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M ax i n e  S. S e l le r  

In  the l ate n i neteen th  a n d  ear ly  twent ie th  cent u r ies  m i l l i ons  of  
Eu ropea ns left t h e i r  h o m es to for m  i m m ig r a nt com m u n it ies  in  t h e  
United States. M uc h  o f  the  l i te ra t u re a bo ut those i m m ig ra nt  
commu ni t ies focuses u po n  p ro b l e m s  s uc h  a s  t he i r  ecom o n i c  
ha rdsh i ps, prej ud ices aga i nst  t h e m, a n d  t h e i r  d iff ic u lt i e s  a dj ust i  ng to 
an unfami l i a r  env i ronment .  I t  is eq u a l l y  i m porta nt .  however,  t o  study 
the strengths of  these com m u n it i es ,  t he i r  r i c h  i nt e r n a l  l i fe, a nd the 
i nsti tut ions that expressed and s usta i n ed that  l ife .  O ne of the most  
s ignif icant a nd least  st ud ied of  t h ese i nst i t u t i ons  was the fo re ig n  
language, or eth n i c, theater .  

Spr ing i ng from widely vary i n g  h i sto r i ca l ,  cu l t u ra l ,  a nd thea t r i ca l  
trad i t ions, fore ig n l a nguage theater va r i ed  i n  sty l e  a nd content  fro m 
one i m m igra nt co m m u n i ty to a nother a nd even w it h i n  a s i n g l e  
com mun ity. T h i s  paper focuses u pon w h a t  t h ese m a ny t h eaters h a d  
i n  com mon,  t h e  ro les they p l ayed i n  t h e  l ives of E u ropea n i m m igra nts  
dur i ng the  l a te  n i netee nth a nd ea r ly twe nt iet h  cen tu r i es .  For  peop le  
who were somet i mes i l l i terate, usua l ly poor, a nd oft e n  lone ly ,  eth n i c  
theater pl ayed th ree v i t a l  ro les :  i t  educated, i t  enterta i n ed ,  a nd i t  
provided a focus  for soc i a l  a nd commu n i ty l i fe. 

The Nature and Scope of Ethnic Theater 

As large, ident if i ab le  i m m i g ra nt co m m u n it i es  made t h e i r  
appeara nce i n  n i neteenth  c e nt u ry A m e r i ca ,  eth n i c  t h eater  a l so made 
its appeara nce. P rofess i o n a l  G er ma n  t h eater  operated in  N ew 
Or leans and New York  b efore 1 840 a nd i n  t h e  towns a n d  v i l l ages of 
the midwest soon afte r . '  N orweg i a n  a nd Swed i s h  t heater  i n  C h icago 
dates back to  the m i d - n i neteenth  cen t u ry . 2  T ho u g h  l a rge sca le  Pol i s h  
immigrat ion d i d  not  b eg i n  u nt i l  t he 1 880s,  by 1 890 Po l i s h  t h eater 
was perform i  ng not  o n l y  i n  u r b a n  centers s uc h  as  New York, Detro i t .  
Ch i cago, and B uffa l o ,  bu t  a l so  i n  s m a l l e r  com m u n i t i es s uc h  as  
Wi nona, M i n nesota and Arcad i a ,  N ew York . 3  

Eth n i c  theater s  were  as  var ied a s  the com m u n it ie s  tha t  prod uced 
them. I nfor m a l  " cl u b s" met  t o  d i scuss  the t heater a nd to read a nd 
somet imes to wr ite  pl ays .  Amateur  groups gave occas i o n a l  or regu l a r 
perform a nces u nder  a v a r iety of sponsorsh ips, i nc l u d i n g  m us ica l  a nd 
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l i te rary soc iet ies ,  a th let i c  g roups,  lodges, settlement ho u ses, 
c h urches, l abor u n i ons ,  soc i a l ist soc iet ies ,  nat ion a l i st societ ies, 
te mpera nce societ ies,  wo men 's  cl u bs ,  char itab le  societ ies, yout h  
g ro u ps ,  pu b l i c  a nd paroch i a l  schoo ls ,  a nd u n ivers i t ies . I n a ddito n ,  the 
F i n ns ,  G e r ma ns ,  Poles,  Jews, I ta l i a ns ,  and other E u rope a n  g rou ps (as 
wel l as t h e  C h i n ese a nd J a p a nese on the  West C oa st) supported 
c o m m e rc i a l  t h eaters with  profess iona l  actors, d i rectors, and 
p l aywr i g h t s . 

A m a t e u r  or  p rofess i o n a l .  eth n i c  theaters had many prob lems. 
Actors ,  d i r ectors,  a nd p l a ywr ights  q u arre led a mong themse lves. 
S e rv i ng poor co m m u n it i es ,  eth n ic  t h eaters we re a lways plag u ed by 
l ack  of  money .  Often t h ey faced oppos i t ion from their own 
co u nt ry m e n .  T h e  Aug ustana Synod of the  Lut heran C h urch 
conde m n ed S wed ish  t heater as worldly a nd s i nf u l . 4  A com m ittee of 
a ss i  m i l ated G e r m a n  Jews t r i ed to block the open ing of i mm i g rant 
Y i dd i s h  t h eater  i n  N ew York i n  1 882 beca use they were afra id it 
wou l d  evoke a nt i s e m i t i s m .  " G o  out  i nto the  co u ntry and become 
pedd l ers , " t h e  c o m m i tt ee adv ised, " F i nd dece nt work and don't br i ng 
s h a m e  upon yo ur  peop le  wi th  t h is foolery you ca l l  theatre. "s  

