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The mission of San Diego Repertory Theatre is to 
produce intimate, exotic, provocative theatre. We 
promote a more inclusive community through vivid 
works that nourish progressive political and social 
values and celebrate the multiple voices of our region. 
San Diego Repertory Theatre feeds the curious soul.  
 

WE ARE EXCITED ABOUT…   

revisiting the most celebrated play of Yiddish literature in an 
entirely new way. Associate Artistic Director Todd Salovey, who 
we have been blessed to have at The REP for over 25 years, 
directed a more traditional production in 1993 of The Dybbuk 
by Yiddish playwright S. Ansky. But now, Todd has written a 
one-man version of this classic story, starring Ron Campbell 
and featuring original music by Yale Strom. This new play 
contemporizes the classic in a way that invites the audience to 
fully enter a mystical world.   
 
The original play centers around Khonnon and Leah, a young 
couple promised for marriage to each other by their fathers 
even before their birth. But when Leah’s father breaks off the 
marriage with the penniless Khonnon, he dies instantly of a 
broken heart. 
 
Khonnon has his revenge by entering Leah’s body in the form 

of an evil spirit called a dybbuk, which makes her act as though she is possessed. After 
rabbinical intervention—the likes of which Ansky had seen in exorcism-like ceremonies 
among the Hasidim when traveling through present day Belarus—Leah is forced to decide 
whether to marry the rich man or enter an unworldly union with the ghost of Khonnon.  
 
In A Dybukk for Hannah and Sam’s Wedding, Uncle Jerry, played by Ron Campbell, raises 
his glass and offers a speech to the happy couple. Fueled by alcohol, the speech turns into 
an elaborate recounting of the tale about a dybbuk. As Uncle Jerry, Ron ends up embodying 
over 20 characters in a mystical tale of love and passion, offering a virtuoso performance of 
this great Jewish tale where the boundaries between natural and supernatural worlds 
dissolve. 
  
We are thrilled to have Ron Campbell return to The REP after an unforgettable performance 
in last season’s one-man show, R. Buckminster Fuller: THE HISTORY (and Mystery) OF 
THE UNIVERSE. Ron, who started working as a street performer in Europe, doing mime 
and clowning, went on to train with various international companies in Greece, Italy and 
Japan. He has done everything from playing the lead clown in Cirque du Soleil's Kooza to 
performing 38 characters in The Thousandth Night. With more than 150 productions to his 
credit, he has received some of the most coveted awards in theatre including: the London 
Fringe One-Man Show of the Year, the Los Angeles and Bay Area Critic’s Circle Awards for 
Lead and Solo Performances, the Helen Hayes Award, and The Fox Fellowship for 
Distinguished Achievement. 
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We are also excited to infuse this play with traditional Eastern European Jewish music 
composed and performed by longtime REP collaborator, Yale Strom. Yale is at the top of a 
rare group of composers who are carrying on the tradition of writing original New Jewish 
music—often with Yiddish lyrics. His music—combining klezmer with Hasidic nigunim, Rom, 
jazz, classical, Balkan, and Sephardic motifs—ranges from songs to quartets to even a 
symphony. His many recordings have appeared on Top Ten, Year's Best, and critically 
acclaimed lists across North America.  

 
Since beginning his first band—Hot Pstromi—in 1981, Yale has conducted over 75 trips of 
extensive field research in Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans among the Jewish 
and Rom communities. Yale has become the world’s leading ethnographer-artist of klezmer 
and this research has not only lead to several books and documentary films, but has also 
been instrumental in the creation of his repertoire, including the music written for this play. 
As Time Magazine noted, "Through his art, Strom has brought back his spiritual Klezmer 
ancestors."  

 

We are calling forth the spirits for this classic 
tale that, over one hundred years ago, broke 
definitively with naturalistic theatrical tradition 
to create an expressionist pageant—a 
mystery play (misterye, misterium), as it was 
commonly called—woven of folklore and 
Hasidic legend. Director Todd Salovey has 
surrounded himself with an impressive team 
of designers to create this mystical realm 
amidst a wedding reception hall, includes: 
Giulio Perrone (set), Joe Huppert (sound and 
projections), Sherrice Mojgani (lighting), 

Anastasia Pautova (costumes). 

 

 

 

 

 

“Mr. Campbell’s 
unquenchable dedication to 
seeing, feeling and 
embodying the evolving 
demands of each 
succeeding microsecond of 
the script and character 
represents a master’s thesis 
in acting.”       
 
 –Theatre Director Kris Neely 
 

We invite you to join the sprits for 
this celebration of faith, love, 

honor, and tradition. 
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INTERESTING TIDBITS 

 

In 1929 George Gershwin was 
commissioned by the Metropolitan Opera 
to write an opera based on S. Ansky’s 
The Dybbuk, but when they were unable 
to get the rights, he wrote Porgy and Bess 
instead. 

One of the earliest reports of dybbuk possession is known through an 
account by Rabbi Judah Hallewa of the tale of the spirit of Joseph Della 
Reina, a well known Kabbalist in pre-expulsion Spain. The account claims he 
became a dybbuk following his death and proceeded to possess the body of 
a gentile maidservant.  
 
A pious Jew (known as a tzadik) was then summoned to convene with the 
spirit and to have it reveal its history. Apparently Della Reina was barred 
access to the world to come as a result of his heretical dabbling with 
Kabbalist mysticism, specifically his repeated use of holy names (the 
utterance of which was incredibly powerful) for his own benefit and not the 

benefit of heaven.  
 
It is because of this that the holy tribunal 
would not allow his soul to enter Paradise 
and was thus forced to wander in the 
nothingness that exists between worlds. It 
is because of this that he took refuge in the 
body of the living maidservant since it 
would effectively bring him back into the 
living world.  
 

