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The crowd would gather in the

narrow streets of the ghetto to
select the Purim-king, some clever
and sharp-tongued individual who
could serve as master of the rev-
els. In the tradition of the Christ-
ian carnival king, the King of
Fools, he and his followers spared
no one in their pranks and in
"their jests. The rabbis and the
-community leaders, the prayers
and the Talmud all served equally
as fodder for their wit. In the
throng that followed at their heels
there were many in masquerade—-
men attired as women and women
as men. The costume was lent all
the more savor by the fact that
it was ordinarily forbidden by law, ‘
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The Purhn-Spiel
By MORDECAI WAXMAN

; and by the probability that it
irked the staid graybeards who
stood on the sidelines looking
down their noses in disapproval.

The Climax of the festival was
yet to come, however. It was her-
alded by the joyous burning of
Haman in effigy and marked fi-
nally by the presentation of a
drama glorifying the day.

In point of interest and signifi-
cance fills, the Purim-spiel, was
one of the most vital features of
Purim, for it was the undoubted
progenitor of the Jewish drama.
Moreover, it is the guilty and
shame-faced grandsire of the host
of holiday plays which periodically
people Sunday school stages with
“Spirits of Purim” and “Spirits
of Pesach.”

It is strange indeed that the
Jews, who as a people manifested
a rare literary talent for a period
of several thousand years, devel-
oped a dramatic form only at the
conclusion of the seventeenth cen-
tury. It is true that there are
some who claim to see in the
Song of Songs and the Book of
Job evidences of dramatic forms,
yet that is by no means certain,
nor even probable. Unquestiona-
bly the most-Biblical period mani-
fests no traces of that art until
the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury.

The reason may well be found
in the fact that while the Jews
early became acquainted with the
drama in its later Greek and Ro-
man forms, they frequently found
it in association with immorality,
idolatry and irreverence. The av-
ersion to the theater that re-
sulted was expressed throughout
Talmudic and later Rabbinic lit-
erature. In fact, there is a pas-
sage in the Jerusalem Talmud
offering thanks to the Lord that
“thou has placed my portion
among those who sit in the House
of Learning. . .and didst not cast

my lot among those who frequent

theaters and circuses. . .1 wait
and they wait. I to inherit para-
dise; they the pit of destruction.”

Sixteen centuries of European
life, however, effected some
change in the Jewish attitude to-
ward the theater and finally led

to a Jewish dramatic literature.

The success of the Ahasuerus-
spiel was the cue for a host of

other plays to be written upon the
same theme. Meanwhile, however,

some enterprising spirits were dis-
covering the dramatic possibili-
ties of other sections of the Bible.
In 1711 “David and Goliath” en-
joyed its first presentation in the
city of Frankfort. It was immedi-
ately popular, but, anomolously
enough, that was responsible for
its very short run. So great were
the crowds that the police, acting
for the public safety, closed it at
the end of a few days. Like most
of the Purim plays it, too, aspired
to the comic and therefore intro-
duced a “gag-man” into the script.
He and his jests attained a vast
popularity, but alas, his reign was
short-lived. Two years later a
character named Pickleherring
was introduced to the Jewish pub-
lic in a play called “The Sale of
Joseph” mid he immediately ar-
rogated to himself the position of
the leading comic character in the
cycle of Purim plays.

So far as literary quality went
the Purim plays were distinctly
uneven and the acting very prob-
ably was quite poor. Since the the-
atrical season was limited to a
few days in the year, there was
little room for a group of profes-
sional actors. However, there must
have been several semi-profession-
al groups, for we know that some
plays were presented by the same
casts in several different cities.
Moreover, we know that it was
often customary to make a collec-
tion at the end of the performance.
Indeed, one drama added to the
miracles connected with Purim by
restoring the Haman of the play
to life so that he might lead in

the plea for donations. The ama-
teur theater was probably repre-
sented during this period by the

students of the yeshivoth, who

were the first to present such

classics as “The Sale of Joseph"

and “Akta Esther.”
The Purim-spiel is now a thing

of the past. In common with a

great many Purim customs it

went out of fashion during the
last century, though occasional
modest efforts are still encoun-

tered locally. But it left its mark
upon Jewish life through its heirs,
the Yiddish and Hebrew drama.
The mark was not a great one for,
as a form of art, the Purim-spiel
was crude and primitive. In retro-
spect and evaluation the remark
of Israel Abrahams about the Jew-
ish drama is probably still valid.
“Whatever the mission of Israel
may be, it is obvious that the pro-
duction of dramatic masterpieces
was no portion of it.”
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