T h ere were oth e r  prob lems .  D u r i ng one of many " I ndian Wa rs," 
N at i ve A m er ica ns bu rned a G e r m a n  t h eater i n  New U l m, M i nnesota 
i n  1 8 6 2 ; 6  more pe r m a ne n t  damage resu l ted fro m nationwide a nti­
G e r m a  n boycotts d u r i ng Wor ld  War  I .  7 E t hnic th eaters were harassed 

by t h e  po l ice for v io l a t ing  t he B l u e  La ws; S undays were favorite days 
for t h eater  i n  m a ny i m m i g r a n t  com m u n it ies .  I nf l u enced per haps by 
stereotypes of fo re igners  as da ngero u s  rad ica ls, pol i ce closed a 
Pol i s h  p lay  a bout  t h e  assass inat ion of  A lexan der I I  because of a 
r u m or that  a " l i ve dynam i te bomb" wou l d  be  expl oded .s  

Desp i te t h es e  a n d  other probl em s, et h n i c  theaters f lo urished, 
reach i n g  a s u bsta nt i a l  port ion  of t h e  i m m i g ra nt com m u n i ty dur i ng 
the i r  peak y e a rs i n  t h e  ear ly decades of the twentieth cent u ry. 
Cou nt less a m ate u r  g ro u ps p l ayed for t hemse lves or for a udiences of 
var iou s  s izes i n  c h u rc h  basements,  barns,  soc ia l  h a l ls, a nd l iving 
roo ms.  P rofess i o n a l  c o m pa n ies were imported from the  homeland or 
d eve loped f rom a mo ng the a ma teu r ta lent  wit h i n  t h e  immigrant 
com m u n ity. T h ese compan i es performed weekly, d a i ly, someti mes 
tw ice a day i n  h a n dsome, we l l  equ ipped structu res such  as the 
F i n n ish  Soc i a l i st H a l l  i n  Astor ia ,  O rego n9 or the ( I t a l i a n) Was h ington 
S q u a re Theater in S a n  F ra ncisco 10 for a udie nces of h un dreds or even 
t h ou sa nds. I n div id u a ls who co u ld a fford to do so traveled h u n d reds of 

m i les to se 'e spec i a l  performances, 1 1  a nd t rave l i ng compa nies 
brought  th ea ter to com m u n it ies too sma l l  or too isolated to s upport 
t h e i r  own . 



For m a ny i m m ig r a nts, t heater was not a n  occas iona l  i nd u l g ence  o r  
a fri l l ;  i t  was a necess ity. People who worked fourteen o r  more h o u rs a 
day, s ix days a week i n  m i l ls ,  m i nes, or sweatshops spe nt t h e i r  f e w  
precious h o u r s  o f  l e i s u re attend ing  eth n ic theater ,  a c t i n g  i n  i t, o r  
writ i ng for i t .  J ewish ga r ment workers i n  the  Lower Eas t  S ide  o f  N e w  
York C ity went wi t hout  mea ls  to buy t ickets to the  theaters  o n  S ec o n d  
Avenue, t he " Y idd i sh  B roadway. " 

Members of some eth n i c  g roups  b ro u g h t  t h e i r  love of t heat er w i th  
them from the o ld  cou ntry .  M a ny F i n ns ,  for exa mp le ,  had  see n 
productions of the F i n n i s h  N at i o n a l  T h eater  before i m m i g ra t ion  a n d  
staffed the i r  Amer ica n t heaters w i t h  p rofess iona l  a ctors a n d  
di rectors tra i ned i n  t h e  home land .  S o u t h  I ta l i a n s  b rought  w i t h  t h e m  a 
soph ist icated knowledge of opera a nd of reg i o n a l  fo l k  comedy, t h e  
trad i t ional Com med ia d e l l ' a rte .  N o  g r o u p  were more a rdent  
supporters of theater tha n East E u ropea n J ews, h owever; b u t  fo r 
most of them theater was a new expe r ience .  Y idd i s h  t heate r made i ts  
fi rst forma l appearance in  E aster n E urope in  1 87 6 ,  o n ly s i x  yea r s  
before its i n trod uct ion i nto N ew York  C i ty . 1 2 

I n  co ming to the  U n i ted States, i m m i g ra nts  cu t  t h e m se lves off fro m 
many of the inst i tut ions,  t rad i t ions ,  a nd compa n io n s  tha t  had  m et a 
w ide range of i nte l lect u a l , emot i o n a l , a nd soc i a l  n eeds i n  t h e  o l d  
wor ld .  I n t h e  new wor ld  t hey h a d  t o  deve lop new ways to meet t hese 
needs D Here in  lay the i n creased i m po rta nce of  t heate r .  E th  n i c  
theate r he lped prov ide ed ucat ion ,  entert a i n m e nt,  a nd soc i a l  l i fe  for  
im migrants whose needs in  t h ese areas  cou ld  not be  m et by 
ma instrea m Ang lo-Amer i can  l i fe .  

Theater as Education 

One of the major ro les of eth n i c  t h eater  w a s  e d u c a t i o n .  T h o u g h 
immigrants i n  genera l  had  a h i g h e r  educat i o n a l  l eve l  t h a n  t h e i r  
counterparts who stayed a t  home,  m a ny were poor ly  e d u c a ted ,  no t  
only i n  Eng l i sh  b u t  eve n i n  the i r  n at ive l a n g u a ge s .  D e pr i ved o f  
opportun i t ies to lear n abou t  t h e i r  own c u l t u r e  bec a u se of poverty ,  
isol at ion,  or  pol i t i ca l  oppress ion ,  t hese people were h u n g ry for  
expos ure to the i r  own l a ng u age,  h i story ,  a nd l it e ratu re .1 4 E t h n i c  
theater provided t h i s  expos u re .  