What is gefilte fish? 
Made from a ground mixture of 
whitefish, eggs, onions, and bread or 
matza crumbs, which is formed into a 
patty or ball, gefilte fish is an 
appetizer that is often served in 
Jewish households on Shabbat. 
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Since the fall of the Soviet Union, the public has been able 
to gain limited access to the ethnographic field interviews 
conducted by S. Ansky, the playwright of The Dybbuk, 
for the first time. After decades locked away in private 
vaults, Ansky’s interviews and research can be viewed at 
The State Ethnographic Museum at St. Petersburg. 
 

S. Ansky’s writing had a 
tremendous impact on 
his contemporaries and 
later generations. He 
also made strong social 
and political impact.  
For example, his poem, 
"Di shvue" (The Oath), 
became the anthem of 
the Bund, the Jewish 
labor movement. 

Ansky did not simply reproduce, but rather knowingly 
stylized the folk beliefs he had studied. With this 
stylization, he remade his material according to the 
esthetics of his time. Ansky sought advice from the 
prominent Russian director Konstantin Stanislavsky, 
and one of the most famous productions of The 
Dybbuk, at the Hebrew Habima Theater in Moscow, 
was directed by Stanislavsky's brilliant student 
Evgeny Vakhtangov. The contributions of these non-
Jewish modernists shaped Ansky's play, and with it 
the Jewish theater as well as, arguably, the Jewish 
artistic sensibilities of the 20th century. 
 

In late 1914, S. Ansky, the influential Jewish-Russian journalist, playwright, and 
politician, received a commission to organize desperately needed relief for 
Jews on the borderlands who were caught between the warring armies of 
Russia, Germany, and the Austrian Empire. Thus began an extraordinary four-
year journey meticulously documented by Ansky, a peerless witness of his time.  
 
 

If you are interested in learning more, THE ENEMY 
AT HIS PLEASURE offers daily accounts where 
Ansky details his struggles to raise funds, to lobby 
and bribe at the tsar's court, to procure and transport 
food, medicine, and money to the ravaged Jewish 
towns, which, in the course of the war, were 
conquered and reconquered by Cossacks, Germans, 
Polish mercenaries, and Russian revolutionaries. 
Ansky depicts scenes of devastation: convoys of 
refugees, towns looted and burned to the ground, 
villagers taken hostage and raped, prey to all comers. 
Speaking to maids and ministers, farmers and 
recruits, doctors and profiteers, Ansky hears and 
sees it all as the tsar's army disintegrates and the 
winds of revolution sweep across the land. 
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The fear often strikes us in the middle of the night. 
Often it is caused by an unexplained noise in the 
hall, a creaky floorboard heard from across the 
room, or the bang of a cabinet door in the kitchen 
we know is unoccupied. These sounds, no doubt, 
have a logical explanation, but a lifetime of ghost 
stories told around the eerie glow of campfires and 
film projectors can make even the most serious of 
us fear that something supernatural has invaded 
our personal space. Over the course of human 
history we have named these supernatural forces 
many things. Ghosts, specters, poltergeists, and 
apparitions have a familiar ring and when we use 
these words they carry with them meaning that 
suggest a certain type of spirit, which behaves in a 
specific way.  
 

Spirits or ghosts have been referenced in 
Jewish texts, such as the Talmud, going 
back thousands of years. However 
referring to such spirits by the Yiddish 
word “Dybbuk,” which means “clinging 
spirit,” became common in the 16th 
century.  
 

A Dybbuk in Jewish lore is 
often described as a 
disturbed soul or 
disembodied spirit, who, after 
dying, is for one reason or 
another unable to move on.  
 
Many of these accounts maintain that 
because the soul resides within the body 
these wayward spirits must possess living 
things such as plants, animals, or people 
in order to affect the world around them. 
 
Although not all tales of dybbuks suggest that these spirits are malevolent by nature, 
over the course of the last century the legend of The Dybbuk has served as an 
inspiration for countless books and films in the horror genre, most notably William 
Peter Blatty’s 1971 novel The Exorcist. 
 

1: WHAT IS A DYBBUK? 
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2: BETWEEN TWO WORLDS: 
EXPLORING S. ANSKY’S THE DYBBUK 

In the spring of 1911, 
Shloyme Zanvi Rappoport, 
who later wrote The Dybbuk 
under the cryptically simple 
pen name of S. Ansky, set 
out on an ethnographic 
expedition of his native 
Belarus. Carrying with him a 
questionnaire containing 
some two thousand 
questions, Ansky was to 
spend the next three years 
(until the outbreak of the 
Great War in 1914) 
documenting the oral 

traditions and customs of the Jewish people of this 
region. In his travels among them, he heard many 
legends of mysticism and lore including many that 
described wandering spirits that possessed the bodies of 
the living. 

 
The Yiddish speaking people of this land called these 
spirits “dybbuks” and Ansky was inspired to create a play 
based on his research entitled Between Two Worlds or 
The Dybbuk. First written in Russian, the play was translated by Ansky into Yiddish. Sadly 
The Dybbuk did not premiere during Ansky’s lifetime, opening in Yiddish on the Warsaw 
stage mere months after his passing in November of 1920. 

 

However the play that is often referred to as the 
“jewel of the Yiddish stage” proved immediately 
successful playing in Warsaw for 300 performances 
and touring Europe extensively between 1922 and 
1927. Quickly translated into more than a dozen 
languages, including English, The Dybbuk was to 
receive its American debut in September of 1921 
and played most recently here at San Diego REP in 
1994.  
 
To this day The Dybbuk is still considered a 
canonical work within the Jewish tradition and is 
performed annually throughout  
the world.  
 

