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April 27, 2012 Top News



‘Dreyfus’: the drama behind the drama By Elise Kigner Advocate Staff The play is rooted in an 1894 miscarriage of French justice. It’s set in 1931 Poland. It was written in 1974 by a French playwright whose father was killed in the Holocaust, and was scheduled to be performed this weekend in Cambridge in conjunction with Yom HaShoah. But while “Dreyfus” resonates with the Holocaust, its theme of Jewish vulnerability could not be more timely, in light of the shootings at the Jewish school in Toulouse. “Dreyfus” is about a Polish troupe preparing to stage a play about Alfred Dreyfus, the French Jewish army captain falsely convicted of treason. The Jewish actors question the relevance of the play to their own Director Guila Clara Kessous is a distant relative of Dreyfus lives: after all, the play is about an anti-Semitic incident in France that had occurred more than three decades before. But they get a rude awakening when anti-Semitic Polish thugs break into the community center where they are staging the play. In an eerie coincidence, the Cambridge actors were rehearsing that break-in scene on March 19 – the day that three children and a teacher were shot dead in front of their Jewish school. The self-proclaimed gunman – later killed in a police shootout – had claimed to be a radical Muslim with ties to al-Qaeda. “It was horrible and tragic and uncanny,” said Janet Buchwald of Sudbury, who plays a costume maker, “because the theme the writer is underscoring in many ways is that Jews, no matter how comfortable we feel, we’re never completely safe.” Captain Alfred Dreyfus



“Dreyfus” will be performed 29 at 1 p.m. at Oberon in Cambridge, as part of the Harvard Arts First Festival.



April



It will be performed a second time at the United Nations International School in New York on May 6 – a date set to coincide with the French presidential election run-off, said director Guila Clara Kessous. A native of France, Kessous has a personal connection to the play. She is a distant cousin of



the captain through her mother, who is a Dreyfus. “Dreyfus” is about the tragedy of anti-Semitism, but it also filled with comedy. Zina, who is assigned to play a member of the crowd, tells the director she wants a better part. She suggests he make a new role just for her: Dreyfus’s mother. Giving the director a sample of her proposed role, she asks an imaginary Dreyfus, “How come you’re not a tailor like your father?’” The character Arnold, who plays the novelist Emile Zola, also thinks he deserves a bigger role. Zola wrote “J'Accuse,” the famous open letter to the French president accusing the highest levels of the French Army of obstruction of justice and anti-Semitism. It is only after the anti-Semitic attack that the actors are able to think beyond their personal lives. When the drunken Polish men come to the community center, Zalmen, the beadle, answers the door. He figures he’ll be able to quietly usher them away, but the situation escalates, and one of the drunkards pulls out a knife, threatening to shave the beadle’s beard. Moritz, the playwright, who is hiding along with all the actors, jumps up to stop the attackers, and tries to negotiate with them. When this doesn’t help, Michael, the actor playing Captain Drefyus, confronts them. Wearing a captain’s suit and with a sword in hand, he tells them, “I am Captain Dreyfus from Vilno.” Then they respond, “’Oh, the Jews have an army now?’” The other cast members emerge from their hidings spots to fight the attackers and drive them away. With the attackers gone, Michael reflects: “’Now I understand the role. I think I got the part.’” Many of the actors leave the country, headed to places they think are safer: the Soviet Union, England and Germany. Kessous said in light of the Toulouse shooting she was making one tweak to the staging. Because the change is meant to surprise the audience, she is keeping it under wraps. Following the show, there will be a panel at Harvard Hillel on the Jews of France today, sponsored by Francois Zimerary, French ambassador for human rights. Zimeray is unable to attend, as he is was sent at the lastminute to Pakistan to handle with matters related to Toulouse, Kessous said. Dr. Michel Azaria, representative council of Jewish Institutions of France, will read Zimeray’s remarks. Before the panel discussion will be candle-lighting ceremony honoring victims of the



Holocaust, and music by composer Edwin Geist, who was murdered in 1942. His niece, Rosian Zerner, will present opening remarks at the play. Zerner survived the Holocaust in the Kovno Ghetto in Lithuania and in hiding. Kessous said in depicting the attitudes of Polish Jews in the 1930s, the play hints at why many Jews did not flee the Nazis in the years before the war. “I wanted to do something [from before the Holocaust], to explain that if we were there, I’m not sure if we would have left,” she said. The play will be performed April 29 at Oberon in Cambridge and May 6 at the United Nations in New York. Visit DreyfusthePlay.com.
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