Eth n i c  t heater  m ade h i story, l itera t u re, a nd fo lk lore of  t h e  
home l a nd access ib le  t o  t h e  l iterate a nd i l l i te rate a l i ke a nd gave t h e  
Amer i ca n - bor n c h i l d ren  a t  l east s o m e  contact w i t h  the  c u l t u re of 
the i r  fore i g n - born p a r e nt s .  Y i dd i sh  t h eater presented d r a m a s  about  
B i b l i ca l  a nd m ed ieva l  h e r oe s  a nd about  contem pora ry persec ut ions ;  
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Swed ish theater to ld of peasant upr is ings  agai nst D a ni s h  r u le a nd of 
G ustavus Adolphus a n d  the Th i rty Years War ;  Ger m a n  t heater 
dra matized the exp lo i ts  of F reder ick  the G reat . ' 5  P o l i s h  t h eaters 
presented so m a ny p lays on h i stor ica l  a nd nat io n a l  t h e mes t h at a 
nat io n a l ist i c  Pol ish journa l i st p ra ised them as  " t h e  schools of 
patr iot i sm . " 1 6 P lays based upon legends a n d  fo lk lore  a s  wel l  a s  
h i story were  co mmon i n  a l l  eth n i c  t h e aters a n d  were  popu lar  i n  
profess iona l  a s  we l l  a s  a m ateu r  p rod uct io n s . 

M a ny eth n i c  th eaters  prese nted t h e  c l a ss i cs of t h eat r ica l  t rad itions 
oth e r  t h a n  t h e i r  own, as wel l a s  t h e  b est of conte mpora ry t heater 
from a l l  ove r t h e  wor ld  i n  t r ans l a t i on  or i n  spec i a l  ada pt ions . 
S h a kespeare  was perfor m ed i n  Y idd i sh ,  G e r m a n, Swed ish ,  and 
I ta l i a n .  G er m a n  t hea te rs p resented a va r i ety of  c l ass ics as  wel l  as the 
works of modern G er m a n  d ramat i st s  s u c h  as G er h a rt H a u ptma n n  
and  F r a n k  Wedek i nd .  I t a l i a n  t h eater  goers i n  S a n  F rans i sco saw not 
on l y  a co m p l ete  r ange  of operas, but  a l so t h e  works of Du mas, 
G oethe ,  S uderma n n  a nd Verne .  T h e  most cos m opo l i tan eth nic 
theater  of a l l  was t h e  Y idd i s h  t heater  of N ew York, wh ich  i n troduced 
its a ud i e nc e  to M o l i e r e ,  S c h i l l e r ,  G oethe ,  T o l stoy, G rok i ,  S uderman n, 
H a u ptma n n ,  I bs e n ,  S t r i ndberg ,  M o l n a r , and  S h aw, as we l l  as to a 
va r i ety of Y idd i s h  p l aywr ig hts s u c h  a s  J acob Gord i n ,  Leon Kobr i n, and 
Sho lom Asc h . 1 7  

A n  i m port a n t  facet of t h e  educa t i on a l  ro l e  of eth n i c  t h eater was its 
ro l e  i n  A m e r ic a n i za t i o n .  P l ays adopted a n d  t rans la ted from the 
A m er i c a n  s tage  i nt r oduced  i m m ig r a nts to ma ny aspects of 
m a i n st r ea m A m e r ic a n c u l t u r e .  T h e  F i n n i s h  t h eater of Astor i a  
p l u nged  i t s  soc i a l i st s u pporte rs  i n to  t h e  A ng lo -S axon version of "how 
t h e  west wa s w o n "  by p rese nt i ng F i n n i s h  l a n g u age "cowboy and 
I n d i a n "  prod uct ions  1 8  A me r i c a n  mov i es  beca m e  part of the regu la r 
offe r i ng s  at  m a ny t he a te rs ,  i nc l u d i ng t h e  I ta l i a n  " n icke lodeons" of 
S a n  F ra nc isco .  

E t h n i c  t h ea t e r  t a u g h t  i m m ig ra nt s  t h e  c l as s i c a l  v o c a b u l a ry o f  t h e i r  

o w n  l a n g u a g e  ( m a ny spoke r eg i o n a l  d i a l ec t s w hen th e y m i g rated), 
b u t  it a ls o  i nt ro d u ced E ng l i s h  i n  a visual context t h a t  promoted 
u n d e rst a nd i n g S k i t s  o r  spec i a l  production s were occas iona l ly 
p e rfo r m ed i n  E n g l i s h .  O fte n  E n g l is h exp res s io n s  s l i pped a lmost 
u n n ot i ced i nt o  t h e  l a ter  s c r i pts ,  re f lect i ng t h e  c h a n ges i n t he 
l a ng u a g e  of i m m ig r a nts  w h o  were beco m i n g  A me r i r.::l n i zed a nd 
st i m u l a t i n g  s u c h  c h a n g e  a mo ng t h e  more recen t  a rr iva l s .  

F i n a l l y, t h e  ed u c a t i o n a l  r o l e  o f  e t h n i c  t h ea t e r  I nc l uded ex po s i n g 
i m m i g r a nt s  t o  sop h i st i c a t ed d r a m a t i c  exa m i n a t i o n s  of the social 



problems  of t h e  day. I n  t h is area, ethnic theater was far  a head of  
B roadway.  Fo r  exa m p le, in  1 896 the I rvi ng P lace G er m a n  T heater  
presented H a u p t m a n n 's The Weavers, a g raph ic portrayal  of a l abo r  
upr is ing i n  S i l es i a  a nd its bruta l  suppression; t h e  p l a y  was n ot 
presented to t h e  E n g l i sh  speak ing p ub l ic  u nt i l  1 9 1 5 . Po l i t i ca"y  
progress ive G e r m a ns, Jews, Swedes, F i nns  and  H u ngar iSl ns  for m ed 
specia l theater g ro u ps in  which they used the  works of S ha w, I bse n ,  
Strindberg and  others, as  wel l  as  or ig i n a l  p l ays, to exp lo re  
tempera nce, pac if ism, the prob lems  of  the  aged, t h e  c l ass  s t rug g l e ,  
a nd the sta tus  o f  women .  