S. Ansky 

Hanna Rovina as Leah in the 
Hebrew-language premiere of The 

Dybbuk at Habima Theater, Moscow 
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It has been customary at some 
Jewish weddings for the traditions to 
begin long before the day of the 
ceremony. For example, the 
shidduch is the process of 
matchmaking; a close friend or 
relative suggests that the potential 
couple meets to determine their 
compatibility.  
 
According to Jewish law, physical 
contact is not allowed until marriage, 
nor may the couple be alone together 
in a closed room, to guarantee the 
choice is based on intellectual and 
emotional attraction, rather than only 
physical attraction. 
Once the couple has decided to marry and their families have met, the announcement is 
made at a vort, a small ceremony where the wedding responsibilities are divided between 
the families. Traditionally, the chatan and kallah, groom and bride, don’t see each other the 
week before the wedding; they even greet their guests separately the day of the ceremony.  
 
Jewish traditions liken the couple to a king and queen; the bride sits on a “throne” to greet 
her guests, while the groom’s invitees sing and toast him. Some families also observe a 
traditional plate-breaking ceremony for the mothers of the bride and groom; the ceremony 
reminds the families that marriage is a serious commitment and, like the plate, a broken 
relationship can never be repaired. 
 
One of the groom’s first tasks at the reception is the signing of the ketuvah, the marriage 
contract. Although it is a legally binding document, enforced by secular law in many 

countries, the ketuvah is beautifully hand written 
like a work of art and many couples display it in 
their home. After the signing of the marriage 
contract, the chatan (groom), the male family 
members, and guests make their way to the 
bride’s room for the badeken or putting on of the 
veil. The veiling of the kallah (bride) by the 
chatan (groom) is representative of several 
ideals: the importance of modesty, the 
importance of soul and character over physical 
attributes, and the chatan’s promise to clothe 
and protect his wife. There is also the rather 
unromantic, legal necessity of properly 
identifying the bride before the wedding. 
 
 

3: JEWISH WEDDING CEREMONIES 
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The next stage of the wedding 
features the chuppah. This 
canopy is a decorated cloth held 
aloft and open on four sides as a 
symbolic home. This part of the 
ceremony is held outside under 
the stars to symbolize God’s 
blessing of the union. The 
chatan, wearing the traditional 
white kittel robe makes his way 
to the chuppah, accompanied by 
his parents. The kallah follows 
with her parents, then circles the 
chuppah seven times with her 
mother and future mother-in-law 
while the groom prays. The 
number seven reflects the seven 
days of creation and the circular 
path symbolizes the woman’s 

role as a protective force in the household. Under the chuppah, a Rabbi or family member 
recites a blessing over wine and the couple drinks the blessed wine. Once the groom has 
placed the ring on his bride’s finger, the ketuvah is read aloud and given to the bride. Then 
the sheva brachos, “seven blessings,” are recited, again over a cup of wine, praising God’s 
creations and particularly the creation of the human as the “two-part creature” of man and 
woman. The couple shares the wine and the groom stomps on a glass to break it. This is a 
centuries-old custom, symbolizing the idea of 
keeping Jerusalem, its destroyed Temple, 
and the sorrow of Jewish exile in one’s mind 
and heart, even during times of joy. Once the 
glass has been broken, guests cry 
“Mazaltov!” and the celebration begins. 
  
Now that the couple is legally allowed to be 
alone together, they are taken to the cheder 
yichud, “the room of privacy,” to break their 
fast while their guests carry on with their 
festive dinner. After a ritual washing of the 
hands, the newlyweds are announced and the 
dancing begins. A separation of men and 
women is required by Jewish law, so large 
circles are danced around the “king and 
queen” to entertain and enhance their joy of 
the occasion. The event ends with the 
Birchas Hamazon, “grace after meals,” and 
the sheva brachos are recited over wine one 
last time.  
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4: THE JEWISH CALENDAR AND 
HIGH HOLY DAYS, IN A NUTSHELL 

 

Used for religious purposes all over the world, the Jewish calendar is a combined solar/lunar 
calendar that uses complicated rules to align with the tropical year and synodic months. 
Every third year an extra month is inserted into the calendar to keep it in tune with the 
seasons because twelve months, as seen on the Gregorian calendar, is eleven days shorter 
than the tropical year. The three lengths of years in a Jewish calendar are known as 
deficient, regular, or complete, and each year will have somewhere between 353 and 385 
days, beginning from the first day of the first month, Tishri, of the previous year.  
 
Measuring time and dates using 
the Jewish calendar is very fluid, 
and there are usually several 
things to consider when asking a 
question like “When does a 
Jewish day begin?” A Jewish 
calendar day does not begin at 
midnight. Rather, sunset marks 
the start of a twelve-hour night 
and sunrise marks the beginning 
of the twelve-hour day; 
depending on the season, night 
hours may be longer or shorter 
than day hours. Figuring out 
when the Jewish year, or the first 
day of Rosh Hashanah, begins 
is slightly more complex. The 
new year starts on the day of the 
new moon that occurs 354 
regular year days or 384 leap 
year days after 1 Tishri of the 
previous year. Additional days 
may be added to ensure that the new moon occurs after noon on the first day of Tishri, and 
that the new year will not begin on a Sunday, Wednesday, or Friday to ensure that Yom 
Kippur falls on a Friday or Sunday.  
 
