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Abstract

Paula Vogel’s 2015 play, Indecent, traverses the performance history of Sholem Asch’s
1906 Yiddish play God of Vengeance, making it already a complex and meta-theatrical drama. In
this thesis, I will argue that the play acts specifically as a performed historiography, focused
especially on queer and Jewish culture and their numerous intersections. The exploration of the
play’s dramaturgical structure through textual and performance analysis will form a baseline for
this argument. Then, in tracing the salient historical moments Vogel visits in her play and
relating them to relevant research in the fields of history, Jewish studies, and queer theory, I hope
to illuminate how her dramaturgical method is itself a historiographical one which wields a
masterful consciousness of the events and persons it so intricately represents. In doing so, I
believe the unique capacity for theatre to act as a historiographical medium will also become

apparent.



Table of Contents
INTRODUCTION. ...t 5
SECTION ONE (1906-1920).........eeeeeeee e, 10
SECTION TWO (1920-1933). ...t 23
SECTION THREE (1933-1945). ...t 37
SECTION FOUR (1945-1957). ... 47
CONCLUSION. ... ..o 53

BIBLIOGRAPHY



INTRODUCTION
“The True Story of a Little Jewish Play.”

Indecent: The True Story of a Little Jewish Play

Lights up. Soft, muffled music.

Slowly, in a dim light, a body stirs on stage. The light grows; we see a
dusty fiSure in an old suit. He stretches limbs that haven’t moved in
decades. He lights one arm; sawdust pours from his sleeve. He lifts
the other arm; more sawdust. He shakes his leg vidorously; more
outpouring of sawdust.

From Ashes They Rise

The troupe rises and shakes off their dust.
Lemml steps on the platform.’

These stage directions, and the unitalized titles that are projected behind the actors, mark of the
opening of Indecent, Paula Vogel’s landmark 2015 play that chronicles the performance history
of Sholem Asch’s 1906 Yiddish play Got fun nekome (God of Vengeance). God of Vengeance,
which became one of the best-known Yiddish plays in history thanks in no small part to its
controversial nature, tells the story of Yekel Tchaptchovitch, a Jewish man who makes his living
by keeping a brothel in his basement, and his wife, herself a former prostitute. They attempt to
achieve divine redemption and ensure their daughter’s purity by commissioning a Torah scroll to
serve as her dowry in a marriage to a Yeshiva scholar. Their daughter, Rifkele, shatters this plan,
though, when she engages in an intimate relationship with one of the prostitute women, Manke,
from the basement. Yekel ends the play by casting his daughter down into the brothel and
remarking that he no longer needs the Holy Scroll in his life.

Indecent is composed of a cast of seven performers: Lemml, the stage manager and only
actor who plays the same character for the duration of the play; three male-identified; and three
female-identified performers, each notated in the character breakdown as simply “The Elder,”

“The Middle,” or “The Ingenue.” These six performers play dozens of different characters both



based on real people and imagined for the play. Vogel’s text along with Rebecca Taichman’s
direction of the 2017 Broadway production lead these performers, who form a troupe not unlike
the one that would have travelled Europe performing God of Vengeance, on a journey through
time and space documenting how Asch’s play could achieve such success across Europe, be
prosecuted for obscenity on Broadway, and serve as a cultural resistance in Polish Ghettos.
Interestingly, Indecent, the concept of which was suggested to Vogel by her collaborator and
aforementioned director of the Broadway production, Taichman, was initially intended to focus
exclusively on the obscenity trial; but, after beginning her work on the play, Vogel recalls telling
Taichman, “I think it’s so much larger than the obscenity trial.”

Indeed, Indecent works by marking several key flashpoints in the long production history
of God of Vengeance both before and after the 1924 trial: its conception, initial reception, and
first tours across Europe; its move to New York and subsequent legal battles; its significance
during the terror of the Holocaust; and, its new context in the aftermath of the war years. These
historical flashpoints in the play parallel significant moments in Jewish and queer history, each
of which will be explored and expanded upon in the following pages. In casting a wider view on
the people, places, and times that surround God of Vengeance’s many productions, Vogel has
written a play that is more than a dramatization of a singular historical moment. She has written a
play that functions as a performed historiography.

