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Epstein’s Joe Papp: A Manic and Fearless Shakespearean Hero

By Tony Kushner

Joe Papp : An American Life, by Helen Ep-
stein. Little, Brown, $24.95, 554 pages.

People stay away from the theater in Amer-
ica, in the hundreds of millions they stay away,
because so much of it is just narcissism on
the hoof, desperate, dumb and disengaged.

Tune in some night to David

.~ Book  Lenerman crooning his Cais
Review ballad, “Meednight, and the
keetties are sleeping,” and the

goose flesh on your arms will tell you all you

need to know, War, plague and the G.O.P,

aside, there is nothing much on this earth that

is more terrible than terrible theater. Irrele-
vance is boring. Joe Papp understood that.
I met Joe Papp a few brief times and that
was near the end in 1990 when the Public was
ing my play Bright Room Called Day.
talked nonstop in a kind of free-associa-
tive ramble Helen Epstein’s nourishing and
Juicy biography showed me was characteris-
tic. “This is a good play,” he told me, “it’s not

a great play but it’s a good play it's got prob-

lems a number of problems especially in the

second act but [ like this play we can do this."”

T was 50 thrilled to be meeting him, and to be

at the Public, that I didn't really care
that he thought my play was only “good” (and
besides, [ agreed with him). My most impor-
tant early theatergoing experiences had been
at his theaters: Sam Waterston's Hamlet,

Richard Foreman's Threepenny Opera,
JoAnne Akalaitis' Dead End Kids. When

Room was trashed by vinually every
in New York, Papp was supportive, ex-
tending the show a week even though the
- houses were small. He called me on the grim
* moming after opening night. I'd left a spiteful,
pissy message on my answering machine and
fled my apartment. Papp laughed at the mes-
sage and said, “T'm glad to hear that you'll be
all right you'll make it in this business if you
can laugh you'll be fine.” And he offered to
produce my next play, sight unseen (which, |
also leared from Joe Papp: An American
Life, was standard practice),

. Bright Room turmed out to be part of the
last Papp season. His long, painful dying and
his death, interrupted by the death of a son
from AIDS, are movingly (and even, sur-
prisingly, intimately) elaborated by Ms. Ep-
stein. His final years have frequently been
compared to Lear’s, with his kingdom in dis-
array and many heirs t, but [ am more
reminded of Lenin's final illness. No one
could sufficiently prepare for his death be-
cause no one could really believe he was
going to die, including, one suspects, the man
himself,

! Joe Papp grew up, he once told a reporter,
“at a time when ing you did had a cer-
tain importance.” He never leamed that art is
trivial, marginal, a luxury. He believed art
mattered; he believed it entirely, and his be-
lief convinced nearly everyone else—at least
as long as he was around to grab them by the
lapels and remind them. Papp was marked

1 made by poverty, his parents’ immigrant
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expenence, his multiracial community's be-
Liel i social transformation, the internation-
al victory over fascism, and by the tugedies

of the Holocaust and Amencan racisin und |
McCarthyism. He was a communist, a rudi- |

cal democrat, unapologetically but not doc-
trinanly or nostalgically of the Left, He was
bruve and lerocious, He fought great battles
and he won a number of them. Problematic,
disappointing or even appalling at times,
whether a hero of the Life or of the An, or of
both, Papp was one of the very few heroes
this tawdry, timid business, the American the-
ater, has produced.
Shakespeare-Schmakespeare

Papp obviously loved Shakespeare but for
all of his repeatedly avowed intentions (o do
50 he never created an “American Shake-
spearcan” style, whatever that might be. He
was no scholar—I remember being amused
and outraged when reading his boast that he
had written the prefaces for a new edition of
the entire 37 plays in some preposterously
short period of time, like over one weekend.
Ms. Epstein quotes a young Papp (or rather,
Papirofsky) in a 1939 letter to a friend,
prophetically articulating the credo at the heant
of the mature Papp approach 1o the canon:
am consuming all [Shakespeare's) master-
preces rapidly.” It's easy to sneer at such naive,
amviste enthusiasm, and critics sneered for
years. But this appetite for and toward litera-
ture is ulumately political, even in its gleeful,
unselfconscious vulgarity, Shakespeare-
Schinakespeare, o 1o borow from Jon Lovitz,
“acting-schmacting™: Shakespeare is ours!
said  Papp, ours/Jewish, ours/black,
ours/Amencan. What's wrong with the way
we do Shakespeare is what's wrong with the
way we do theater in general—not enough
thinking, not enough feeling, not enough pol-
itics. The best and rightest thing about this bi-
ography is the centrality Ms Epstein has given
to the political, rather than the esthetic, aspect
of Papp’s life and prodigious achievement.

If there is anything like a New York Shake-
speare Festival style, it can be found in an an-
archic multiculturalism, which, occasionally,
electrifies (as when, for example, a couple of
seasons ago in the Park, soft, subtle, dry
Christopher Walken and robust, operatic, ra-
diant Raul Julia clashed to great visceral and
theatrical effect as lago and Othello). Papp
cared more about what he was saying on his
stages than how he was saying it. This pas-
sionate recklessness made for a lot of bad
work=a lot of bad Shakespeare, in my opin-
ion—but Papp understood, as few have, that
the stage is a public forum, and he willed into
existence on his stages dramatic art that had
an active presence in the life of his city and
his world.

