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Three young Wesleyan student actors in jeans and
sneakers stood stock-still on the Center for the Arts
Theater stage, as renowned Israeli playwright Joshua
Sobol instructed them how to face a firing squad. 

“Though I’ve never seen an execution myself,” the
trim, bearded Israeli told the three young men and
women, “there was a documentary film about the
Lodz ghetto with an image I’d like to create here. The
film had footage of a public hanging and the prison-
ers were brought to the scaffolding—four  people.
They were lined up next to each other, side by side,
with their hands tied behind their backs while the
leader of the ghetto gave a speech about why they
were being executed. At one point, one of the prison-
er’s knees gave way and he began to fall. The two
men next to him leaned in to him in order to support
him so he could remain standing. It was incredible
how even as they were about to die, these two other
men were thinking of how to help this other guy pre-
serve his dignity so he wouldn’t collapse.” 

Sobol then spent the next ten minutes patiently
rehearsing the actors, as they carefully choreo-
graphed precisely how one of them would slump and
the other two would lean to support him during the
staging of one of the most harrowing scenes in his
play Ghetto, the controversial musical about a theater
troupe in the Vilna ghetto, Lithuania. As in the docu-
mentary, the Jewish chief of police in the ghetto
spoke and condemned them to death. Then the three
actors sang plaintively as they were marched to the
rear of the stage and shot, one by one. Following each

ou are facing a firing
squad, what do you do?

Wesleyan student actors
learn a lot about life in a
Jewish ghetto during the Nazi
occupation from one of
Israel’s leading playwrights.
Allison Kaplan Sommer ’86
looks at the impact this play
had on students cast in 
unfamiliar roles.

Nazis cruelly manipulate
and eventually kill a Jew in a
surreally staged dance of
intimidation and death.
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shot, one of the voices faded away until there was
complete silence.

Ghetto, staged at Wesleyan from Nov. 10–12, was
based on the true story of a theater company created
inside the Lithuanian ghetto until the Nazis liquidat-
ed the ghetto in 1943. Created by Sobol after he sifted
through memoirs, documents, and testimony, it has
been staged around the world in a multitude of lan-
guages. The play’s original production received
Israel’s David’s Harp Award for Best Play of the Year
in 1984, was named Best Play of the Year by London’s
Evening Standard and by London’s Critics’ Circle in
1989, and was nominated for a Lawrence Olivier
Award in 1990. 

While the Wesleyan production involved the
youngest and most inexperienced actors to tackle the
material to date, they had the advantage of being di-

rected by the playwright himself, and  61-year-old
Sobol confidently guided the production with a firm
and fatherly hand. 

“Sobol’s residency generated great enthusiasm
inside and outside the theater department,” said
Ron Jenkins, chair and artistic director of the
Theater Department. “Many students felt that work-
ing with Joshua opened up a new world that linked
history and performance in ways they had never ex-
perienced before.”

Directing Ghetto was the highlight of Sobol’s fall
semester in residence as the university’s first Visiting
Scholar of Jewish Studies. Surrounding the play was
a multi-disciplinary exploration and celebration of the
vitality and richness of Jewish culture that flourished
in Vilna, Lithuania, before and during the Nazi occu-
pation, in a series of cultural events entitled “Echoes

Sobol prepares to direct a rehearsal of the opening scene in which Jews of the ghetto will rise from the scattered laundry and begin to fold accompanied by watchful Nazi guards.
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“Sobol’s residence gener-
ated great enthusiasm…
Many students felt that
working with Joshua
opened up a new world
that linked history and
performance in ways they
had never experienced 
before.” —Ron Jenkins

of Vilna: Jewish Culture and Resistance in the Vilna
Ghetto.” Among the events were a screening of the
documentary Partisans of Vilna, chronicling the
largely unsuccessful resistance of Lithuanian Jews to
the Nazi program of extermination.

Sobol, born in 1939 in Israel, has taught drama
and playwriting extensively there. He is a five-time
winner of the David’s Harp Award for Israel’s Best
Play of the Year. Working with 18- and 19- year-old
college students, some of them inexperienced per-
formers, gave the work a “freshness” and a “sense of
discovery”, the white-haired Sobol said. 

“This experience gave me new insights into the
play. Even now, I surprise myself when I have to ex-
plain these scenes to young students, explain to them
why I wrote it. Professional actors don’t ask so many
questions—they come up with their own solutions
and deliver results,” he said. “With students, every
detail demands an explanation. Ultimately, it takes
longer, but they are delivering the goods.” 

