WP-Black Fear Podcast Transcript
WP-Black Fear Podcast Transcript

The Winnipesaukee Playhouse Podcast: Black Fear Presents a View of Holocaust Remembrance Day Through Experiences of the Roma in WW II Europe
Winni Players Community Theatre to Present Black Fear, an original play by Chuck Fray for Holocaust Remembrance Day on April 18 – 19.
Dana Gardner: Hello, and welcome to the Winnipesaukee Playhouse Podcast, an ongoing discussion on upcoming plays and performances at the Winnipesaukee Playhouse in its award-winning community theater, The Winni Players, all in Meredith, NH.

We’re here now with the author and director of Black Fear, an original new play to be performed for Holocaust Remembrance Day.

Stay with us now and as we learn more about the Holocaust in Europe during World War II from the eyes and experiences of the Roma, also known as Gypsies.

I am Dana Gardner, Winni Players supporter and your moderator here along with Ray Dudley, a frequent Winni Players actor -- and an award-winning actor this year -- as our co-host. Hello, Ray.

Ray Dudley: Howdy.

Dana Gardner: Black Fear opens for two performances on April 18 and 19. With that please join me in welcoming our guests, Chuck Fray, a long-time Winni Players contributor, as actor, director, and now the author of Black Fear. Welcome, Chuck.

Chuck Fray: Thank you, Dana.

Dana Gardner: We’re also here with Bryan Halperin, Winnipesaukee Playhouse cofounder and director of Black Fear. Welcome, Bryan.

Bryan Halperin: Hello, Dana.

Dana Gardner: Let’s start with a little bit of background, Bryan. Tell us how Holocaust Remembrance Day and the Winnipesaukee Playhouse came together.

Bryan Halperin: This will be our eighth year doing some kind of event or production for Holocaust Remembrance, Yom HaShoah. It all started back in 2007 when The Winni Players did a full production of The Diary of Anne Frank, which had kids and adults from our local community participating. I think it sold out pretty close to every performance, got a lot of great feedback, and really brought the community together.

About a year later, I was talking to the then-president of the local temple, Temple B'nai Israel in Laconia, and he was lamenting that there really aren't any events in the Lakes Region to commemorate Holocaust Remembrance. There are in Southern New Hampshire and other communities throughout the State, but there wasn’t really any event in the Lakes Region to bring people together to talk about the Holocaust to remember and share about it. And he mentioned The Diary of Anne Frank, and how valuable that was to the community up here and it was so nice we did that. I said, well this is something we could do and it would be very easy to do some kind of theatrical events -- and maybe not a full production like Anne Frank -- but some kind of theatrical event to commemorate Yom HaShoah.

So for the past eight years Temple B'nai Israel and The Winni Players have partnered on producing this event. This will be the eighth year; 7 of the 8 years have been stage readings rather than full productions. Last year we broke the tradition a little bit and did something a little different, Brundibar.

We’ve always tried to find a play that looks at the Holocaust from a slightly different perspective from the other plays we've done -- and there are many, many Holocaust-themed plays out there. I've read a lot of them, and we have done ones that are set in modern times looking back in the Holocaust, and ones that are living it as it happens. We've done ones that are from children's perspectives and done ones that are from adult’s perspectives, we’ve done. So we've always looked to approach it from a slightly different angle and give us something new to talk about and share and commemorate Yom HaShoah.

Dana Gardner: Well, one of the things I like about it is that’s it’s not just a one-way discussion, it’s not just a performance that you have these talkbacks where people get to ask questions about this particular performance and talk about the Holocaust in general, and it was really moving in some respects, in many respects last year at Brundibar.

Chuck, why is this an important opportunity for you as an actor, as a community member?

Chuck Fray: Well, it’s important for me because I have spent most of my adult life reading and studying the history of the Third Reich, Nazi Germany and the Holocaust, and asking myself, probably futilely, this one word question: Why? And I don't know that I still have an answer, but I am still seeking. For me Black Fear is a part of that search for an answer.