The Jewish High Holidays, or High Holy Days are cornerstones of the faith and are used to 
share messages that are relevant to the past, present, and future. The first festival on the 
Jewish calendar is the “Head of the Year” Rosh Hashanah. This two-day festival is about 
spiritual awakening, reflecting Adam’s first contemplation of life’s meaning. Rosh Hashanah 
is much more than a date, it is a day to reflect on one’s spiritual development and an 
acknowledgment of the acceptance of God and one’s personal relationship with Him. 
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The sounding of the shofar, a ram’s 
horn, is a central aspect of Rosh 
Hashanah. This sound, heard one 
hundred times during the Rosh 
Hashanah service, represents a call 
to repentance on the anniversary of 
man’s first sin, as well as the first of 
the “Ten Days of Repentance” 
which will culminate in Yom Kippur. 
Certain traditional foods are eaten 
on this day to symbolize personal 
spiritual aspirations. For example, 
eating a fish’s head reflects the 
decision to lead oneself and others 
toward unity, while the 
pomegranate is a reminder to seek balance, and the apple dipped in honey represents unity 
and a desire for a sweet year. 
 

Following Rosh Hashanah is Yom Kippur, the “Day of Atonement.” This is a solemn day 
meant to commemorate God’s forgiveness of Moses and the Jewish people. The faithful are 
asked to focus only on spiritual concerns for the twenty-six hours of Yom Kippur—the day is 
to be spent fasting and praying in the synagogue. The day before Yom Kippur, two festival 
meals are eaten, and after the second, Kol Nidrei services at the synagogue begin. Over 
the course of Yom Kippur, five prayer services are held: Maariv, with the solemn prayer of 
Kol Nidrei, the first evening; Shacharit, the morning prayer; Musaf, a detailed description of 
the Holy Temple service of Jerusalem; Minchah, which includes a reading of the Book of 
Jonah; and Neilah, the “closing” or “locking” prayer, which represents the gates of heaven 
closing with the Jewish people inside. The post-fast meal in the evening after the solemn 
observances is a joyous festival in its own right. 
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5: THE EVOLUTION OF KLEZMER 

In the traditional, 
eastern European 
context, Klezmer 
referred to musical 
instruments; the 
term later evolved to 
reference the music 
itself, before being a 
specifically defined 
genre in the late 
twentieth century. 
Klezmer is a 
combination of the 
Hebrew words kle 
meaning “vessel” or 
“instrument” and 
zemer, which 
means “song.” Klezmer became known as the instrumental music performed at Jewish 
weddings and other celebrations, primarily for dancing. Although many musical styles 
influenced Klezmer, there is no direct way to trace its origins. Described by researcher Mark 
Slobin as “rootless, but deeply rooted music that has no geographic center,” Klezmer music 
has a long and tangled history throughout the world. The characteristically expressive 
melodies of the Klezmer style utilize dreydlekh, “musical ornaments,” such as krekhts, 
“sobs,” to create its particular sound. The melodies are reminiscent of the human voice, 
meant to imitate paraliturgical singing. 

 
Though it’s unlikely to 
have sounded much 
like contemporary 
Klezmer, the first 
written record of 
Klezmorim appears 
in the fifteenth 
century. Early 
Klezmorim, 
“musicians,” based 
their secular music 
upon sacred vocal 
music of the 
synagogue, though 
many Rabbis disliked 
their traveling 
lifestyle. This roving 
way of life often 

brought Klezmorim in contact with Romani musicians, who lived a similar lifestyle. Naturally, 
Romanian music is one of the strongest influences of traditional Klezmer music as a result.  
 



14 

 

The late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries saw the infusion of traditional 
Jewish music with popular tunes of the 
time, particularly in the instrumentation. 
Falling in line with typical American 
vaudeville bands, traditional brass 
instruments were supplemented with 
trombone, banjo, and drum to create a 
new, distinct Jewish-American sound. 
Musicians of the time were expected to 
know a great variety of traditional 
wedding dance songs, along with 
popular music. Many popular songs 
from this era were born of interactions 
between Jewish and African American 
musicians, including the famous “Bei 
Mir Bist Du Schon,” recorded by The 
Andrews Sisters, with English lyrics, in 
1937. The song’s success was the 
catalyst for much more Klezmer fusion, 

though the young Jewish-American population of the era also sought distance from the “old 
country” traditions and enthusiastically embraced all things mainstream.  
 

While destroying the eastern European Jewish world, the Nazis reign of destruction tainted 
the Klezmer music tradition. By the 1960s, few young musicians knew the genre and the 
klezmorim were aging. Fortunately, the genre got a new breath of life in the 1970s, thanks in 
large part to artists like Lev Liberman, Andy Statman, and Giora Feidman. In the last several 
decades, the new Klezmer movement has spread around the world, with new compositions 
being written and classics coming back into the familiar repertoire. 
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6: THE DYBBUK VISITED THE REP 
IN 1993 
 
Todd Salovey’s The Dybbuk For Hannah and Sam’s Wedding isn’t the first 
time that San Diego REP has found itself under the influence of a possessing 
spirit. In the spring of 1993, The REP presented S. Ansky’s play, The 
Dybbuk.  
 
Here is a tiny taste of what critics at the time thought of this classic of the 
Jewish theatre... 
 

“There is a story at the top of the second half of 
The Dybbuk at the San Diego Repertory Theatre 
that describes a tightrope walker’s high-wire feat 
spanning a river.  
 

If only, concludes the rabbi who 
tells it, if only people would put as 
much effort in developing their 
souls as they do their soles. 
 
In every way, this is the message locked in S. 
Ansky’s undimmed turn-of-the century classic. 
Steeped in Eastern European Jewish culture and 
orthodoxy, the tale of a bride who becomes 
demonically possessed by the soul of her dead 
intended illustrates what happens when a 
covenant is broken.” 

 Sylvie Drake 

LA Times, March 19, 1993 

“You have to give yourself over to it… 
You have to accept the notion of matches made in heaven, of conversations with the 
dead, of the wandering souls of those who die prematurely. These aimless, discontented 
souls can inhabit the body of the living. And that’s what a dybbuk is.  
 