Wh i l e  p lays i n corpora t i ng  po l i t i c a l  ideo log ies  a ppeared i n  t h e  
repertory of many i m m igrant  t h eaters, n o  g roup  u sed t h e  t h eater  fo r 
pol it ica l ed ucat ion  more co nsc iou s l y, more  exte ns ive ly,  a n d  m or e  
effect ively t han  t h e  rad ica l F i n ns .  By the  t u r n  o f  the  c e n t u ry soc ia l i s m  
had become widespread i n  F i n l a n d  a s  the  sy m bo l  of res is tance  t o  
foreig n dom i nat ion and  econom ic  oppress i o n .  I n  t h e  U n ited Sta tes,  
F i n n i sh radica ls led str i kes in t he i ron a nd copper m i n es ,  e m braced 
the IWW ( I ndustr i a l  Workers of  the  Wor ld ) ,  soc i a l i s m  a n d  
com m u n ism,  a nd organ i zed a coope rat ive m ove m e n t  of 50 ,000 

members . 1 9  Theater was  cent r a l  to the  F i n n i s h  c r i t i q u e  of  cap i t a l i s t  
society; i ndeed, soc i a l i st h a l l s i n  F i n n i s h  com m u n it i e s  were b u i lt " a s  
theaters f i rst a nd a s  meet i ng p l aces o n ly i n c ide n t a l l y . " 20 P ro l et a r i a n 
p lays prod uced i n  the  h a l l s , i n c l ud i n g  s u s h  t i t l e s  a s  Women on Strike, 

Red Army Maneuvers, Solidarity Helps, Factory Girl, Banished from 

America, a nd Difficulties of a Farm Home, i n d ict i n g  t h e  ca p i ta l i s t  
system for oppress ing  workers b y  de ny i ng  t h e m  educa t i on  a nd 
cu lt u re as we l l  a s  bread .  A cat a l o g u e  of scr i pt s  i ss u ed by t h e  F i n n i s h  
Workers Federat ion  Dra m at i c  Lea g u e  i n  1 9 2 2  eve n i n c l u d ed a 
po l i t ica l p lay  for c h i ld ren ,  The Price of  Coal, by H e l m k  M attson ,  ed i tor 
of a n  IWW j o u r na l for wom e n 2 1 P l ays  wr i t ten  s pec i f i ca l l y  to 
dissem i nate po l i t i ca l  i deo logy w e re l ess popu l a r  with a u d i en ces,  
however, t h a n  the m or e  t r ad i t i o n a l  fo l k  p l ays,  m us i ca l s ,  a n d  c l a ss ics, 
which com posed t h e  m ajor i ty  of t h e  repertory, even a mo n g  t h E?:  
radica l F i n n i s h  t heaters .  

The " wo m a n  q u est ion , " l ike  the  c l ass str u g g l e, was  exp lored in  t h e  
ethn i c  t heater ,  I bs e n ' s  cont rov ers i a l  drama,  A Doll's House, p l ayed i n  
Ge rma n ,  Swed is h , F i n n i s h  a n d  Y iddi s h . T h e  f i rs t  P o l i s h  p l ay i n  
C h icago  p ro d uced i n  1 87 3  was Teof i l i a  S a m o l i n ska ' s The 
Emancipation of Women. Y idd ish  p l aywr i g h t  J acob G or d i n  wrote 
dra m a s  s u c h  as  Minna a nd Without A Home w h i c h ,  t ho u g h  not 
consc i o u s l y  f em i n i st ,  were sen s i t ive a nd sy m pathet i c  portray a l s  of 
the probl e m s  of i m m i g r a nt w o m e n .  
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Theater as Entertainment 

O ne reason for l i m ited pop u l a r ity of overt ly i deolo g i c a l  p l ays, 
soc i a l is t  or  femi n i st . was t h a t  most i m migra nts ,  l ike most other 
th e ater  goe rs ,  were l ooking  f i rst  a n d  foremost for entert a i n m ent. 
I m m i g r a nt s  were more l i ke ly t h a n  other  t heater goers to lead l i ves 
c o n st r ic ted by pove rty and by t h e  u g l i n ess of t h e  u r b a n  s l u m .  TheV 
c a m e  to t h e  t h eater  for exci tement ,  d ivers ion a nd g l a mour .  Eth nic 
t h e ate r  m e t  t h e  i m m igra nts ' need for pagea ntry a nd exc iteme nt . 

" I  do  n ot go to the t h eater to t h i n k  b u t  t o  forget , " wrote a 
J e w i s h  i m m i gra nt who ca l l ed h i m self ' t h e  average th eater 
g oer . ' " I  seek t here to forget my wife,  t h e  c h i ld ren,  the crc)wded 
te n e m e nt .  t h e  l i tte red wa s h ,  t h e  bad ve nt i l at i o n  . . .  1 wa nt to see 
m e n  dressed i n  a r mor or i n  t h e  costu m es of wea l thy sh&'perds 
w h o  wea r s i l k  c h e m ises . . .  O n  the  wo m e n  I love to see as m uch 
exposed as  pos s i b le bec a u se yo u see I have a l ready been 
m a r r ied  m a n y  yea rs to my own w ife . . .  whe n I C! m  i n  
T h o m a s h evsky ' s t h e ater a n d  I see o n  the sta ge a beaut i fu l roo m  
w i t h  exp e n s ive f u r n i t u re a n d  c h a ndel i e rs . . . 1 pretend tha t  the 
we l l - to -do  T h o m as hevsky h a s  i n v i ted me to h is ho use a n d  is  
s h owi n g  off h i s  wea l th  to me . . .  1 am j u st a poor fe l low . . . a nd 

a l l  t h i s costs me b u t  h a l f  a dol l a r .  I s n ' t i t  wort h i t? "22 

Various S l av i c  t h e a t ers f e a t ured colorfu l  tra d i t ion a l  costu m es, h o rses 
pra n c e d  a cross t h e  Y i d d ish st ag e .  a n d  Swed ish com p a n i es treated their 

aud i e n c es to e l a bora t e  fol k  t a b l e a u x  com p l e t e  wit h dan c i n g  and s i n g i ng 
a n d  r e a l i s t i c  re prese n t a t i on s  of b a t t l es .  seig e s .  a n d  process ion s  
P a g e a n try f i l l e d  a n eed for t h e  a ctor a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  a u die n c e .  " H e  W llO  but 
yesterda y  e arned h is bread w i t h  a shov e l  today dons a roya l  rob e and 
c row n .  if a t  l e ast for a mom e n t ,  to b e c o m 8  t h e  prom p t er's du gou t. "23 wrote 
a n  observ er of Polish a m a t e u r  t h e a te r. 