Dana Gardner: Before we go into the play itself, the whole topic of the Holocaust is important for a lot of reasons, but it's unfortunate we have to have a Remembrance Day, that it's something that should be hard to forget. But history is a problem if we forget it. So what is it about the community involvement that you have seen over these eight years, Bryan, that makes people come back? What do people take away from this?

Bryan Halperin: There is sort of a dedicated following of people who have been attending these Holocaust Remembrance events since we began them. The audience is almost always split pretty equally between Jewish families who are members of Temple B’nai Israel or other temples in New Hampshire and Local Lakes Region non-Jewish people who probably originally got involved in this reading because somebody they knew was in one of the readings. But it’s become something that their families participate in. We’ve had -- always bringing in new actors and turning actors to participate and then from our Winni Players Group, but most of the time almost exclusively the actors have been non-Jewish which has been -- it’s been great to sort of have non-Jewish perspectives brought into the mix. 

So it’s not just a group of Jews sitting around, putting on it, play about the Holocaust and then talking about it with their own community who they already talk about and socialize with and commemorate with any way. It brings the greater community together to share this event and discuss it and learn about it. And as you said, we do need to remember it, because it’s still ongoing and inevitably every year somebody mentions other prosecutions, other Holocausts that go on in the world which reminds us this is not just about Jews, it’s not just about Germany, it’s about people being cruel to people because of differences, throughout history up through modern times.

Which is one of the reasons when Chuck told me he had this play that it does involve Jews as well, and I know we will get to more detail on it, but that also incorporates the Roma perspective into the Holocaust. I thought it was a great chance to look at it from a new angle that shows that a Holocaust is not something that is just about Jews, it’s about people being cruel to other people and how do we prevent that.

Dana Gardner: I know I have certainly learnt a lot in the three or four performances that I have seen, and so is my family; my kids have gotten a lot out of it. So Chuck, let’s go back to Black Fear, how did this come about?

Chuck Fray: Black Fear was originally written as a one-act play and it was performed at Old Church Theater in Bradford, Vermont. The actor who actually originated the role of Franklin Cartwright, the lead, came to me afterward and said, you know, this will be really interesting if you were to do some flashbacks to what happened in the Concentration Camp.

So I though, okay, I thought that was an interesting idea, so I let it percolate for a while and I said I will begin to research what had happened to the Roma and Sinti, both in Flossenburg where Black Fear is set, but also in Auschwitz and other camps, and basically began to write out the back story of these victims.

Dana Gardner: Give us the setting; give us the plot, what takes place, which we expect when we come to this performance?

Chuck Fray: There are two stories here. One is a story which happens in modern times and that’s basically 2002. Franklin Cartwright, who is a historian at a Mythical College in Vermont, has a diary that he wants to return to his niece. He tells her that he got the diary from her grandmother. So he invites her to come to his house one Saturday to return the diary to her. Unexpectedly his granddaughter, Gretchen shows up. He does not want her there because he doesn’t want Gretchen to know about the diary or his relationship with his niece and she refuses to leave, and essentially the secret the story unfolds in a series of flashbacks that began in -- I think, the first flashback is in 1938, then there are several from 1945 when the main character named Gypsy character Shimza, is incarcerated in Flossenburg Concentration Camp, and then there is one final flashback which happens in year 2000 I think -- 2001, I am sorry; the play is actually set in 2002.

What happens in the flashbacks is the Nazi government, particularly the SS and the Reichsführer SS, Heinrich Himmler, decided that all of the gypsies should be cataloged in a sense. They were all located and vital statistics were taken on them all, where they lived, what they did for a living, and they were essentially ordered to stay in their homes, in their hometowns, they were not allowed to move.

The main Roma characters in the play Shimza and Marko Wesh, husband and wife and their two daughters Miri and Kizzy, are eventually arrested by the Gestapo in late 1945. I don't really say why they are arrested, it’s intimated in the play that somehow Marko had left his place of business or place of residence and that someone turned them in. They're arrested. Shimza and the two daughters are sent to Flossenburg. Marko is sent to Mauthausen to work in a factory there or actually in the quarries, and that’s the last anybody rehearse Marko unfortunately.