The first act of “The Dybbuk” is a moody, evocative introduction into the world of these 
beliefs. In dark, dim light, we watch the dancing and the praying, the storytelling and the 
incredible tales of illustrious deeds and Rebbes.” 

Pat Launer 

KPBS, March 1993 
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The Hasidim, or "pious ones" in Hebrew, belong to 
a special movement within Orthodox Judaism, a 
movement that, at its height in the first half of the 
nineteenth century, claimed the allegiance of 
millions in Eastern and Central Europe--perhaps a 
majority of East European Jews. Soon after its 
founding in the mid-eighteenth century by Jewish 
mystics, Hasidism rapidly gained popularity in all 
strata of society, especially among the less 
educated common people, who were drawn to its 
charismatic leaders and the emotional and spiritual 
appeal of their message, which stressed joy, faith, 
and ecstatic prayer, accompanied by song and 
dance. Like other religious revitalization 
movements, Hasidism was at once a call to spiritual 
renewal and a protest against the prevailing 
religious establishment and culture. 

The history of Hasidism, which encompasses a 
variety of sometimes conflicting outlooks, is a 

fascinating story. The movement survived a century of slow decline--during a period when 
progressive social ideas were spreading among European Jewry--and then near-total 
destruction in the Holocaust. After World War II, Hasidism was transplanted by immigrants 
to America, Israel, Canada, Australia, and Western Europe. In these most modern of places, 
especially in New York and other American cities, it is now thriving as an evolving creative 
minority that preserves the language--Yiddish--and many of the religious traditions of pre-
Holocaust Eastern European Jewry. 

The Hasidic ideal is to live a hallowed life, in which even the most mundane action is 
sanctified. Hasidim live in tightly-knit communities (known as "courts") that are spiritually 
centered around a dynastic leader known as a rebbe, who combines political and religious 
authority. The many different courts and their rebbes are known by the name of the town 
where they originated: thus the Bobov came the town of Bobova in Poland (Galicia), the 
Satmar from Satu Mar in present-day Hungary, the Belz from Poland, and the Lubavitch 
from Russia. In Brooklyn today, there are over sixty courts represented, but most of these 
are very small, with some comprising only a handful of families. The great majority of 
American Hasidim belong to one of a dozen or so principal surviving courts. Hasidism is not 
a denomination, but an all-embracing religious lifestyle and ideology, which is expressed 
somewhat differently by adherents of the diverse courts (also called "sects"). 
 
The Hasidic way of life is visually and musically arresting with rich textures, unusual 
customs, and strong traditions of music and dance. Hasidic tales, intriguing and memorable 
doorways into a complex world of Hasidic thought, religious themes, and humor, are fruits of 
a long and continuing oral tradition. Popularized in the non-Hasidic world by writers such as 
Martin Buber, Isaac Bashevis Singer, and Elie Wiesel, they are famous for their particular 
wisdom and wit. 
 

7: A BRIEF INTRO INTO HASIDISM 
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Yet this world is virtually 
unknown to most 
Americans, who are apt to 
confuse Hasidic men, who 
wear beards, sidelocks, 
black hats, and long coats, 
with the similarly-dressed 
Amish. This shared style of 
dress does indeed reflect 
similar values of piety, 
extreme traditionalism, and 
separatism. But where the 
Amish are farmers in rural 
communities, the great 
majority of the 
approximately two hundred 
thousand American 
Hasidim live and work in enclaves in the heart of New York City, amid a number of vital 
contemporary cultures very different from their own. 
 
Most of the approximately 165,000 Hasidim in the New York City area live in three 
neighborhoods in Brooklyn: Williamsburg, Crown Heights, and Boro Park. Each of the three 
neighborhoods is home to Hasidim of different courts, although there is overlap and 
movement between them. There are approximately forty-five thousand Satmar Hasidim in 
Williamsburg, over fifty thousand Bobover Hasidim in Boro Park, and at least fifteen 
thousand Lubavitch in Crown Heights. The population of each of these groups has 
increased dramatically since the first American Hasidic communities were formed in the late 
1940s and 1950s, with especially rapid growth in the last two decades. 
 

Article excerpt from pbs.org 
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8: JEWISH MYSTICISM 
Authentic Jewish mysticism is an integral part of Torah, and Torah determines what is 
authentic Jewish mysticism. 

The general term for 
Jewish mysticism is 
"Kabbalah." "Kabbalah" 
means "tradition." 
Kabbalah is not a 
compound of personal 
insights. It is not a 
collection of reports of 
what various sages and 
saints had to say on the 
meaning of life and 
ultimate values—based 
on their mystical 
experiences or visions. It 
is not a system born in a 
vacuum. 

Kabbalah and its 
teachings—no less than Jewish Law—are an integral part of the Torah. They are traced 
back to the historical roots of Sinai, part and parcel of "Moses received the Torah from Sinai 
and transmitted it…." 

To be sure, in various works of Kabbalah one can find reports of mystical experiences, 
visions, the supernatural—all those things and more, which we normally link to mysticism. 
They are there, but they are not the essence or even a major part of Kabbalah. At best they 
are effects, possibilities of potential effects that 
may accompany a mystic's life. The authentic 
mystic, however, will not seek to manipulate and 
will shun interference with the natural order 
instituted by the Creator. 

The authentic mystic seeks knowledge, 
understanding. He wants to "Know the G-d of 
your father," to fulfill the precept of "You shall 
know this day and consider in your heart that 
G-d, He is G-d in Heaven above and upon the 
earth below—there is nothing else." He seeks to 
realize and understand this axiom not only as 
an intellectual affirmation of truth, but as a living 
reality within the limits of his capacity—
profoundly sensing the literal omnipresence of 
G-d, with a penetrating understanding and 
knowledge, as much as possible.
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Kabbalah is theology in the fullest sense. It is not speculative philosophy based on human 
insight, nor theories derived from human reasoning. It is a study, as it were, of Divinity and 
of the relationship between G-d and His Creation, based on the premises of revealed truth. 