O n  v i rt u a l ly every eth n i c  stag e  va u d ev i l l e  rev ues-so ng,  da nce, 
s h o rt sk i ts ,  farce, a nd va r io u s  for m s  o f  co medy from the s lap-st i ck to 
the soph i st ic ated-were i m m ense ly  pop u l a r .  Popu la r  too, a m ong 
a ud iences i f  n ot a mo n g  c r i t i cs ,  were " form u l a  p l a y s "  about eve ryday 
l i fe i n  the  new count ry , or t he o ld .  I n these  p l a ys stock cha ract ers­
the c r u e l h usba nd,  the u nfa i th fu l  wife, the deaf  serva nt ,  the mar r i a ge 
broker-vvere put t h r o u g h  t h e i r  p aces.  A u d ie n c es were del ig hted 
when t h e rapac ious l a nd lord was outwitted by t he w i l ey peasant , tr ue 
loved t r i u mp hed over a l l  obstac les, a nd t h e  h e r o  was v i ctor iou s a nd 
the scou ndre l  defeated, beca use the ir own l i ves were often marred by 

prob lems they cou ld  not solve a nd  i nj ust ices t h ey were power less  to 
correct . /I,s one t heater goer put  i t ,  " 'When I see h ow t h e  v i l la i n is 
f i n a l ly pUn i s hed in the fou rth act a '1d th e  h e ro is rewa rded, I a m  



touched to t he hea rt beca use . . . 1 a m  a very honest man ,  but my 
neig hbor is a . . .  good-for- noth ing . "24 

O ne of t h e  m ost pop u l a r  subjects for com edy on v i rt u a l ly every 
eth n ic stage was the newly arr ived i mm ig rant .  the green horn,  who 
made r id i c u lo u s  m istakes a nd was v ict i m ized by his own cou n tryme n 
as we l l  as  by  the  nat ive-born America n .  These co med ies were 
popular  bec a u se they a l lowed imm igra nts to measure  the i r  own 
progress a g a i n s t  t hat of the green horn on the stage a nd rejoice i n  
how far they had come .  These comedies a l so prov i d ed amp le  
opportun i ty to  sat i r i ze  the i m m ig rant com m u n ity i tse lf-t he boa rd i ng  
house propr ieto r,  the  sa loon keeper,  t he  se lf - serv i n g  po l i t ic ia n ,  t he  
ent i re soc ia l  structure, as we l l  as  to cr i t i c ize the  hypocr isy and  
corruption i n  m a i n stream Amer i can  l i fe .  

T ragedy as we l l  as comedy was an i m porta nt part of eth n ic  
enterta i n ment .  P lays f i l l ed wi th a nger ,  v io lence, pass ion ,  revenge ,  
su ic ide, and  murder were wel l rece ived,  whether  they were 
Shakespea r ian  or other c lass ic  t raqed ies or me lodra mas wr i tte n bv 
contemporary local p laywr ig hts .  Ofte n t hese p l ays exposed I n  
exa ggerated but recog n izab le form the  probl ems fa m i l i a r to the  wor ld  
of the i m m igrant .  For  exa mp le, J a cob Gord i n ' s  d rama ,  The Je wish 

King L ear, sh owed a p ious J ewish father  ab used a nd neg lected by h i s  
hea rtless da ughters, a t h e m e  cl ose e nough  t o  rea l i ty t o  br i ng tea rs to 
the eyes of many fore i gn -born  parents who were l ess t h a n  sat is f ied 
with the behav ior of  t he i r  Amer ica n ized c h i l dre n .  

Tragedy a s  we l l  as comedy cou ld  b e  comfort i n g  to t h e  i m m igrant  
audience. At l east the i r  spouses were  not as  c rue l  as the  one  
portrayed on  the  stage, the i r  ch i l d ren  not  as  h ea rt l ess ,  t he i r  poverty 
not as hope less . Tears, l i ke l a ug hter ,  prov ided e m ot i o n a l  re l ief for 
people whose l i ves we re often f i l led w i th  st rong  emot ions .  Tra gedy 
helped immig ra nts to express the  g r i ef t hey fe l t  at  hav i n g  left f r i e nds 
and fa m i ly beh i nd .  I t  a l so h e l ped t h em to h a nd le  the  very rea l  
problems that confronted t h e m  in the U n ited States .  

" I  go to a heart- rend ing  d rama because my boss has deducted a 
cent-and- a - h a lf a doze n s leeves and  my h e a rt i s  h eavy-and  I a m  
asha med to cry, " exp la i ned a Jewish t heatergoer .  "T h e refore w h e n  I 
see . . .  how H a m let holds i n  h i s  h a nds t h e  sk u l l  of h i s  f r i e nd Yor ick  
and speaks o f  l ife and  death, I sudden ly reca l l  t h at t h ey h ave deducted 
a cent -and- a ha l f  a dozen s leeves a nd I cry rea l  tears .  "25  

Tragedy or comedy, eth n ic  theater was more than j ust 
enterta i n ment .  By a l lowing i m mig ra nts to v iew their  own prob lems 
and emot ions f rom the  re l ative ly safe va ntage poi nt be h i nd the  
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foot l i g hts. it  eased the pa in of the t rans it ion from t h e  old l ife to the 
new .  Eq u a l ly i mporta nt.  it provided somet h i n g  safe  a nd fa m i l i ar to 
peop le  w h o  wer e  often overburde ned by the need t o  adjust  to new 
cond it ions . By br i ng i ng to Amer ica the songs. stor i es .  a n d  tableaux of 
t h e  h o mela nd.  eth n i c  theater beca me a ch e r i s h ed l i nk with the past. 