Shimza meets the Jewish woman in Flossenburg, Leah, and they become close, a friendship develops and indeed an affection and in reality they sort of reformed the families that both of them had lost as a result of the Nazis murdering their families. Eventually -- this takes place -- I'm sorry, the Shimza and Leah story takes place over five days in Flossenburg, five days just prior to the Americans liberating the camp. I don’t want to say too much, because I have been too much away here.

Dana Gardner: So Bryan, as a director here, how was the challenge when making this reading and what do you think is some of the major messages that come across? 

Bryan Halperin: Well, I don't think the messages to this play are all that different than the other Holocaust themed plays that we have done. What’s new about this one is sort of intertwining of the Roma story with the Jewish story and sort of the mystery involved with the diary that again we were go into details for fear of spoiling the surprises, but we sort of use these plays as an entertaining and educational opportunity for community building.

So it's not so really so important about what the play is other than is it something that’s going to be interesting for people to watch for an hour and-a-half or two hours and we will lead to a community discussion about the social events surrounding it.

So in that regard the play is a mechanism for the community building and the educational purpose that come afterwards in the talk back which many people have found as much as they enjoy the play part of it, that they get even more out of the discussion that follows, both within sight of the play itself but also in the sharing of personal stories and its connection with their fellow community members.

Dana Gardner: Now as for the stagecraft, the reading, you are really going through one or two quick reversals, this is something that’s rather spontaneous, a little different than what people might expect. There is not a lot to the stage in terms of set and so forth, tell us a little bit about this, and Ray, you can chime in as an actor, how challenging is it for someone to read something without a lot of preparation and still make it a compelling activity?

Bryan Halperin: Yeah, when we started doing them eight years ago, it was just sort of something to try but what we found really quickly was -- it was a very effective way to conveying information and letting the audience fill in the details with their own imaginations. We talked to people who, one, they can’t believe that we did those with script in our hands and we only rehearsed it for three days, and when they are done they feel like they have seen a full performance. I always find that really interesting and exciting that the actors are able to invoke enough of the world to allow the audience to fill in, paint the rest of the picture themselves.

But you really cut to the nuts and bolts of it, what does this character wants, what type of person are they, how do they fit to the story and the advantages because you get to read it and you've read it a few times in advance. You have had a few rehearsals doing it on your feet with a book in hand, but without having to worry about the time it takes to memorize the part you can really just focus on acting the part and then speaking the words and it is a playwright showcase, the ideas as we are sharing the story and it's essentially most simplest form on stage and allowing the words to take over and the audience to do the rest.

Dana Gardner: Ray, as an actor how challenging is it to do a reading like this? Many times when you do a play you read it literally hundreds of times before you go on stage. That character development, the whole understanding of the interaction between the characters and the actors evolves over a fairly long period of time, this is all condensed in just a few days. How does that strike you?

Ray Dudley: It's an extreme challenge. For one reason I think that as an actor you are always concerned about capturing what the playwright really wants to say. It's extremely important. Now in a lot of cases in some plays the author is not even around, so you have to almost interpret it.

Now this is a good case where Chuck is right here and even Bryan as a director has a vision for, so it's a little bit easier to kind of get the gist of it but I think from an actor's perspective you want to stay as close to the heartfelt drive that made that author put those words on that paper and so the challenge -- I don't really, I think a good actor won't just sit here and read it in an hour, they are going to want to take a little bit of homework and really kind of peel through it and get what they can. They really mind what they can.

Dana Gardner: Speaking of actors, how many are in the cast, who are they, and what you expect when we come on the 18th?

Bryan Halperin: Yeah, you will see a lot of Winni Players regulars, there is John Piquado, Katie Dunn, Barbara Webb, Jim Rogato, Nick Resca, Tamara McGonagle, Matt McGonagle, Jennifer Summers, Jenny Leonard and Ginny Helper. So there are ten cast members, all of them have been in at least one if not many Winni Players productions over the years. Most of them but not all of them have participated in at least one if not many of the stage readings in the past eight years.