Papp led a life full of incident, public and
private, and hundred of productions, and only
a volume three times the length of Joe Papp
could have given full consideration to all of it.
Most modem bi would have gone
for that kind of length, drowned their subject
in obscuring clouds of detail, and been un-
forgivably boring in the process. Ms. Epstein

has lingered over very little, which is a re-
spectable and smart choice, As the subtitle,

An American Life, suggests, her intention, |

successfully achieved, was not to render a
highly individuated portrait, but rather the
passage of an exemplar of a certain sort of
consciousness through a particular time,
That approach has its shortcomings, Read-
ers looking for great heaps of dirt will be frus-
trated. There was plenty of mud to be
flung—four marriages, affairs, several es-
tranged children, periods where the young
Papp hid his Jewish origin, a weird although
apparently salutary relationship with a
shrink—but the author, who worked closely
and respectfully with Papp's friends and fam-
ily, abstains. The wives are all underdone,

-which is surprising given Ms. Epstein’s ap-

preciation of Papp's relatively enlightened
sexual politics (at least on the job). Only Gail
Memifield, his fourth wife and close collab-
orator at work, makes a more vivid impression
by virtue of her sharp observations. (One of
the book's surprises is leaming that Meri-

Joe Papp on the Capitol steps during
a 1972 antiwar demonstration.

field is the great-great-granddaughter of John
Wilkes Booth,) Papp was opulently narcis-
sistic, manic and fearless. And so also, of
course, to a far lesser degree, self-hating, in-
secure, saturnine and consumed by anxieties,
Justified and not. Abruptly severed relation-
ships with the producer abound in Ms. Ep-
stein’s account. Personally, I always found
him intelligent, sensitive, perceptive and hon-
est, but many of his best artists felt they had
1o break off, at least temporarily, o preserve
themselves and their work.

What one gets in quantity instead is a num-
ber of useful and pointed anecdotes about
Papp himself, such as Papp's beating at the
hands of an Irish neighborhood terror named
Whitey. The incident is formative: Echoing
a similar episode and conclusion in Theodor
Adomo's Minima Moralia, Papp says that he
learned from his boyhood tormentor all he
needed to know about fascists, and what sort
of force is needed to respond to them. It's
heartbreaking to read that Papp's father stood
by waiching his son being beaten and felt in-

capable of helping, a fact that may offer clues
to Papp’s aggression and courage. Merciful-
ly, Ms. Epstein allows you to make such specs
ulations at your own nisk,

‘Shout a Little’

The grand fights with Robert Moses, with
the House Committee on Un-American Ac-
tivities, against McCarthyism at CBS, against
segregation in the theater—he had plans, in
1963, w send a mixed-race Romeo and Juli-
et on tour down South—and for sufficient
money to produce, are briskly, lucidly re-
counted, and wonderfully spiced with the bril-
liantly splenetic letters Papp pounded out
hourly. It's thoroughly invigorating, inspir-
ing even, (o be shown a person
for governmental and private support who
demands such support as his civic due, and
better yet, who hollers when his due is not
forthcoming. When New York City was ina
deep recession, he demanded that it buy the
Aslor Library for him and pay for its restora-
tion. When the president of CBS seemed
cowed by Vice President Spiro Agnew's at-
tacks after the airing of The Selling of the Pen-
tagon, Papp wrote him a letter:

“When do liberals ever leam that the only
way to handle a bully is ... to hit and hit hard
... Of course, be reasonable, but God, man,
shout a littie.” The best passages in Ms. Ep-
stein’s book come in the numerous quotes
from Papp and his associates. Remembered
Meryl Streep: “Joe saw actors as drayhorses,
muscular and fierce.” Or Bemard Gersten,
who gives us Papp's “doctrine™: “When
you're in trouble, get into deeper trouble.”

One wishes Papp were around to give that
advice to President Clinton, just as one wish-
es that Mr. Clinton's (and Mayor Giuliani's)
approach to govemance was more like Papp's.
He maintained an absolute certainty that art
was one of the services a civilized
ment provided, through subsidy, to its popu-
lace. Certainly one of the most admirable facts
of his life, and Ms. Epstein has scrupulously
preserved this, was his persisting volubly in
that certainty even in the face of deepening
economic gloom and Ed Koch-Ronald Rea-
gan-George Bush budget slashers, and on
through the mishegas of the Jesse Helms-Rev.
Donald Wildmon N.E.A. battles, to the end of
his days.

I went to Joe Papp's funeral. His coffin
was on stage at the Newman Theater, in the
Public, One of his relatives read from
beline: :

“Fear no more the heat o' th’ sun

Nor the furious winter's rages;

Thou thy worldly task hast done,

Home art gone and ta'en thy wages ,.."

When the service was ooncludz?\c cas-
ket, on its gurney, was pushed offstage. Exit,
stage left. I was immensely moved. There
was a man of the theater whose death was na-
tionally noted and moumed, there was a life
in the American theater that had had purpose,
meaning, dignity, honor, adventure, a great
romance of a life that now had come to a flaw-
lessly theatrical moment of closure. Ms. Ep-
stein’s book gives us the shape and the sweep
of this life in a biography that is passionate-
ly true to the man who livedit. -~~~

And renowned be his grave. - .
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