Theater as a Social Center 

E t h n i c  theater  had  com m u na l  or soc i a l  as w e l l as i ndividual 
d i mens i ons .  It provided a socia l world for actors a n d  for audiences 
a n d  he l ped to create a nd s u sta i n  t he i m m i gra nt com m u n it ies of 
w h ic h  i t  was a part .  E t h n i c  theater provided a c lose  kn i t  circle with in 

w h i c h  ar.tors . p rod u cers . a nd p l aywr ights developed la st i ng and 
rewa rd i ng  re la t i o n s h ips .  M a ny m a rr iages took place between 

" t h ea ter peop le, " whose c h i ld re n  often made fhe i r  debuts on stage as 
soon as t hey c o u l d  wa l k  a nd ta l k .  

T h e  spec i a l  soc i a l wor ld  o f  the theater was part i cu la r l y  i mportantto 
i m m i gra nt i nte l lect u a ls. w hose l a c k  of E ng l i sh  c ut them off from the 
l e a rned  profess ions  t hey h a d  p u rsued in t h e  home l a nds and who had 
l i tt le  i n  com mon with  t h e  ma jo r i ty of t he i r  work i ng c l ass cou ntrymen. 

S uc h  peop l e  o ften fou n d  reward i ng careers in t h e  ethn ic  theater or 
t h e  et h n i c  press or bot h .  as t h e  two a reas were often closely 
connected a nd m u t ua l ly s u pport ive. 

T h e  e t h n i c  t h e a t e r a ls o  p r o v i d e d  a u n i q u e l y  s uppor t ive 

e n v i ro n m e n t  for wo m e n .  wh o were s h ut o u t  of m a ny a reas of activity 
i n  th e eth n ic a nd t h e  m a i n s tre a m A m e r i c a n  com m u n it i es by na rrow 

s t e r e o t y p e s  of " w o m a n ' s p l a ce . " E n e r g e t i c.  t a l e nted,  a nd 
i ndepe n d e n t  w o m e n  f o u n d  t h e  t h e ater  one of t h e  few places where 

they co u ld escape t r a d i t i o n a l l y  s ubord i n ate a n d  domestic roles. earn 
m o ney. a cq u i r e  powe r a nd prest i ge w i th i n  t h e i r  co m m u n it ies, travel. 

a n d  a dopt u nc o n ve n ti o n a l  l ifestyles t h a t  i n  a n y  ot her environ ment 

wou l d  h ave l ed to s o c i a l  ostr a c i s m .  Wo m e n  l i k e  Teof i l i a Sa mol i nska. 
R os a  L e m be rg.  S a r a  A d l e r. a n d  Anton iett a  P i s a n e l l i  A lessa ndro won 
f a m e  n ot o n ly as actresses b u t  a l s o  as s uccessfu l  directors. 
p l aywrig h t s ,  a n d  owne rs a n d  ma n a ge rs of t h eaters .  

T h eater pl ayed an i m po rta nt soc i a l  ro le  for  t h e  a ud i e nces a s  wel l  a s  
for "t heater  peop l e . " J u st a s  t he lodge. t h e  s a l o o n ,  or the c h u rch did, 
the t h eater  provided a p lace where i m m ig ra nts who oft e n  l ived in 
c r a m ped, a nd d i s m a l  t e n e m e nt s  co u ld meet one a n ot h e r  a n d  e njoy 

bei n g  together . 26 I n  t h e  Po l is h.  S wedish.  a n d  Fi n i s h c om m u n ities 
theate r  performa nces were u s u a l ly fo l lowed by p a r t i es with m u s ic, 

d a n c i ng.  food, bee r .  and other strong dri nk ( o ne reaso n for the  



opposi t i o n of co n s e rvat ive re l igious leade rs). I n  I t a l i a n  a nd Y idd is h 
theaters t h e  e n t i re eve n i ng took on a festive a tmospher e; t h e  t h e a t e r 
was a p l a c e  fo r d ress ing i n  one's best clothes, co u rt i ng,  gossi p i n g ,  
q uarre l i ng ,  e a t i ng,  joki ng, and n u rt u ring friendships .  

In  many co m m u n ities the theate r  was more effect ive t h a n  a n y  
other s i n gl e  i n st i t ut ion i n  br i ng i n g  togethe r  people of d iffe r e n t  ages 
and sexes, and of  widely d ivergent, socia l. in te l lec tua l ,  a n d  
ideolog ica l  backgrou nds.  Here the r ich a nd the poor, t h e  yo u n g  a n d  
the o ld, t h e  ed ucated a n d  the u n educated, t h e  n ewco m e r  a nd t h e  
long t i me reside nt. th e radica l  a n d  t h e  conse rvat ive c o u l d  m e et 
together a nd sh a re a com m on exper ience .  T h e  t heater cont r i b ut e d  
greatly towa rd the  b u i ld i ng of a s e n s e  o f  co m m u n i ty a mo n g  eth  n i c  
popu lat i o n s  s u c h  a s  t h e  east E u ropea n J ews o f  t h e  Lower E a st S i d e  of 
New York C i ty and the I t a l i a ns of t he N orth B e a c h  a r e a  of S a n  
Franc isco .  