While much of the information embedded in the story /ndecent could be found in an
archive, and Vogel did certainly do her archival research, as a performed historiography the play
functions differently than archival historiographies. While archives can document words and
describe events, a performance like /ndecent puts those words into mouths and events into

bodies. In performed historiography, the physical and the auditory become central to



documenting the past in a way that they cannot in textual works. Furthermore, plays, unlike text,
are experienced in perpetual present time. They cannot be put down to pick up later. Their action
occurs in the same time and space as their audience, asking viewers to bear witness on levels
written documents do not. /ndecent relays history in a multi-sense experience, one in which the
words, music, and embodied experiences of the past are encountered in the time and space of the
present. Therefore, it serves a unique purpose both theatrically and historiographically.

In investigating the play’s function as a performed historiography, the text of Indecent
will form a framework interceded by the relevant cultural histories Vogel weaves into each
moment. As the play progresses, the repeated projection of the phrase “a blink in time™?
marks its transitions. As these blinks of time move between the four major flashpoints identified
earlier, they will also compose the four sections of this thesis, the synthesis of which will not
only illuminate the performed historiography but also unveil a cyclical dramaturgy embedded in
Indecent and the history it documents. The cycle is one that both masters dramatic form and
exhibits a nuanced approach to conveying history. As Lemml says,

We have a story we want to tell you... About a play. A play that
changed my life. Every night we tell this story — but somehow I can

never remember the end. No matter. I can remember how it begins.
It starts with this moment.iv

2 Quotations from Vogel’s work will be marked by the different font seen here so as to make this
framework easily visible and separate from other quotations. Any text from her play that does
not have a character’s name before it and is not italicized represents a projected title.



A Note on Visual References:
Anytime lighting, scenic design, or specific actions that are not directly written in as stage
directions are mentioned, they are drawn from the 2018 PBS “Great Performances” recording of
Indecent on Broadway. This video source was accessed via Digital Theatre Plus and is cited at
the end of the thesis. While these specific choices are unique to the Broadway production, they
remain relevant to this investigation because Broadway’s director, Rebecca Taichman, was a
close collaborator with Vogel throughout the process of writing and producing the play, and they

represent the realization of Vogel’s textual work.

A Note on Terminology:
For the purposes of this thesis I will be using the umbrella terms “queer” and “same-sex
desiring” to refer to non-heteronormative persons and relations with the recognition that many of
the those investigated in these pages would not have used such terminology for themselves or
even known their meaning. Because the histories of non-normative sexuality are still shrouded in
the silencing and euphemistic language of the dominant heterosexual society, attempting to
construe what they may have used to self-define is nearly impossible and would make the
contemporary reading of this piece all the more challenging. I use these two terms specifically
for their broadness in my understanding that the levels of self-actualization and labels used by
those discussed may well have varied greatly and will likely never be fully known by those of us

looking back on them today.

1 Vogel, 9.
it Asch.
i Vogel, vi.



v Vogel, 10.
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SECTION ONE
“About your manuscript — burn it.”
(1906-1920)

Following Lemml’s introduction of the troupe, projected in crisp, white letters behind
two performers lounging in a pool of light, the words “1906, Warsaw: Madje Asch Reads
The God of Vengeance in Bed with Sholem Asch,” begin Indecent’s fifty year
historiographical journey. “This play will be done all over the world,” Madje says,
“Moscow, Berlin, Paris —;¥ and, of course, she was right.