Jenkins’ adaptation of the play brought Sobol to
Wesleyan. The two met at a workshop 11 years ago.
Jenkins, a specialist in the cross-cultural study of
comedy and clowns, is the foremost translator of the
Nobel Prize-winning Italian playwright Dario Fo.
When they met, Sobol expressed dissatisfaction with
the previous English translation used in productions
in England and the United States. Jenkins’ move to
Wesleyan this year gave them the opportunity to
stage the new  adaptation, their first collaboration.
The Sobol visit was a family affair—his wife, Edna,
designed the sets.

The pivotal characters in the drama are Jacob
Gens, the chief of Jewish police in the ghetto, who
makes the agonizing decision to lead hundreds of
Jews to their deaths in order to try to save the lives of
thousands more, and Kittel, the bored and sadistic
young SS officer in charge of the ghetto. The play has
been both popular and controversial since it was first
staged in Israel, sparking discussions as to whether it
was appropriate to make the Holocaust the subject of
a musical that freely mingles black comedy and
tragedy with song and dance. That controversy
echoed the ambivalence that existed within the ghetto
itself about the appropriateness of building a “theater
in a graveyard.” 

While directing, Sobol tries to explain to them
“what took place in historical reality as I bring them
into the reality of the ghetto.” He had to coach them
specifically on details such as the relationship be-
tween the ghetto residents and the Nazi officer Kittel
as it manifests itself in body language—“it was
strange to them at first not to look one of their fellow
students in the eye.” In a gripping scene, Kittle chore-
ographs the company in a song-and-dance number of
the minstrel classic “Swanee.” 

As the students shuffled through the steps in one
rehearsal, Sobol coached them. “He will give you or-
ders while you are dancing—like a policeman would
choreograph a dance. You dancers—keep your eyes
on him, trying to respond to his orders immediately,
because if you don’t you could get kicked—or maybe
something worse.” 

Sobol’s most intensive work was with Jacob
Robinson, the slender, bespectacled 18-year-old who
played Gens. Their work included one-on-one
coaching and hours of improvisation. “You get an
amazing amount of insight into a show working
with the person who wrote it,” Robinson said.
Meeting Gens’ real-life daughter, who lives in near-
by Hartford and told him firsthand about her father

and life in the ghetto, intensified the experience. 
“Every day you come to rehearsal, it’s a very in-

tense experience,” said 19-year-old Deanne Neil from
Chicago, a member of the company and the choreog-
rapher. “Joshua never talks down to us and gives us a
lot of freedom. He is always asking us—’What do you
think we should do here?’—and never imposes pre-
conceived notions from other productions.” 

Kris Wallsmith, 19, from Portland, Ore., who
played Kittel, said that Sobol handed him the key
to his role when he said that the young Nazi officer
is bored and looking for excitement. “That’s what
he told me about the German soldiers. It helps for
me in trying to transition from college student to
Nazi to know that Kittel was only 22 years old
when he was put in charge of the ghetto. I play
him as someone who would be an actor himself if
there was no war. Because of his frustration, he is
crazy and unpredictable, and that’s what triggers
the fear of the ghetto residents, because he is
someone with whom you don’t know what is going
to happen next.” 

Associate Professor of Religion Jeremy Zwelling
said that the response to the series as a whole and to
Ghetto in particular, was “extraordinary.” On the
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This past fall, with the support of the Jewish studies program,
Joshua and Edna Sobol joined Wesleyan’s theater depart-
ment as part of an ongoing focus on documentary theater, a
genre of performance that finds its sources in letters, diaries,
memoirs, oral histories, and other documentary materials.
Department Chair and Artistic Director Ron Jenkins recounts
his experience working with the Sobols.

Ihad learned firsthand about the depth of the Sobols’
documentary research in 1989 when the Rockefeller

Foundation supported our joint residency at the Atlantic
Center for the Arts in Florida. As dramaturge and translator
for his plays about the Vilna ghetto, I watched Joshua Sobol
bring actors into the world of his texts by telling stories
based on the interviews he had conducted with survivors of
the ghetto. The moral dilemmas and daily activities of ghet-
to life came to life as rehearsals progressed. The specifici-
ty of Sobol’s research informed the choices that the actors
made in performing their characters. 

I observed the same process when my adaptations of
Sobol’s plays were staged by actors at the Yale Repertory
Theater and the Royal Shakespeare Company in London.
Actors kept asking Sobol questions, and he answered them
with detailed insights that enriched their acting. Rarely
have I witnessed such an elegant merger of scholarship
and artistry.