Kabbalah takes man beyond the normative 
understanding of reason. It goes beyond the 
exoteric part of Torah and transcends normative 
existence. It uncovers many of the infinite layers 
of the secrets of life, of Creation, of the soul, of 
the heavenly spheres. It penetrates beyond the 
garments and the body of the Torah. It is the 
very core and soul of Torah, the ultimate 
revelation of Divinity - exposing the inner 
meaning, effects and purpose of Torah 
and mitzvahs. The illumination emanating from 
Kabbalah ignites the soul of man, setting it on 
fire in the awareness of a deeper and higher 
reality. Its study and insights are themselves 
mystical experiences. Kabbalah is all this - but 
always and exclusively within the context of 
Torah. As a body cannot function without a soul, 
so the soul is ineffective without the body. The 
soul of the Torah, (nistar, the esoteric part of the 
Torah) can never be separated from the body of 
the Torah (nigleh, the exoteric parts; halacha, 
the commandments and practices prescribed by 
the Torah). Kabbalah reduced to spiritual or 
philosophical symbolism, stripped from the 
observance of the mitzvahs, is worthless 
mumbo-jumbo, an empty shell. 

This is the first and foremost difference between 
Jewish mysticism and all other kinds and forms. 

That is why Jewish mysticism can never fall into the category of a cult. 

The great mystics and philosophers outside Judaism, in the East and in the West, were 
honest and sincere sages. They did seek truth. They did not look for answers to justify or 
verify any of their preconceived notions. They were not indulging their egos. And many did 
discover and develop profound theories and insights, which stir the imagination and move 
the human spirit. Some had glimpses of ultimate reality. Yet, in spite of all this, they worked 
in a chameleonic void. They could move only as far as finite and fallible man is able to reach 
on his own. Their insights or findings, therefore, are either humanly verifiable (that is, 
logically self-evident truth or tautologies) or else speculative truth, which at best contains an 
element of possibility, but never the assurance of certitude. 

Kabbalah, on the other hand, builds on the revealed truth of Torah. The validity of its 
speculative theories and subjective experiences must be, and is, tested and verified by that 
truth in order to be worthy of consideration, to be viable and acceptable. It has, and 
continually uses, objective criteria to make it consistent with, and as reliable as, halacha. 
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At this point, though, we must realize that Jewish mysticism - Kabbalah and Chassidism - is 
not just a legitimate and respectable part and dimension of authentic Judaism, of Torah. 

The Torah is an organism, a complete whole in which every part is most intimately 
interrelated and interwoven with every other part; in which everything is interdependent 
upon everything else. The Torah is an organism analogous and parallel to, and in complete 
interaction with, the organism of the universe in general and the organism of man in 
particular. No part or particle, therefore, can be taken in isolation from the others. 

Thus, even as it is incumbent upon each and every one of us to pursue the study and 
practice of the "body" of the Torah - halacha; mitzvahs - so it is obligatory and essential for 
each and every one of us to pursue the study and inspiration of the "soul" and fruits of the 
Torah and its interpretation. 

To be sure, each of us is limited by his or her natural capacities. No one can absorb the 
totality of the Torah in its divine infinity. But everyone can and must actualize his or her own 
potential, can and must reach out as far as his or her abilities can take them. 

In fact, nowadays more than ever before, there is a most urgent need for the illumination 
and inspiration of the mystical dimension of the Torah. This very need is the great vision and 
contribution of the Baal Shem Tov and Chassidism. 
 
Article from chabad.com 
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Kabbalah is the term for the mystical tradition 
within Judaism. Mysticism may be broadly defined 
as an experiential, spiritual endeavor to encounter 
and invoke God in this world. Kabbalah also has a 
more specific meaning in Jewish history: it is an 
esoteric Jewish subculture running within and 
among the mainstream cultures of rabbinic 
Judaism, medieval Jewish philosophy, and 
modern rationalism. Kabbalah is primarily a 
mystical method of reading Jewish texts and 
practicing Jewish law, but Kabbalah also contains 
a messianic thread, incorporating the idea of a 
salvific God and a messiah figure. Messianism has 
existed as a religious subculture from the early 
rabbinic period and given rise to numerous 
messianic movements; messianic spirituality has 

remained a stream of Jewish tradition ever since. 

Jewish mysticism and messianism are therefore related traditions with deep roots in the 
Jewish experience. Their most important expressions emerged in the late medieval period 
of Jewish history: the Spanish Kabbalah of sixteenth-century Spain and Palestine, the 
Shabbatean Messianism of the seventeenth-century Ottoman empire, and the Hasidic 
movement of eighteenth-century Poland and Russia. 

Although Kabbalah’s mystic tradition reaches back as far as the early rabbinic period, 
Kabbalah’s central book, The Zohar, was written by Moses de Leon of Castille, Spain in 
1286. After the end of the Golden Age of Spanish Jewry and the tragic expulsion of the 
Jews from Spain in 1492, many Jews sought an explanation for their suffering in The Zohar, 
bringing Kabbalah to a new level of popularity. In the 1560s, the great Sephardic kabbalists 
Moses Cordovero and Isaac Luria both moved to the Galilean village of Safed (or Tzfat in 
Hebrew) and founded a center of Jewish learning and spirituality. Luria gave the kabbalistic 
tradition some of the themes 
and concepts that would 
become pivotal to the 
community, including his 
esoteric description of the three 
cosmic stages of creation: 
tzimtzum (contraction), shevirat 
hakelim (the breaking of the 
vessels), andtikkun 
(restoration). While describing 
a divine process, the Lurianic 
Kabbalah also applied to 
Jewish experiences of history, 
exile, and personhood. 

