kinds. Even though it is set in a ghetto, it remains ‘family friendly’ and the
void in the victims’ memories and personalities which was created by their
torturers is covered up. This, too, seems to be a choice — parallel to the
one Sobol made, only with reversed signs. Imagine This producer Beth
Trachtenberg states: “This is not a history lesson, it’s not a lecture. It is,
above all else, entertainment” (quoted in Pearce 228). She sticks to the
classical functions of the musical, which has “always sought to amuse
more than instruct, and to make money more than make political change”
(Morris 1). With that, however, the chosen topic of Imagine This becomes
qguestionable and one enters the immeasurable field of discussion,
whether the Holocaust should be used as a means to an end. After movies
like Life is beautiful, Train of Life, etc. the taboo of using the Shoah in
entertainment formats in general seems to have been broken. To a certain
extent, these tragic comedies allow laughter through tears.

In general, the musical genre itself was seemingly thought to be
unfit for that task. The Guardian’s review pointed out: “They said it
couldn't be done: a musical about the Warsaw ghetto” (Billington,
emphasis added). And also, the producer of the show complained about
the "narrow-minded critical belief that musicals are limited in their

15
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emotional impact" (quoted in Letts). But if that were the case, would not
Ghetto have been a failure as well? Interestingly, Sobol himself does not
label his play a “musical,” but a “play with optional music” (Ghetto 1991
Cover). Nevertheless it is mainly discussed as one: The question “A musical
about the Holocaust?” (Anonymous) is raised by the magazine Spiegel
shortly before the opening night in 1984. The newspaper Zeit accuses the
production of having too much “glitter” and being too much of a “variety
show” in an article titled “Murder-Musical” (Michaelis). Despite those
sceptical reviews, the play is an international success and the version by
Peter Zadek was invited to the most important theatre festival in Germany
—the Theaterfest. The genre itself therefore does not seem to be the
cardinal question. As discussed above, it appears that the show’s close
connection to historical sources on the one hand, and the fragmented
character of the plot on the other hand, add to its credibility and therefore
to its acceptance by the audience. A closer look at the music in Ghetto
strengthens the hypothesis that credibility is a relevant factor in the
reception of the play. Contrary to the usual practice in musicals, the songs
were not composed for the show, but written by ghetto inhabitants in the
early 1940s, thereby adding to its historical authenticity. While critics of
Imagine This pointed out that there was no Yiddish folklore music at all to
be found in the score?*, Ghetto brings melodies back to life which
otherwise would have been silenced forever by the Nazis.?®

24 Cf. for example Hart.
25 In the versions from 1984 in Israel and Germany, there were exceptions. Interestingly, they
were replaced later on.

16



Verena Arndt Theatre in a Graveyard?

3. Love is looking for a room

Concluding my thoughts about Shoah-representation in musical
theatre, | would like to add a third example: Love is looking for a room, by
Jerzy Jurandot.?® As there is no visual material concerning the play, my
analysis is focused on text rather than performance. | chose it as a third
example nonetheless, because it is also set inside a Nazi ghetto, it
combines aspects of the first two examples, and especially because of its
history of origins.

The outline of the plot is as follows: The play shows two couples
who just got married and end up renting the same room in a house in the
Warsaw ghetto. The husband of the first couple and the wife of the second
couple happen to know each other from their time working in a theatre.
To help each other out, the couples decide to share the room, dividing it in
the middle with an improvised curtain. In Act Two, it becomes obvious
that both couples are not happy with their partners and “two illicit love
affairs develop” (Berg)?’. In Act Three, both women suffer from a bad
conscience and leave their husbands. The men luckily discover the cross-
over situation and manage to win their respective true love back. While
they are looking for their wives, a third couple moves into the room. But
the original four take it lightly and conclude: “When there is nothing more
you can do [...] you can still love each other” (Act 3). This is followed by a
love song which ends the play.

While the plot is one of a typical operetta?®, the audience is
constantly reminded of the appalling living conditions the couples are in

26 E-book Version, no page numbers available. My translation. Note: Unless otherwise stated all
guotations are from this source; inline referred to as Love.

27 E-book Version, no page numbers available; entry of October 29, 1941.

28 For futher reading see Belina/Scott.
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through the use of marginal notes and cynical comments. An example is
found in the first scene:

Ada: We're settled in already. It only took us twenty
minutes.

Edmund: That’s the advantage if everything is taken away from
you. (Act 1)

With that statement, he sarcastically alludes to the expropriation of the
Jews by the Germans. Also, after informing the landlady that the toilet
does not work, she simply explains, “Well, you shouldn’t have used it” (Act
1). She, thus, mockingly comments on the absence of appropriate
restrooms for everyone, which naturally was not funny at all in real life.?*

While those are examples of dry humour, there are situations which
deal with the Jews’ situation on a darker level:

Marian: At one point, we will be able to see other places
again.
Ada: And later, our children as well.

