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JOSEPH PAPP’S MULTIMEDIA CULTURAL PROJECT

The paper is an overview of the work of the American theater pro-
ducer Joseph Papp (1921-1991) who dominated the theatrical and intel-
lectual scene of New York City in the 1960s and 1970s. He began with
the Shakespeare Festival in Central Park, but in time he extended his
activity to modern Americn drama produced in his Public Theater. Most
of his productions were multimedia projects involving artist from other
fields, which made Papp a significant cultural figure of contemporary
America.
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In June 2005 the exhibition opened in The New York Public Library for
the Performing Arts entitled ‘A Community of Artists: 50 Years of the
Public Theater’ presenting archival documents, photographs, films, in-
terviews, theater programs, designs, and original production elements
of the Public Theater’s landmark productions, recalling the work of the
major American cultural icon Joseph Papp, the company’s founder. The
exhibition was drawn in large part from the personal papers of Papp, now
part of NYPLs Billy Rose Theater Collection.! Public Library thus con-
tinued Public Theater’s mission of providing democratic access to rich
cultural resources, being, in the words of its president Paul LeClerc, ‘an
inspiration to creative minds for generations to come.? The exhibition
highlighted one of the most important aspects of the Public Theater’s
legacy - provision of a home for thousands of America’s artists whose
names (6,700 of them) were projected across a twenty-five-foot wall in
the Library’s gallery.

From 1954 until his death in 1991 theater producer Joseph Papp
channeled and created the theatrical and intellectual life in New York
City. His first major project was the New York Shakespeare Festival in
Central Park started in 1957 with free productions of Shakespeare. In
1967 Papp obtained from the city the Astor Library Building to produce

1 ‘Exhibition Documents 50 Years of Theatrical Innovation, by Jim Young, The Epoch Times,
Jun 25, 2005.
2 Ibid.
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plays, movies and experimental works by new artists. It will become The
Public Theater, and from 1992, The Joseph Papp Public Theater. Papp
was an important promoter of off-Broadway theater and such new play-
wrights as David Mamet, Sam Shepard and David Rabe, as well as the
custodian of the best American theater tradition embodied in Eugene
O’Neill, ‘the consciousness of America” as he called him. Papp produced
the famous musicals Hair (1967) and A Chorus Line (1975). He was an
initiator of multimedia projects, such as the opera version of Shake-
speare’s Hamlet, Papp’s favorite play, and Pierre Boulez’s notorious ‘Rug
Concerts” of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. He successfully
fought against conservatism and censorship, while struggling to restore
government funding to the arts without any form of censorship.

Joseph Papp was also a promoter of interdisciplinary arts. Among
the collaborators of Papp and the Public Theater were artists from other
fields, architects and designers. The notable example was the designer
Ming Cho Lee whose remarkable set models for the productions staged
in the park from 1964 to 1971 were also exhibited in the Public Library’s
2005 exhibition. Public Theater productions have won a total of 138
Obie Awards, 40 Tony Awards, 39 Drama Desk Awards, 19 Lucille Lortel
Awards, and 4 Pulitzer Prizes. The Public has brought 49 of its shows
to Broadway. The success must have been partly due to Papp’s excellent
cooperation with leading critics and media, in the first place CBS Televi-
sion where he was employed full time when he was starting his theater
project, and such influential critics as Robert Brustein and Brooks Atkin-
son, who were recruited among the chief supporters of Public Theater.
‘We'll be setting up a whole cultural movement, exclaimed Papp proud-
ly.?

Joseph Papp was called a cultural populist and indeed he introduced
and promoted the so-called multiculturalism only later to become fash-
ionable: Charles Gordone’s ‘No Place to Be Somebody’ was the first Af-
rican American and off-Broadway show to win the Pulitzer Prize; today
prominent black actors James Earl Jones and Morgan Freeman were giv-
en chance to play in Shakespeare’s and other plays in The Public Theater
and Shakespeare Festival (outstanding examples are Jones as Oberon in
1961 ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Morgan Freeman as Petruchio in a
1990 production of “The Taming of the Shrew’, among others); Ntozake
Change’s 1976 play ‘for colored girls who have considered suicide/when
rainbow is enuf’ was produced in The Public; David Hwang’s work was
also produced in The Public; the Theater was home to the Festival Latino
in 1988 with productions in Spanish .