So it's a lot of familiar faces, several of which have experienced doing the reading in this format with just few days rehearsal and getting right on its feet. I would sort of go back about to one thing about that Ray was mentioning regarding the playwright being there and Chuck and I have been looking at this play pretty much ever since Brundibar last year, or even before that. But at the end of Brundibar I said to Chuck what are we going to do next year? I don't really have another plan on my list that I am dying to do. We just did this big full production for something new and different, what could we do new and different next year? And he said, well, I have got a play I have been working on, it's about the Roma and it's about the Holocaust, would you like to read it?

And at that point as he said, he had just sort of been working on, converting it into a full-length piece from a shorter piece. So it was in pretty much its first draft stage at that point, he and I went back and forth over the next bunch of months. He probably did like six or seven more drafts with me giving him feedback on, from a director's perspective of what I thought was interesting and where I thought the holes where they needed to fix. And I thought this is something new we can bring by doing an original work never been seen before, share showing with our community that we develop ourselves.

We did a workshop of it several months ago with most of the casts, though there has been some cast fluctuations since then just based on schedules, but where Chuck got to hear it out loud for the first time, myself as well, and we took information with that and feedback from the cast members. So he then did another couple of drafts after that to clean up some things that we thought weren't clear from hearing it out loud and what we were to hear and things like that.

So this has been -- it will be a new unique experience just in the fact that this is a play that the Winni Players have been working with Chuck to develop over the past year and show up for the first time.

Dana Gardner: Yeah, we don't usually get the author of the play on our podcast but tell us a little bit about yourself Chuck, is this your first play? How did you come into play writing and what did you do before that?

Chuck Fray: This is my first full-length original play, that's getting any kind of a production whatsoever. I have done an adaptation of Heidi, which was produced by a theater in Vermont. I got into play writing because I took the classes that Bryan was teaching here at the Playhouse, a couple of years I took those classes. I've had some one-act plays produced here at the Playhouse and I've had some one-act plays produced in Vermont -- at the Old Church Theater in Vermont. Prior to this I was the Deputy IT director at Yale Law School for 18 years where in addition to being the Deputy IT Director I was also the founder and director for eight years of The Avalon Project which is an historical documents archive.

A large part of which are the founding documents of the International Military Tribunal so I know a great deal about the workings of the tribunal. I also digitized and hypertext all 46 volumes of the Nuremberg trials, so I have actually read the full transcripts of the Nuremberg trials as well as dozens of original documents that were submitted by the prosecution as evidenced. I have read the trial of the SS, trial of the doctors, trial of the RSHA. So I am somewhat steeped in the history of the Holocaust.

One thing I would like to say before I forget and we move onto something else, the title of the play, Black Fear.

Black Fear is the name given by the Roma and Sinti, one of the names given by the Roma and Sinti to their experience during World War II, to their experience of genocide and their experience of persecution by the German government that is what they call it.

Dana Gardner: Well that’s a very impressive background, we are really lucky to have your insight brought to this Remembrance Day performance. Let’s clue people in on how they can get involved. Bryan, tell us a little bit about the action productions and where you can get tickets and for those people who want to not only come to see the play but think about that there is a great discussion afterward?

Bryan Halperin: We will have two performances only, Saturday, April 18, at 7:30 p.m. and Sunday, April 19 at 2:00 p.m. both performances will be followed by a talkback, probably be led by our education director at the Playhouse Timothy L’Ecuyer and Chuck and I will be on the panel along with the cast and will be answering questions from the audience but also hearing comments and ideas and stories from people in the audience and it just becomes a back-and-forth discussion between the cast and crew and the audience to just process what they saw, think about the Holocaust, think about how it affects us today in Central New Hampshire and in 2015, and share that experience. Tickets are $7, general admission seats, you can order them ahead of time online at winnipesaukeeplayhouse.org or call the Box Office (603) 279-0333, and information about the play where the Playhouse is and everything is all available at the Playhouse’s website.