A n  i m port ant  com m u n i ty i ns t i tu t ion  i t se l f ,  et h n i c  t h eater a l s o  
he lped t o  support other i nst i tu t ions  with i n  t h e  eth n i c  co m m u n i t i e s .  
Swed ish theater g ro u ps i n  C h icago e nterta i ned a t  p i c n i cs a n d  ot h e r  
out i ngs  sponsored b y  soc i a l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  a ssoc i a t i o n s  a nd r a i sed  
m oney to  su pport e m p l oyment  agenc ies ,  lega l a id serv ices ,  a nd ot h e r  
soc i a l  serv i ces for t h e  Swed ish co lony .  I t a l i a n  theater  c l u bs i n  S 1 .  
Lou i s  supported paroc h i a l  s c h oo l s .  P o l i s h  a m at e u r  t h e a ter  ra i s e d  
m o ney fo r t h e  b u i l d i n g  of c h u rc h es a n d  s c h o o l s  a n d  f o r  r e l i ef of 
Po land in  t i m es of need. Y i dd ish  t heaters  r o u t i n e l y  s u b let  t h e  e n t i r e  
" h ouse" fo r benef it  perfo r m a nces s p o n s o r e d  b y  lodges a n d  ot h e r  
organ izat ions .  

In  add i t i o n  to st reng t h e n i ng t he i nter n a l  l i ve s  of  t h e i r  l oc a l  
com m u n i ties, ethnic theaters h e l ped forg e l i n ks  b e tw e e n  t ho s e  
com m u n i t i es and t h e  outs ide wor l d .  Trave l i n g  c o m p a n i es h e l p e d  
keep local  et h n i c co m m u n it ies  i n  t o u c h  w i t h  o n e  a noth e r  a n d  w i t h  t h e  
mother cou ntry. So met i mes t h e a ters  o f  d iffe r e n t  e t h n i c  g r o u p s  
launched cooperat ive ventu res;  S wed i s h  a nd N orweg i a n  t he a t e r  
groups gave j o i nt perfor m a nces i n  C h i c ag o ,  a n d  I ta l i a ns a n d  J ew s  
s hared th eaters i n  N ew York .  Actors f r o m  t h e  eth n i c  sta g e  m a de 

occas i o n a l  appearances on the A m e r i ca n sta ge ;  J a cob A d l e r ,  f o r  
examp l e , g a v e  a h i g h ly pra ised p erfor m a n ce o f  S hy l ock i n  a n  
otherwi se a l l  E n g l ish Broadway p r od u ct ion of The Merchant of 
Venice in 1 9032 7 M ore often,  observers f rom m a i nstr e a m  A m e r i c a n 
l ife came to t h e  eth n i c  theater . So m etimes t h e ir i m pr ess i o n s  w e r e  

unfavo r able ;  for example,  a b igoted j o u r n a l i st w h o  v i s ited a 
professi o n al  I ta l i a n  mar ionette theater i n  B osto n i n  1 897  t h o u g ht it 
"too d u l l  to be p o p u l a r ,  eve n for a n  I ta l i a n  who h as l i tt l e  else to d o . " 28 

Other observer s  re acted favorably, espec i a l ly if they a pproached 
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eth n ic t h eater free of negat ive stereotypes.  M a ny came away wi th  
a d m i rat ion  for  t h e  q u a l i ty of  the  perfo r m a nce a nd wi th ,  i t  may be 
a s s u med, i ncreased u ndersta n d i ng of t h e  c u lt u r e  a n d  com m u n ity of 
the perfo r mers.  

The Decline of Ethnic Theater 

T h e  t h eaters of t h e  E u rope a n  i m migra nt co m m u n it i es reached 
t h e i r  peak between 1 900 a n d  1 9 2 5 .  After t h i s  p o i n t  t hey dec l ined 
rap id ly  i n  n u m ber ,  i n  t h e  f req ue ncy of perfor m a nces ,  a nd, accord i ng 
to some c r i t i c s, i n  t h e  q ua l i ty of t h ose perfo rma nces .  Although it had 
att racted m a ny of t h e  A me r i c a n  born as wel l  as the  foreign born, 
eth n i c t h eater  was p r i m a r i ly a n  i m m ig r a nt th eater, offer i ng 
i nexpe n s i ve,  i nf o r m a l  entert a i n m ent i n  a fa m i l i a r  la ng uage and a 
c o n ven i e nt  locat i o n .  T h e  cessat ion  of l a rge sca le European 
i m m ig r a t io n  w i t h  t h e  N at u r a l  O r i g i n s  q u ota l aws of 1 9 24, and the 
i n cre as i ng  aff l u ence, Amer ica n i za t ion ,  a nd geog raph ic  d ispersion of 
the o r i g i n a l  a u d i e nces a nd t h e i r  c h i ld ren u nde r m i ne

'
d the E u ropean 

l a ng uage e t h n i c  t heater ,  s h r i n k i ng its a u d ience a nd its i nf lu ence. By 

th e  m id  1 920s new forms of e ntert a i nment were ava i l able .  Movies 
a n d  rad i o  were becom i ng i ncrea s i ng ly pop u l a r , not only with the 
second generat i o n  but a l so with t h e i r  i n creas i ng ly  accu lturated 
p a rents .  I ro n i ca l ly, et h n i c  t h eater cont r i b uted to i ts  own demise. B y  
h e l p i ng i m m i g ra nts to l ea rn ,  to  cope wi th  the stresses o f  cultural  
c h a nge,  a n d  to feel g ood a bout  t h e ir her i tage a nd themselves, it 
eased t h e i r  e nt ra nce i nt o  m a i n  st ream A mer ican  l i fe. 