3 ‘The Theater’, Joseph Papp: Populist and Imperialist, July 3, 1972.
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However, Joseph Papp was not only a populist: in 1988 he was the
first recipient of the Folger Library’s annual William Shakespeare Award
for Classical Theater, introduced to honor individuals who have made
major contributions to classical theater in the United States. In the same
year Joseph Papp and some other members of his company were in the
committee for the celebration of Eugene O’Neill's 100" birthday. Pub-
lic Theater staged a repertory season of O'Neill’s plays directed by Hose
Quintero, and a free marathon screenings of five films based on O’Neill’s
plays.*

Papps prime achievement has been the Shakespeare Festival orig-
inating from the Shakespeare Workshop in a Presbyterian Church on
East Sixth Street in 1953. Papp managed to stage free Shakespeare in
the park and even to have the city pay part of the cost of production. In
1960 the city gave him $60,000 — revenue from subway chewing gum
machines. In 1971 he persuaded the city to buy the former Astor Library
(to be later converted into theater), and lease it to him for $1 a year. Papp
took part of the profit from his successful Broadway productions to fi-
nance unprofitable modern plays, like Rabe’s ‘Sticks and Bones.

For Papp Shakespeare stood for life energy which he endeavoured
to match with theater energy. “You can more easily reach a working-class
audience with Shakespeare than you can with contemporary plays, said
Papp.> “The Two Gentlemen of Verona' started as a free production in
the park in 1971, but ended as ‘the biggest money earner’ in Broadway
in the following year. Papp ‘embodied the ideal of live theater, as was
underlined by Gregory Mosher at a public discussion sponsored by Co-
lumbia University Arts Initiative to celebrate the legacy of Joseph Papp
in 2004. Mosher, an actor himself, called Papp ‘a persistent presence, an
‘energising force, a man who revered Shakespeare and quoted from him
frequently. The actor Kevin Kline, among the many now famous movie
stars including Meryl Streep and Al Pacino, who began their career at
Public Theater, remembered Papp encouraging his crew by citing Shake-
speare’s ‘Henry V’: ‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers.®

Joseph Papps contribution included authorship and sponsorship
of publications accompanying productions of plays: ‘Shakespeare Alive’
(1988) together with Elizabeth Kirkland, presented Shakespeare against
the cultural background of his time; “Theater in America: 200 Years of
Plays, Players and... (1986), with an introduction by Papp, summarized
the history of American theater; ‘A Portrait of a Theater’ (1979), also

4 ‘News, Notes and Queries, The Eugene O’Neill Newsletter, VoL.III, No.3, January, 1988.
5 ‘The Theater’, July 3, 1972.
6 Gary Shapiro, ‘Papp’s Pride, ‘The New York Sun, October 25, 2004.
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introduced by Papp, that was ordered by Papp from the photographer
Frederic Ohringer, today represents a valuable document of an artistic
project with a series of black and white photographs of the artists at-
tached to the Public Theater in its prime time; a series of editions of
Shakespeare’s plays produced in the Park were published with Papp’s in-
troductions.

The paper is an introduction into the study of the indirect influence
of Joseph Papp’s work on drama scholarship in New York and The United
States, especially Shakespearean scholarship and studies of modern dra-
matic theory: it cannot be a coincidence that from the 1960s on United
States has produced so many important books on the theory of drama,
especially tragedy after the ‘death of tragedy” had been proclaimed in the
early 60s (Michel and Sewall, Elder Olson, Murray Krieger, Robert Cor-
rigan, Francis Ferguson, Normand Berlin etc.)