Sholem Asch wrote God of Vengeance while summering in Switzerland in 1906."' By this
time, he was already a prominent figure in Yiddish literature. Asch was born to a Hasidic family
in the small Polish shtetl® of Kutno in 1880. His father had hoped he’d become a Rabbi, but the
young Asch abandoned his Talmudic studies in favor of secular literature by the age of
nineteen."! His first works were not plays; rather, he wrote short stories which chronicled shtetl
life. Not unlike other young Yiddish writers, however, Asch was troubled his entire life by a
struggle between his love of Jewish culture and his intellectual questioning of faith itself."i It is
not surprising, then, that his work began to push the envelope of what the literary, religious, and
cultural establishment found appropriate, something Vogel immediately picks up on.

Still sprawled on the floor, watching as Madje dreams of what a sensation God of

'5?

Vengeance will become, Asch protests, “It’s my first play!” to which Madje quickly responds,
“Our play will catch fire in Berlin! All the German intelligentsia can talk about

right now is Dr. Freud! It’s the twentieth century! We are all attracted to both

3 Shtetls are small towns that dominated the areas and ways of living for Jews in Eastern Europe
for centuries. They were usually insular communities and largely separate from neighboring
Gentile villages. They began to fade from Europe in the years between World Wars I and II.
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sexes.” While also introducing Asch and his wife, here Vogel introduces a critical context for
the history her play is about to traverse, one which was just beginning at the turn of the century.
Without any doubt, Asch’s play was a daring one for its portrayal of same-sex desiring women.
The aforementioned establishments would’ve naturally found it jarring just as the boundary-
pushing intelligentsia Madje cites would’ve likely found it enthralling. After all, the very idea
that women might desire one another sexually was only just emerging in the relatively new field
of sexology.

While there are documented attitudes and laws against male same-sex desire in Europe
dating back to seventeenth century, female same-sex desire is a much more difficult concept for
which to find a historical through-line. This is largely because of how differently the spheres of
masculinity and femininity are constructed and understood prior to the twentieth century. It was
acceptable and even expected for women to form close friendships with other women given that
they were thought to be, by nature, more emotional than men.* In the Victorian and late-
Victorian periods, these often intimate relationships are referred to “romantic friendships” and
are sometimes even encouraged as a form of healthy bonding for women.

What Vogel aptly introduces in this section is that this began to change at the outset of
the twentieth century as sexological science entered mainstream consciousness and more women
began to push the status-quo. Romantic friendships had not previously been seen as a threat to
the patriarchal, heteronormative society for several reasons. First, any sexual component to these
relationships (and there very likely was a sexual component in many of these relationships) could
be plausibly denied by the widely-held belief that women were naturally asexual and only
partook in intercourse with their husbands out of child-bearing duty.*' Second, it was expected

that once a man proposed, the woman would remove herself from any same-gendered living
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situation and take on the duty of wife. It seems that this did occur for the most part, most likely
because it was near impossible for a woman to support herself without a husband. All of this
would change at the twentieth century’s outset.

Sexologists like Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud, among others, were just beginning to
study and write about female same-sex desire in the 1890s and 1900s, right around the time
Sholem Asch was beginning his career as a writer. In his Studies in the Psychology of Sex,
Havelock Ellis introduced the concept of “congenital inversion,” a more fixed reason for same-
sex desire than mere “spurious homosexual behaviors.”i Ellis referred to persons with same-sex
desire as “sexual inverts,” suggesting that their attraction to the same gender was an inversion of
the heterosexual “norm.” What made this idea of inversion particularly insidious to mainstream
society was its coupling with the growing potential for women’s financial independence from
men. The emergence of colleges and professions for women meant that women could now
plausibly deny marriage in favor of a same-sex attachment. i

Sigmund Freud is probably the best known of the three, having published his Three
Essays on the Theory of Sexuality in 1905. In it, his stance on same-sex desire is derived mostly
from his model of sexual objects, individuals seeking a specific sexual partner or activity, and
aims, the sought partner or activity. A same-sex partner is, in Freud’s model, a deviation from
the socially normative aim of having a partner of the opposite sex. The object seeking that aim,
in Freud’s theory, is motivated by a sexual instinct that may not have been congenitally inverted
but rather deviated by certain experiences or traumas, such as the lack of a nurturing mother X"
In that sense, Freud’s model completely destabilized sexual identity’s fixedness, something