The thought reverberates a while, longing, hope and fear are
on their faces.

Stefcia (trying to spread a good mood): Let’s eat something ... (Act

1)

Normally Ada’s comment would trigger nice, happy thoughts but
the silence the author inscribes into the scene adds a heaviness to it. This,
of course, is also due to the situation the two couples are in: their survival
and thereby their chance of having offspring, is highly uncertain because
of the horrible living conditions. Those general living conditions are
commented on again in Act Two. Stefcia is singing a song when Edmund
suddenly appears to be sad. When asked why, he replies:

Edmund: Because you’re singing so beautifully.

29 Cf. Berg’s entry of December 1, 1941.
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Stefcia: So, what?
Edmund: It takes your life force away.
Marian: No, our life takes away your life force!

Edmund: Let’s drink to that, my friend.
In both examples, the seriousness of the situation is covered up rapidly,
which prevents the play from becoming sentimental. It manages to remind
the audience of the horrible situation without making it the play’s main
issue.

On a formal level, the way the songs are integrated in the plot are
close to book musical standards.?® The band playing is characterized as a
“dance orchestra” (Preface), which hints at cheerful, or at least popular,
music. Comparing Love with Imagine This and Ghetto, Love resides
between the other two plays: its love story and musical numbers are
similar to those of Imagine This. The dark humour and the confrontation
with death and everyday suffering are aspects seen in Ghetto. What makes
it unique is that Jurandot actually wrote the play while living in the
Warsaw Ghetto; its premiere took place in 1941. Hence, Love is an
authentic documentation of theatre life in the ghetto and reveals the way
the inhabitants tried to cope with their situation. Mary Berg, a ghetto
inhabitant, writes in her diary: “October 29, 1941 Today | went [...] to the
opening of a play at the Femina Theater. It was a musical comedy dealing
with present day life in the ghetto, entitled Love Looks for an Apartment
[...] The audience laughed heartily and spent a few pleasant hours in the
comfortable theater, completely forgetting the dangers that lurk
outside.”3! This remark is making a point for the fictional character Daniel
in Imagine This, being asked how he justifies “theatre in a graveyard.”

30 cf. Block 155f.
31 See fn. 25. Note: The plot Mary describes varies in some details and the ending also differs
from the version which was preserved. Moreover, the date of the premiere does not match. It is
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Jurandot (1911-1979) managed to flee the Ghetto in 1942 and
survived the Shoah (Low). David Safier, a German author, rediscovered his
long-forgotten play in 2014 with the help of Jurandot’s daughter. Safier
edited the play and added a prologue and an epilogue to contextualize the
musical comedy (cf. Preface). In that prologue, Ada — one of the wives —
explains: “[M]y name is Ada Polomska, and | am an actress here [...]. | am
going to die soon. As everybody here will. Lucky for us, we don’t know that
yet, right?!” And the epilogue repeats this irrefutable truth: “Ada: That
was ‘Love is looking for a room’. [...] Premiered January 26" 1942 at the
Femina Theatre. Most of us die in the same year.” She then starts singing a
song which has been heard repeatedly throughout the show, about a girl
who is looking for a husband. It ends with the lines: “It won’t be long until
its [sic] winter and then one year has passed / And who knows, and who
knows, if there will be another May.” With that, Safier sensitively
relativizes the happy ending of the original text in view of its potential
audience today. The play, however, has not been restaged. In terms of my
hypothesis that a play regarded as authentic is more likely to be accepted
by the audience and might even leave a trace similar to a survivor’s
testimony, it would be highly interesting to see people’s reaction to Love.
Would a musical comedy from the ghetto, rather than about the ghetto
provoke more or less controversy than the other two?

The conclusion one could draw from the mere existence of Love is
that theatre “in a graveyard” did indeed help the audience to forget their
pain for a while. It reaffirms that theatre persists even in the most horrible
situations. Nevertheless, one should not confuse authenticity with
credibility, and without a production of the play there is no telling how it
might be received today. The analysis of Imagine This displays how easy it

up to further research how this can be explained, because the title, the author, the theatre and
also the main storyline leave no doubt that Mary is referring to the play discussed here.
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is to trip and fall when creating a piece of art that deals with the
Holocaust. Ghetto, on the other hand, serves as a complex representation
of ghetto life against the backdrop of today’s knowledge. Either way,
theatre’s capability to cause — even worldwide — discussions persists today
and therein also lies its potential to keep the memory of the Shoah alive in

the future.
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