The fact is that Papp’s Public Theater was considered to be in the
first place a writer’s company. In 1972, when the American playwright
seemed to be ‘an endangered species, Papp discovered that America in
fact had ‘more new plays worthy of production than can be produced in
the U.S” Donald Schoenbaum, managing director of the Tyrone Guthrie
Theater in Minneapolis, was quoted saying that “The work he’s doing —
nurturing of playwrights - is enormous.’

Papp himself considered his discovery and promotion of David
Rabe to be his highest achievement, calling Rabe ‘the most important
writer we've ever had’ Rabe’s reputation was established at the Public’s in
early 1970s as the major playwright’s of the Vietnam-War era. Papp was
responsible for the first professional production of Rabe’s first signifi-
cant play “The Basic Training of Pavlo Hummel in 1971. Papp further
produced ‘Sticks and Bones’ and ‘Streamers’ - together they formed the
‘Vietnam Trilogy. Rabe was himself a Vietnam veteran who wrote not
only about the war experience, but also about the post-war drama of a
man returning to his family and to a society incapable to comprehend
full implications of war which Rabe described as ‘a surreal carnival of
death’® ‘Tt wasn’t just that I couldn’t reach my family, I couldn’t reach
anybody, said Rabe.? This kind of experience was something new even
to Papp: as a radical he had been thinking and acting mostly in terms
of the condemnation of war and the U.S. military involvement, without
much regard to the feelings of soldiers.

7 “The Theater’,
8 ‘The Basic Training of Pavlo Humme), Enotes, Jan. 7, 2007.
9 Ibid.
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Sam Shepard’s reputation of a significant new playwright commenced
when he was commissioned by Joe Papp to write a play for his theater - it
was to be “The Curse of the Starving Class. Shepard later recalled the oc-
casion: in a telephone conversation Papp expressed his desire to do one
of Shepard’s plays (Shepard had already written and produced a number
of plays, but none with wider critical acclaim or popularity). He asked
Papp for advice and Papp recommended the subject-matter; °...a family,
two sons, one stays home, one goes off to Vietnam or anyway to war and
gets fucked up’!? Shepard immediately noticed that it was the same sto-
ry as in Rabe’s ‘Sticks and Bones” but did not mind much, seeing this as
an opportunity to write about his own painful family experience at last.
Indeed, the topic was common to all three significant American play-
wrights that Papp valued so much: O’Neill, Rabe and Shepard. Dealing
with their own personal concerns and with their family conflicts, they
simultaneously dealt with the fundamental American themes: disinte-
gration of American family and the value system in a money-oriented
consumer society, the inability to communicate, the search for the sense
of the self. It was said of both Rabe and Shepard that they became suc-
cessful only when they adopted O’Neill's American realism, and it had
been said of O’Neill that he ‘achieved greatness only when he adopted an
unadorned Ibsenian realism’ (Robert Brustein).!!

Joseph Papp and his favourite playwrights, in the tradition of Eu-
gene O’Neill, were suspicious towards Hollywood and superficial enter-
tainment, called by one of Papp’s early protégés David Mamet, ‘rever-
sion to entertainment as pure titillation’'?, (though Mamet and Shepard
would become famous Hollywood stars and develop a kind of love-hate
relationship with it); they have been equally suspicious towards mass-
media’s tendency to distort truth. Pursuit of truth behind the surface
of appearances was William Shakespeare’s obvious passion, and Eugene
O’Neill’s enduring quest which, according to him, could be fully realized
only in the transfiguring nobility of tragedy focused not on achievement
but on struggle itself.

Not all the playwrights repaid the debt they owed to Joseph Papp
(some have called him cultural imperialist). While in his recent collec-
tion of essays ‘Make-Believe Town" Mamet pays a full tribute to him,
David Rabe and Sam Shepard quarreled with their former mentor over
insignificant matters: Rabe sold rights for one of his plays to his friend,

10 Quoted in Don Shewey, ‘Sam Shepard, Da Capo Press, New York, 1997 (updated edition),
107.

11 Introduction to David Rabe, Enotes, Jan.7, 2007.

12 David Mamet, Make Believe Town, Essays and Remembrances, New York and Boston, Little,
Brown, 1996, quoted in Deborah R.Geiss, Review, www.mamet.eserver.org, 1997.
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while Shepard was dissatisfied with the cast of his 1980 “True West’ pro-
duction by Papp and sabotaged it in the press.