Madje seems to hint at in her pronouncement.
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It can be understood, then, that the safety and sanctity of the romantic friendship was
meeting its demise just as Asch was composing his play. His characterization of Manke and
Rifkele’s relationship is undeniably sensual, and the question of Ritkele’s prostitute mother’s
influence is easily noted as relational to Freudian theory. It is Manke’s deliberate traversal into
the masculine romantic and sexual role, however, that most directly reflects the social anxieties
of the period. After all, the pivotal scene for Manke and Rifkele, referred to as the “rain scene”
throughout /ndecent, is a sensual game of pretend in which Rifkele is the bride and Manke the
bridegroom:

MANKE: You’ll be the bride... a beautiful bride... It’s Sabbath eve and you are

sitting with your papa and mamma at the table... I — I am your sweetheart... your

bridegroom, and I’ve come as your guest. Eh, Rifkele? Do you like that game?

RIFKELE: Yes, I do.

MANKE: Wait, now; wait. Your father and mother have gone to sleep. The

sweethearts meet here at the table... We are bashful... Eh?

RIFKELE: Yes, Manke.

MANKE: Then we come closer to one another, for we are bride and bridegroom,

you and I. We embrace. (Places her arm around RIFKELE). Ever so tightly. And

kiss, very softly. Like this. (Kisses RIFKELE). And we turn so red, - we’re so

bashful. It’s nice Rifkele, isn’t it?

RIFKELE: Yes, Manke... Yes.X¥
In this scene, Manke repeatedly takes on the role of the male suitor, introducing Rifkele to
intimacy by assuming a gendered role that is an “inversion” of her own. In Indecent’s staging,
the two women even lift a blanket over their heads, invoking the image of a huppah, the
traditional canopy under which Jews are married. This could certainly elicit alarm from those
who believed in the archetypal figure of the wicked older woman who seduces young, naive
women by acting out a male role. This kind of villainous queer figure was increasingly used in
homophobic fear-mongering in Western Europe at the turn of the century X"

That said, the awakening idea that homosexuality was a possibility naturally made it

perfect fodder for artists seeking to explore human behavior and challenge societal norms. In
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Madje’s invoking of Freud and the excitement surrounding his work, she very clearly illuminates
how something on the outskirts of social acceptability could be poised to achieve such success.
Yet, she also makes apparent why the journey God of Vengeance would embark on was one that
would surely be fraught with controversy.

That controversy begins in the very next scene, the first reading of God of Vengeance
among other Yiddish authors:

1906: A Salon at the Peretz Home
In Yiddish:

ASCH: First of all, I want to say what a great honor it is to have this
opportunity... to be - to be under Mr. Peretz’s roof, to be standing
here in front of all these writers whose work has been such an
inspiration...xvd
Vogel’s basis for this scene is well-documented. Beginning in 1899, many of the prominent
Polish Yiddish writers of the period, Asch among them, began meeting yearly in Warsaw to
discuss and critique each other’s work. It was through these meetings that Asch gained the
mentorship of Isaac Leib Peretz, one of the most prominent Yiddish writers from just before
Asch’s time. Asch looked to Peretz as a heroic and inspirational figure, recalling that he was “the
great magician, the man who broke the chains which bound me.”*"iil His feedback, then, must’ve
been something that meant a great deal to Asch. As Vogel reflects in the following scene,
however, it wasn’t exactly the feedback Asch wanted to hear.
As soon as Asch finishes the reading of his play, a tense exchange begins between him,
Peretz, prominent Yiddish author Mayzil Nakhmen, and Nakhmen’s fictionalized cousin,

Lemml:

LEMDML: This is theater?!! Oh. Oh, Mr. Asch. It is wonderful.
NAKHMEN: Are you crying? Asch has desecrated the Torah!



15

ASCH: My soul is in these pages!

PERETZ: Asch. Asch. Who is your audience?