 

9: KABALLAH 
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This restorative spirit of the Lurianic Kabbalah underwent great transformation when various 
participants in the tradition claimed to be the messiah themselves. The best known of these 
was Shabbetai Zevi, who lived in Turkey during the mid-seventeenth century. Shabbatean 
Messianism captured the imagination of great numbers of Jews and lived on through the 
next century, most notably in the Polish Jewish circle of Jacob Frank. 

In the late eighteenth century, Hasidism was founded in Eastern Europe partially as a 
response to Shabbateanism. The founder of the movement, Israel Baal Shem Tov (“master 
of the good name”), was an itinerant preacher and mystic who reinterpreted the Lurianic 
Kabbalah within more acceptable bounds. The Baal Shem Tov and his disciples created a 
new Jewish religious culture in which prayerful communion was exalted over talmudic study, 
spiritual intention over ritual detail, and joy over melancholy. Hasidism, from the Hebrew 
word hasid (“pious follower”), was a movement of the common folk, stressing populism and 
social welfare at a time when the official Eastern European Jewish community, the kehillah, 
was corrupt and declining. The Hasidic community was headed by a new type of rabbinic 
leader, the tzaddik or rebbe, who led by personal example, storytelling, and moral authority. 
Certain Hasidic leaders, such as the late Lubavitcher Rebbe (1902-1994), are claimed by 
some of their followers to be the messiah. 

The mystical tendency 
in Judaism continues to 
resist the rationalist bias 
of modernity, with the 
perseverance of 
Hasidism today and 
recent resurgences of 
Jewish spirituality. The 
messianic aspect of the 
kabbalistic tradition has 
become part of modern 
Jewish life through the 
deep conviction that 
history, exile, and 
personhood has 
meaning and direction; 
contemporary Judaism’s 
relationship with Israel 
can be viewed as 
representing a fulfillment 
of messianic hope. 
Taken together, the 
kabbalistic idea of tikkun olam (repairing the broken elements of holiness in the world) finds 
its modern voice in Jewish movements of political, economic, and social change. Due in part 
to the influence of these mystical and messianic traditions, Jews joined cultural revolutionary 
movements of the nineteenth century in force. Today, many of the modern-day radicals who 
have attempted to fix the world have been Jews, from Karl Marx and Leon Trotsky to Emma 
Goldman and Abby Hoffman. 

Article from pluralism.org 
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Excerpts of JEAN SCHIFFMAN’s article in American Theater 

 

To get a sense of the quirky and existential wit of Bay Area–
based clown/actor Ron Campbell, consider his outgoing 
voicemail message: “Please listen to the entire menu, as 
some of your options may have dwindled. Some calls may 
be recorded so we can laugh at you later…For infinity press 
8. You may dial or say the word ‘help’ at any time to be 
immediately connected to the vacuum of space…Please stay 
on the line. Godot is coming.” 
 

Forget Godot. Campbell is a viable substitute. He shows up 
punctually for an interview at a Berkeley café, beaming, a 
slender, natty figure in beige linen vest and white shirt, with 
matching slacks, shoes, and fedora. He’s currently sporting a silvery goatee and mustache 
to play Don Quixote at Marin Shakespeare Company (“We don’t own our faces,” he jokes.) 
His glasses dangle on a string, and his blue eyes are particularly piercing.  
 
“What I loved about his performance was that it wasn’t about the clowning, it was about the 
story and the characters—nothing gratuitous,” says his Quixote director, Lesley Schisgall 
Currier. “It was about making sense of the character moment by moment in the 
circumstances the character is going through. He is never into taking the cheap laugh; he 
connected everything to the heart of the character. I think he’s always thinking about making 
choices that are not obvious.” 
 
As a kid growing up in a half-Jewish family in Southern California, Campbell had a 
particularly funny uncle (not that kind of funny) who’d do goofy things, like announce 
the NFL games backward. “I learned a lot about comedy at that really formative stage,” 
Campbell says. 
 
But he learned about drama early on, too. When he was 8 years old, his grandmother took 
him to Europe; in London they saw Richard Kiley in Man of La Mancha. “I went berserk 
when the character died and sang ‘The Impossible Dream,’” Campbell recalls. An usher 
took him and his grandmother backstage to prove that Kiley was alive and well. “That was  
resurrection to me,” he says. When he got home he started putting on plays with his 
brothers. 
 
“I didn’t follow the academic path,” he continues. “I took to the streets.” In the late 1970s, 
after studying at UCLA and being “on the fringe of theatre,” he went to Europe. In  
Paris, a truck was unloading rags. “I saw these pants, much too big for me but with stirrups 
and zipper pockets that came way up to here, under my chest, and stretched to here,” he 
says, spreading his arms out. Suitably attired, he began performing mime and clown 
routines on the streets of Italy and France: in Piazza San Marco, the Piazza Navona, the 
Place Georges Pompidou. Okay, he thought, if I can do this, I can do anything. 
 

10: RON CAMPBELL LEADS WITH 
HIS CHIN 

 

http://www.americantheatre.org/byline/jean-schiffman/
http://marinshakespeare.org/
http://www.ucla.edu/
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Returning to Los Angeles in the 1980s, he reconnected with some of his old UCLA 
classmates and was a founding member of Tim Robbins’s Actors’ Gang. There and at the 
Los Angeles Theatre Center, San Diego Repertory Theatre, American Conservatory 
Theater, Seattle Rep, and elsewhere, he would play assorted roles, starting with plays by 
Sam Shepard and continuing on to Ionesco, Beckett, Shakespeare, and more, including a 
one-man version of A Tale of Two Cities in which he portrayed 28 characters. He has 
performed at the Royal Albert Hall, the Habima in Israel, and the Mark Taper Forum, to 
name just a few, and has won a raft of theatre awards…. 
 