I had a personal as well as professional interest in
Sobol’s research. My paternal grandparents were born in
Vilna, and when I was invited there to observe rehearsals for
a Lithuanian staging of Ghetto, I walked through the alleys
of the old Jewish quarter realizing that I probably would

Music and humor as 
resistance —by Ron Jenkins

“This experience gave me
new insights into the
play. Even now, I surprise
myself when I have to
explain these scenes to
young students… every
detail demands an
explanation.” —Joshua Sobol

Joshua Sobol: an educator and director
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Saturday night of the production, a dinner honoring
Sobol was attended by more than 100 guests, includ-
ing ten survivors of the Vilna ghetto. That night, after
the curtain fell on the production, Sobol and the stu-
dent cast came on stage and answered audience ques-
tions about the production. “Seeing the students
sitting around Sobol was a powerful picture,” said
Zwelling. “People stayed in the theater and discussed
the play until after midnight.” 

Zwelling noted that the Sobol visit and the en-
suing Vilna series could be seen as a “model of col-
laboration” for the university. Four departments
were involved with planning the series, and three
courses were linked to the visit. “The learning expe-
rience extended beyond the students in Sobol’s
courses and productions to the community. There
were people who attended all six events in the en-
tire Vilna series, and there were some who came to
two or three events. We had overflow crowds—at
Sobol’s lecture, people were standing in the hall-
way. This was like an ongoing seminar involving
hundreds of people.” 

The experience was so successful, reports
Zwelling, that a donor—who wishes to remain
anonymous—has endowed a $1-million gift to keep
the Scholar-in-Residence program continuing in per-
petuity. He said that the new Scholar-in-Residence
program was part of an overall strengthening of the
Jewish Studies program at Wesleyan, which included
a new position in Jewish history and an upgraded po-
sition in Hebrew studies.

As for Jenkins, he hopes to continue cultivating
the relationship between Sobol and Wesleyan. “We
are hoping to find a way to invite him back and con-
tinue the collaboration next year,” he said. 

Allison Kaplan Sommer ’86 majored in theater and
English at Wesleyan, and has been a journalist at The
Jerusalem Post for ten years.

(To view more Bill Burkhart photos of Ghetto, see:
www.wesleyan.edu,“What’s New” link).
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Kris Wallsmith ’03, who played Kittel (the bored and sadistic SS officer), said that Sobol gave him the key to his role when he explained    that Kittel was a 22-year-old looking for excitement when he was put in charge of the Vilna ghetto.
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not have been born if my family had not emigrated from
Vilna before World War II and the annihilation of the city’s
Jewish population.  

One of the region’s few surviving Jews attended a re-
hearsal of Sobol’s play. She wore a drab green coat, a ker-
chief, and short plaid socks. Wisps of white hair fell across
her wrinkled forehead as she sang a song to the actors that
she had learned as a child in the ghetto. It was a satiric dit-
ty about smuggling food behind the backs of the Nazis,
and as she sang it she laughed. Fifty years later the melody
still had a powerful effect on her. Singing it made her seem
younger, stronger, and indomitable. The actors could see
firsthand how music and humor were used as a form of
spiritual resistance to the Nazi occupation.

Similar insights were conveyed to our actors at Wesleyan
when the daughter of Jacob Gens, the protagonist in
Sobol’s play, arrived unannounced at one of the rehearsals.
Thirty-eight students fell into stunned silence when I in-
troduced her. It was as if a ghost had walked through the
door. She had been 16 years old when her father was killed
by the Nazis.  

Her words were few and simple. She spoke of the
way her father held his body when he walked, and what
his carriage revealed about his character. Then she left,
leaving the actors with the responsibility that Sobol
wrestles with so compellingly throughout his Ghetto
Triptych: the obligation of remaining true to the muse of
history. When Gens’ daughter left the rehearsal her com-
ments about Ghetto echoed the opinion expressed by
the survivor I met in Vilna. Giving Sobol the highest
compliment a writer could ask for, they both said,
“That’s the way it was.”

(Ron Jenkins is the chair and artistic director of
Wesleyan’s Theater Department. He is currently working on
a documentary theater piece about Sicilian-Americans in
Middletown.)

The director in a pensive moment.

“One of the few surviving
Jews attended one of the
rehearsals… she sang a
song to the actors that she
had learned as a child…
Fifty years later the
melody still had a powerful
effect on her.” —Ron Jenkins 