ASCH: I want to write for everyone.

LEMML (to himself): Yes -

ASCH: You told me we need plays in Yiddish which are universal.

PERETZ: Plays that represent our people as valiant, heroic -

ASCH: - Why must every Jew onstage be a paragon?!!

NAKHMEN: You are representing our people as prostitutes and

pimps!

ASCH: Some of our people are!

PERETZ: You are pouring petrol on the flames of anti-Semitism. This

is not the time.xx
In this heated moment, Vogel already begins to open up the complex and often conflicting
perspectives of the Yiddish community in a time of rising anti-Semitic tension. Peretz, for his
part, focused much of his career on convincing other Yiddish writers to write with the intention
of humanizing Jewish people**. Unlike Asch, however, Peretz’s idea of humanization was one
that was positive and contributed to the fight against anti-Semitic rhetoric. It is not surprising,
then, that he was averse to God of Vengeance’s portrayal of Jewish characters who were
duplicitous, hypocritical, and promiscuous. Peretz’s principle issue lay in Yekel’s deplorable and
unrealistic attempt to redeem himself through the commissioning of a Torah scroll for his
daughter as opposed to partaking in charity work which would’ve better aligned with Jewish
traditions and values. Peretz claimed Asch used overly simplified and untrue symbols like the
Torah to draw in and engage Gentile audiences.™!

Clearly, Asch did not agree with Peretz’s idea that Yiddish theatre’s exclusive goal
should be to elevate the Jewish people in the eyes of Gentiles. Vogel’s depiction of Asch in the
scene above closely follows a real quote from a statement he gave in the 1920s: “I was not
concerned with whether I wrote a moral or immoral play. What I wanted to write was an artistic

play and a true one... Jews do not need to clear themselves before anyone. They are as good or

bad as any race.”™ii
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Salient as Asch’s defense of the play may be, Vogel’s reminder from the mouth of Peretz
that anti-Semitism was on the rise is just as carefully placed. The golden age of Yiddish writing,
of which Asch became a part, was just one piece of a larger movement of Jewish peoples across
Europe and America, caused, as most Jewish displacement has been throughout history, by rising
anti-Semitic tensions and conflicts in Eastern Europe. The scene in Peretz’s living concludes
with accusations practically screamed at Asch, accusations which appear more and more driven
by fears of anti-Semitism’s increase:

PERETZ: You cannot translate... this hateful play. If you must throw
stones, throw them outside the tent.

NAKHMEN: Oy veh iz mir. This play is written by a Jew who hates
Jews!

ASCH: Do you know what a minyan# is? It’s ten Jews in a circle
accusing each other of anti-Semitism.

PERETZ: Sholem! You will be torn limb from limb if the public sees
this play. Listen to me: about your manuscript? - BURN IT xxii

Peretz did, in fact, upon his reading of God of Vengeance, tell Asch to “Burn it, Asch,
burn it,”*V a quote which Vogel takes directly from Peretz and uses to create a cyclical
dramaturgy from the beginning to /ndecent to the end, something which will be explored in
greater detail later on. It is notable, though, that she integrates near exact quotes from these men
so seamlessly into her drama, pairing the disembodied words of archival studies with a very real
body and voice in order to craft a cataclysmic launch-pad for God of Vengeance’s productions, a
direct refusal to do as Peretz recommends. Her next “blink in time” brings /ndecent to Berlin in
1908 for the German premiere.

Outfitted in gaudy headbands and capes and under a saturated red wash of light, the cast

performs Suitcase in Berlin (“Ich hab Noch einen Koffer in Berlin”), a song by German

4 Minyan is a Hebrew word which refers to the required ten men for an official meeting of
worship in the Jewish faith.
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composer Paul Lincke and made popular by German singer Marlene Dietrich in the 1950s. The
song is probably best known for its quotation by President Reagan in his speech at the
Brandenburg Gate.**" While the lyrics themselves are completely innocuous, the cabaret-style
performance marks the prominence of non-normative sexuality in urban German nightlife,
setting it as a perfect first stage for God of Vengeance to take. Vogel’s use of this song in
particular no doubt has a layered meaning as well. Its prominence in a speech famous for tearing
down communism, something with which many Jews would later be associated, and its
association with eminent anti-Nazi singer Dietrich®™"! puts forth an awareness of what’s to come
early in the play.