Dana Gardner: Ray, it’s really interesting that we have a play that coincides with an event and an important day in remembrance, a lot of times we have productions to sort of flow it out on their own, they are not attached to anything so an interesting way to go.

Any closing thoughts about what people might want to think about or take away from this?

Ray Dudley: I was waiting to find out if we were going to contemporize the whole conversation because I know that there is -- I mean this could never happen again now, right Chuck, I mean there is -- 

Chuck Fray: No, no, of course not.

Ray Dudley: So may be why don’t you just give us a real quick overview of potential hotspots in the world where you could see this dangerously happening it again.

Chuck Fray: One of the things that’s most important about continuing to study and to talk about and to argue about the Holocaust or the Black Fear or any part of this is because it did not end in 1945. All I have to do is mention Rwanda or Darfur or the ethnic cleansing in the Balkans; anyone who has paid any attention to international news over the last 10 years knows that anti-semitism is on the rise again in Europe. Anyone who's paid attention to news out of France in the last five to six years knows that the French government has been persecuting Gypsies. It's not over, it's still a contemporary problem, it's a problem anywhere that any group whether it's a religious persecution on the case of the Jewish people or ethnic persecution in the case of the Gypsies or a racial persecution for Black Americans or Blacks anywhere or a persecution based on sexual preference, I mean, let’s face it, what’s happening in Indiana is not good, I mean, that is persecution and discrimination at least in my opinion.

Gender discrimination women are still being discriminated against all over the world and particularly in some Middle Eastern countries in particularly violent, violent ways. So it's important to come and to see a play like this, and to think about it, and to remember, and to know that it is not done, it is not over and it will happen again if we don't step up and say “no” very loudly.

Dana Gardner: There is an unfortunate pattern of humans dehumanizing humans and terrible things can happen.

Chuck Fray: Absolutely.

Dana Gardner: Bryan, last word?

Bryan Halperin: Yeah, one thing I want to add is, well, this Black Fear isn’t particularly geared towards children; I would say it’s appropriate for teens and adults. Last year we did Brundibar which was geared towards children, and a couple of years before that we did Hana's Suitcase which was also a story geared towards children and both of those shows had a lot of children in the cast. What I’ve found particularly valuable about Brundibar was the children led a lot of the talk back discussion and kept saying these really eloquent things of, they don’t really understand why adults are so mean to each other and they don't get it and that’s where I think the value is and the families talking about the stuff is because if we can point out that to our kids that we don't think treating other people like that is the right thing to do, they inherently know that and we need to make sure they stay that way as they grow up and grow older. So having the community involved, adults and kids in these types of events is a great way to at least do something to impart the knowledge to the next generation.

Dana Gardner: I am afraid we will have to leave it there. A big thank you to our guests, Chuck Fray, a long-time Winni Players contributor, as actor, director, and now the author of Black Fear. Thanks, Chuck.

Chuck Fray: Thank you, Dana.

Dana Gardner: And also thank you to Bryan Halperin, Winnipesaukee Playhouse cofounder and the director of Black Fear.

Bryan Halperin: Thank you! We look forward to seeing everybody at Black Fear.

Dana Gardner: This is Dana Gardner, Winni Players’ supporter and your moderator here along with Ray Dudley, a frequent Winni Players actor, an award-winning actor this year as a co-host. Thanks, Ray.

Ray Dudley: Good to be here again. Thanks.

Dana Gardner: And thank you also to our audience for listening. As we said Black Fear debuts at 7:30 p.m. on April 18. The Winni Players Community Theater welcomes actors, sound technicians, lighting assistants, and set construction volunteers, all levels of work and skills do welcome. So make it a point to become involved for more information on this play and all things Winni Players, see us at www.winnipesaukeeplayhouse.org.

Thanks again for listening and join us soon for the next Winnipesaukee Playhouse Podcast.
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