E t h n i c  t h eater  d i d  not s u dden ly  a n d  a br u pt ly  v a n i s h .  M a ny actors 
a n d  actresses passed f rom t h e  e t h n ic stage i nto m a i nstea m 
Am er ica n enterta i n ment ,  b r i n g i n g  e l e ments of the i r  own traditions 
wi th  t he m .  S o m e  a ma te u r  a n d  p rofes s i o n a l  et h n ic groups remain ed 
act ive ,  t h o u g h on a l i m i ted sca le ,  i nto m id-cent u ry a nd beyond. Smal l 

" a r t t h e a t e r s , " c o m p a n i e s w i t h  a n  i n t e r est  i n  art i s t i c  
exper i me ntat i o n, i n  p romot i ng  soc i a l  c h a nge t h rough theater, or 
bot h ,  we re i n f l u ent i a l  i n  t h e  1 9 30s-the Yi dd i s h  A r tet theater in NeW 
York ,  for  exa mple, a nd t h e  S wedis h fo lk  theater  of C h i cago. I ndeed, 

accord i ng to  Professor Dav id  L i fson,  h istor i a n  of t h e  Y i d d ish  theater, 

one of the m a i n  ro les  of Y idd i s h  theater  t h ro u g h o u t  i t s  h istory in t he 

U n i ted States was to serve a s  a br i dge over w h i c h  creat ive and 

i n novat i ve theater ideas were t ransm itted fro m t h e  o l d  wor ld to the 

new.29  F i n a l l y, i n  so me et h n i c  co m m u n it ies new theater  c om pan ies 
have formed i n  rece nt years, st i m u l a ted by the a rr iva l of p ost -Wo r ld 
War " i m m i gra nts a nd by the " n ew eth n ic i ty" movement  of  the l a te 
1 960s a nd ear ly  1 970s.  



I m m i g rant theater  i s  a n  i m port a nt  i nst i t u t i o n  w h i c h  h a s  received 
surpr is i ng ly l i t t le  syst e m a t i c  st udy .  M ore  resea rch is  needed on t h e  
perso n nel a nd l i te rat u r e  of t hese t h eaters ,  t h e i r  o r i g i ns  a n d  
development t h rou g h  t i  m e, t h e i r  r e l a t i on s h i p  to  t h e  t h eater  t r a d it i o n s  
of the ir  respect ive h o m e l a nds a nd of t h e  m a i n st r e a m  A mer ica n 
theater, t h e i r  re lat io n s h i p  to ot h e r  " m i n o r i ty " t heate rs ( s uc h  a s  
Puerto R ican ,  Mex ic a n  A me r i ca n ,  A s i a n  A m e r i c a n, b lack ,  a nd 
fem in ist theater)  a n d  t h e i r  i m pa ct u po n  t h e  l ives of i nd i v i d u a l s  a n d  
co m m u n it ies .  
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Crit ique 

A major point  of a m b i g u i ty  i n  t h e  essay  on et h n i c  t h eater ,  n a m e l y  t h e  
i n exact .  ove r l y - g e n e r a l i z e d  a p p l i ca t i o n  o f  t h e  t e r m  et h n i c ,  
unwitt i ng ly perpetua tes  a w i d e - spread m i sconcept i o n  about  
i m m igrant g ro u ps a nd u nfort u na te l y  wea kens  va l u a b l e  observa t i o n s  
on i m m igrant  c u l t u re .  T h e  s t u d y  re i nforces t h e  t e ndency  to pe rce ive  
groups ot her than one ' s  ow n a s  h o m og e n e o u s  a n d  u nd i fferen t i ated .  1 

Q u ite the oppos i te  i s  t r u e .  E t h n i c  g ro u ps a re  a lways heterog e n e o u s  
and d ifferent i a ted .  S i m p l i f i ed categor i za t i o n e nc o u rages  s i m p l i f i ed 
interpretat ion ;  ne i the r  o n e  c a n  a ccom modate t h e  co m p l i cated  n a t u r e  
of i m m igrant  act iv i ty as  reported i n  t h e  essay .  I n  orde r  to  u nd ersta n d  
the remarkab le d i vers i ty o f  goa ls  m a n ifested i n  t h e  deve lop m e n t  o f  
eth n ic  theater ,  t h e  d ivers i ty o f  m e m be rs h i p  i n  a n  et h n i c  g r o u p  m u st 
be apprec iated .  I t  i s  t h i s d ivers ity w h i c h  s t i m u l a ted t h e  c u l t u r a l  
awaken ing  recorded i n  t h e  s u rvey .  I ro n i c a l ly ,  t h e  advent  o f  t h o ro u g h  
ana lyses revea l i ng t h e  co m p lex n a t u re of i m m ig r a nt  c u l t u re m a y  very 
we" have been due to the react i o n  p rec i p i tated by s i m i l a r  i nadeq ua te  
and a m biguous  l abe l i ng i n  e a r l y  s t u d i es o f  eth n i c m i no r i t i e s .  

Recent sc ho la rs h i p  h a s  i so l ated t h ree  se ts  of va r i a b l es w h i c h  
i nf l u ence t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i ps w i t h i n  a n  et h n i c  g r o u p  a n d ,  
conseq uent ly ,  t h a t  g ro u p ' s  acce pta nce  b y  t h e  host soc i ety 2 T h e  
first-the pree m i g rat i o n  h i sto r i e s  o f  t h e  m e m bers - i n c l udes  t h e  
d ifferent geog raph ic, educa t io n a l , a nd eco n o m i c  backg rou nds  o f  t h e  
ind iv i d u a ls ,  as  we l l  a s  t h e i r  v a r i ed po l i t i ca l ,  soc i a l ,  a n d  c u l t u r a l  v i ews.  
The second set refers to t he i m m i g ra t i o n  i tse l f :  t h e  mot iva t i o n  
(usua"y pol i t i ca l ,  re l i g i o us,  o r  eco n o m i c) .  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  l e a d i n g  t o  
the dec is ion t o  e m i g rate ,  a nd t h e  i nterve n i n g  h i story .  F i n a l ly ,  e a c h  
ind iv idu a l  wi th i n  t he g ro u p  i s  a ffected d i ffere nt ly  by t h e  contact 