At the conclusion of the song, the setting shifts to the Deutches Theatre, where Polish
actress Elsa Heimes, who is to play Rifkele, meets famed German actress Freida Niemann, who
is to play Manke. As she does several times throughout the play, Vogel creates a microcosm of
national, ethnic, and cultural relations through the meeting of these two characters:

FREIDA: And I positively peppered him? with questions: How do
these women live? How do they dress? What do they do in bed and
how do they do it?

ELSA: You mean prostitutes?

FREIDA: Oh good God, no! We all know what prostitutes do!

ELSA: Oh - so you asked him about... about... lesbians?

FREIDA: You’d better learn how to say the word out loud, my girl.
Four weeks from today we will be kissing center stage. (By the way,
my left profile is my good profile.) I mean, I haven’t read the play
yet, but I assume I will be the butch, and you are the feminine little
thing. But on one thing I am completely lost at sea: How do I play a
Jew?

Or is the proper world Jewess?

ELSA: Mrs. Freida, I am Jewish.

FREIDA: That is very brave of you.

ELSA: Very, very secular, very . ..

FREIDA: I consider us, first and foremost, German.xxvi

3> Here “him” refers to actor Rudolph Schildkraut, who asked Frieda to take on the role of Manke.
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Comical as this exchange is, it is a clever and sound introduction to the intersectionality at work
in God of Vengeance and its relation to wider cultural and ideological trends. While sexual
culture in late-Imperial Germany allowed for the layperson’s general understanding of
prostitution and sexual aberration, the rise of Eugenics and racialized pseudo-sciences was
already beginning to make Jews, of which there were very few in Germany, a definite and even
mystical other.

The beginning of the twentieth century saw the sharp rise of scientific and
pseudoscientific attempts to understand many aspects of human behavior. Like sexology was for
queer people, the most significant and dangerous among these for Jews was the Eugenics
movement. The Eugenics movement racialized Jewishness by asserting Jews were not merely
those who practiced the Jewish religion, but a race of “Semitic” people defined by blood and
physical traits. In other words, one could not simply convert and no longer be Jewish, Jews were
born Jews and remained Jews. This is not dissimilar from the idea of “congenital inversion”
positing that homosexuals were born homosexuals and remained homosexuals. Jewish people
and queer people, then, faced a similar challenge at the turn of the century: the growing sense
that they were a firmly unchangeable other and identifiable as a threat to national genetic health.
Whether or not Frieda held a racially-charged view of Jewish persons, Vogel uses her character
as a representation of the fundamental misunderstandings of many; and, she hints at the rise of
nationalistic sentiment in Germany by having Freida so clearly note that she considers them
“German” before anything else.

Nationalism was nearly inseparable from the spreading Eugenic movements. Before
World War I, the Eugenics movement in Eastern Europe was used primarily on a regulatory level

to justify the separation of different racial and ethnic groups as well as the access they would
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have to resources.™"iil Because Jews in Eastern Europe tended largely to live in shtetl
communities separate from Gentile society, it wasn’t as much cause for alarm to many in the
nineteenth century. As Jewish people, especially intellectuals, began to interact more with
cultures outside of their own, however, Eugenic ideology at the individual level took hold.
Suddenly, these integrated Jews posed a risk to the homogeneity of nations. This perceived risk
led to an increase in pogroms across Eastern European countries, one of the driving forces
behind Jewish migration to places like France, Britain, and the United States. Interestingly, even
as Jews moved West, Eugenics in the East only grew as Eastern countries attempted to align
themselves more with powerful Western nations from which Eugenic scholars at the forefront of
their field emerged. It can then be understood that while Western promises of liberty may have
been alluring to East European Jews, they were often empty promises.