Public Theater is still an important institution though not of the
same stature as in Joe Papp’s time. The reason is probably in the changed
cultural climate: lack of a major theatrical personality to give it direction,
but also absence of city and state support. The Public has five theaters in
its complex in Lafayette Street in the East Village and the Delacourte
Theater in Central Park, but can put on production plays in only one or
two of its theaters, plus one free production in the park.!* After Joseph
Papp’s death George C.Wolfe took over the direction of New York Shake-
speare Festival and the now Joseph Papp Public Theater with mixed suc-
cess. (Interestingly, Sam Shepard, after promising he would never again
have his play produced in New York and in the Public, allowed his “True
West’ to be staged by Wolfe, again not with the success of its productions
elsewhere.). Wolfe resigned a couple of years ago; The Public has a new
management and lives on.
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Pagmmna Hactuh

MYITUMEINJATTHU KYJITYPHU
IIPOJEKAT IIO3E®A ITAIIA
Pesunme

ITosed ITam, amepuyky MO30pUIIHY NMPoAyLeHT (1921-1991), ycMepaBao je 1 Kpeupao mo-
30pMILHY U KYITYPHI XMBOT Ibyjopka on 1954. roguue fo cBoje cmptut 1991. Iberos npsu Be-
KM TIpojeKat 6uo je wyjopurku lekcrpos dectrBan y LleHTpanHOM MapKy Koji je OTIOUeo
1957. rogune 6ecrmaTHuM npepcraBaMa lllexcnuposux apama. ITam je 1957. ox rpaga fo6uo
3rpafiy HeKajaume 6ubmroreke AcTop 3a usBobheme gpaMa, IpuKasuBarbe GUIMOBA I €KCIIe-
PMMEHTa/IHKX IIpeficTaBa HOBMX yMeTHMKa. OHa he mocrary yyBeno Jaswo fiosopuwiitie (Public
Theater), a op 1992. 3Bahe ce Jaswo wozopuwitie I1osed Ilai. Ilam je TOZCTUIIA0 ANTTEPHATHBHO
[I030pMIITE U HOBE JjpaMcKe muclie monyT Jlejuna Memera, Cema Illenapya u [ejsupa Pej6a,
Kao 1 KnacuyHy tpanuuyjy Jyuna O'Huna. Buo je 3acnyskaH 3a usobhere 4yBeHNUX MjysuKana
Koca (1967) u A Chorus Line (1975) koju he ce usBoguru rogunama na u ¢puimosaru. [losed
ITam je mopp>kaBao MyITHMeJVjaHe MPOjeKTe Kao IITO Cy MyATuMeaujaaHa omepa Kapcona
Kusmana Xamreiii, u nonynapau koHueptu Iljepa Bynea ca myjopmkom ®umaxapMOHUjOM.
Meby meroBnum capagHuLuMa y JagHom io30puuiiy 61 Cy yMEeTHUIIM U3 APYTUX MeNuja, TIpe
cBera JiusajHepu U apxurekre. VIMao je penaTuBHO fob6pe ofHOCE ca MefujuMa, 6110 je mpeT-
XOJHO 3aIoc/IeH y TeneBusujckoj kyhu CBS, a MHOTM 4yBeHM HOBMHAPY ¥ PAMCKI KPUTHYApH
6umm cy meby HajBehuM creOeHMIIMA HeroBUX KyITYPHUX MOAyXBaTa. Pesynrar meroBor
IenoBama 6110 je ma je Ebyjopk y neunennjama ITaroBe akTMBHOCTY 6110, BUIIE HETO MKaJ, KyI-
TypHa IIPECTOHNIIA CBETA.
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