He recalls a key lesson he learned from Kooza [the Cirque du Soleil production he 
performed as a clown in]. He’d sometimes arrive at the tent early to find master juggler 
Anthony Gatto juggling 10 pins. “Sweat would be pouring down from him. In the show, in his 
big moment, he’s juggling 7—but he practiced at 150 percent. Which means he can be 
doing that amazing thing and connecting with the audience at the same time. No juggler can 
do that; their connection is with pins or hats—but he could wink at somebody in the fourth 
row! He had that kind of relaxation. I want my rehearsals to be really intense so when I get 
into the show I can hear the audience breathe and relax…. 
 
Campbell describes himself as largely an “outside-in” actor. “I often make two, just two, 
clean decisions, and then ride the character, not steer it,” he explains. He explains that the 
chin is one of his favorite body parts, so for the role of old Alfie in One Man, he chose the 
chin and the feet and allowed those two body parts to war with each other. “I made basic 
decisions about how I was going to move through space,” he elaborates. “I put my heels 
out, toes in [a classic pose], and let that infect the rest of me. It’s a better experience than 
just hunching over and playing old. For Don Quixote, I put my heels together and actually 
crossed them a little bit…and let my character develop from there.” (The spine is his 
second-favorite body part.) 
 
Chins, spines, feet—and masks. Thanks to a fellowship, in 2009 he studied masks in 

Greece, Italy, and Japan, and now teaches acting with 
masks. The first time he worked with a mask, with Actors’ 
Gang, he hyperventilated; he couldn’t control his breathing 
and almost passed out. Since then he has learned about 
the power that a mask offers—it sculpts him, he says. 
 
“You’re a servant to the mask just as you’re a servant to the 
text. You put on a mask and you follow it. It’s both deeply 
psychological and demandingly physical—if you get in the 
way of it, all of a sudden the mask doesn’t reveal. If you 
overplay under a mask, the mask goes dead.” 
 
Musing on the relative marginality of theatre and stage 
artists, Campbell drily analogizes: “We’re dinosaurs 
wallowing around in the tarpit.” But he’s not planning to 
leave the stage any time soon: “We have these incredible 
advantages over film in that we’re breathing the same air as 
the audience.” Campbell loves to break the fourth wall—
I’ve never seen an actor more comfortable with it—and 
says he likes to imagine breaking a fifth wall, too. To 
illustrate, he stares deeply into my eyes. 

http://www.theactorsgang.com/
http://thelatc.org/
http://www.sdrep.org/
http://www.act-sf.org/
http://www.act-sf.org/
https://www.seattlerep.org/Plays/1516/?gclid=CjwKEAiAmqayBRDLgsfGiMmkxT0SJADHFUhPwQtS96wCiW2tMfW7VZM2SeeMIxMGCLyaINxrzBEUARoC3rnw_wcB
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TIMELINE HISTORY OF THE DYBBUK 

 

1911-1914:  
Ansky and others carry out 
ethnographic interviews 
in Belarus. 
 

1914-1917:  
Ansky leads relief efforts of Jewish 
communities in the war torn regions of 
Belarus. 
 

November 8, 1918: S. Ansky passes on.  
December 9, 1918:  
The Dybbuk opens at the Warsaw 
Elizeum Theater 30 days after Anksy dies. 
 

September 1, 1921:  
American 
premiere in the 
New York Yiddish 
Art Theatre of 
Maurice Schwartz. 
 

1929: 
George Gershwin accepts 
commission to adapt The 
Dybbuk for The Metropolition 

Opera. Instead, he wrote 
Porgy and Bess due to rights 
difficulties. 
 

1937:  
First film adaptation - 
Yiddish language 
Polish film, directed by 
Michal Wasnynski 
 

1951:  
First adapted as an opera in three acts by 
composer David Tamkin. 
 1959: Premiere of Paddy Chayefsky’s  

play, The Tenth Man, about a man 
taking part in an exorcism of a dybbuk at 
an orthodox Long Island Synagogue 
 

1960: 
Sydney Lumet directs scene adaptation for 
American television. 
 

1973:  
The Exorcist premieres. The 
film is based on the novel by 
the same name by William 
Peter Blatty. 
 

1974:  
Leonard Bernstein 
composes music for the 
ballet Dybbuk by 
Jerome Robbins. CBS 
Radio Mystery Theatre 
The Demon Spirit. 
 

1979: BBC Radio Adaptation (now lost) 
 

1992: 
Julia Pascal creates The Dybbuk as part 
of The Holocaust Trilogy which uses the 
legend of the dybbuk as a guide. 
 

1999:  
The Dybbuk: An Opera in Yiddish 
premieres in Tel-Aviv. 
 

2009:  
Yiddish Prologue in the Coen Brothers’ 
film, A Serious Man – About the dybbuk 
possession of a twin by her stillborn 
sister. 
 

2012:  
The Possession – A young girl is 
possessed by a dybbuk. The film is 
supposedly steeped in Jewish Mysticism. 
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT QUESTIONS 
 

1. A central issue of this piece is related to the importance of honoring a promise. How did 

you connect to this issue on a personal level? 

 

2. Do you think arranged marriages are a good idea? Why or why not? Do you have any  

examples of couples you know who were a product of matchmaking? Does Match.com  

count?  

 

3. What would you say are the limitations of the power of love?  

  

4. Do you believe in ghosts/spirits that inhabit the in between? Have you had any personal  

     experiences with such things? 

  

5. What is the strangest (or most memorable) thing that ever happened to you at a 
wedding? 

 

 