To complicate matters, the rigid definition of what it meant to be Jewish was a war being
fought within Jewish communities as well. Elsa, a Polish Jew, even feels a need to assert herself
as “very secular” upon meeting the Gentile Frieda, suggesting that she may not have been
viewed in such a way on account of her national origin. Indeed, a false dichotomy between Jews
of Eastern and Western European origin was starting to emerge, even amongst Jews living
outside Europe entirely. Eastern European Jews were increasingly categorized as more intensely
religious, traditional, and separatist while Western European Jews were more forward-thinking
and assimilated. However subtle, Vogel begins to note the Jewish consciousness of this
dichotomy through the voice of Elsa, planting a seed that will only grow when Indecent’s story
reaches American soil and the internal tensions increase.

Before it would travel overseas, though, God of Vengeance had to open its curtain for the

first time in Germany. The moment carries great weight as the entire cast sits around the



20

circumference of the stage and Asch, standing center, offers a few words to the cast. Most
significantly, he addresses the deep and elaborate religious questions that haunt the piece:
This past fall I sat down at my desk in Warsaw and I asked myself:
How do we as artists question our sins in front of a greater
audience? How dp we as Jews show ourselves as flawed and complex
human beingg?****
While it is likely he is addressing the character of Yekel and his struggle with faith, the
undeniable presence of same-sex intimacy almost certainly lies beneath this question, especially
as it relates to the construction and presentation of Jewish identity that Asch is grappling with.

The relationship of sexuality and religion in God of Vengeance is critical. Asch does not
shy away from Rifkele and Manke’s Jewish identities while crafting their intimacy. The rain
scene makes mention of the Shabbat table and symbolically mirrors the ceremonial wedding
huppah. The women contextualize their desire in the language of their Jewishness, making the
intersection of and tension between their religious and sexual identities a central piece of the
plot.

The Jew and the queer person are both figures on the outskirts of European society in the
early twentieth century. Therefore, it is important to understand what their relationship was to
each other. The history of homophobic discourse focuses greatly on the interpretation of same-
sex relations as sinful and against God in many branches of the Abrahamic religions, of which
Judaism is the oldest. Most commonly, it is Leviticus (18:22) that is quoted as being in
opposition to homosexuality, stating, “and with a man you shall not lie as with a woman. It is an
abomination.”* Though the concept of sodomy encompasses any non-procreative sexual
intercourse, religious teachings have focused on the same-sex form for centuries. It should not go

unnoted, however, that the language of Leviticus, as with the language of most of the Torah and

Bible, is male-centered. The historically popular view of women as asexual creatures is
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corroborated by the scriptures; and, the misogynistic undertones of religious homophobia
become apparent.

While Judaism has its history of defending homophobic beliefs and policies with this
section of scripture, it is also steeped in the sacred tradition of Rabbinical dispute and the spirit
of constantly questioning and re-interpreting its own teachings. In this framework, the constant
tension between traditional and progressive sexual boundaries represents a quintessentially
Jewish fluidity of thought.**! Even more notably in relation to God of Vengeance, Jews’
centuries-long attempt to transcend a status of “other” from Gentile society may well have made
them empathetic to queer people’s similar fight against an “other” status from heteronormative
society.

All of this is to say that both Asch and Vogel are acutely aware of the religious context in
their explorations of sexuality. It is, in fact, that very intersectionality that will continually
challenge the life of God of Vengeance and the lives of those connected to it, something Vogel
again plants the seed for early in her play. It is clear that the moments dramatized in this first
section left both Jewish and queer identities situated on a precipice, teetering between a
necessary amount of complacency to Gentile and heteronormative society and a growing
assertion of their right to exist within it on their own terms. Vogel wields an understanding of
these complex similarities and prepares the audience to view their connections and tensions over
time with a foundational knowledge of their origins. Of course, the context for all of these issues

will only continue to transform when the troupe arrives in America.
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