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For Mary and Luke

Acclaim for James Shapiro’s Oberammergau
“A history of the play that is both entertaining and attentive to its questionable aspects.”
—The New York Review of Books
“James Shapiro is . . . wonderfully knowledgeable. . . . [His] contribution seems . . . especially valuable. He knows how to keep his cool, which is a useful talent for anyone who wants to talk about these several issues of religion and bigotry. But most of all, he is able to bring into his discussion a solid familiarity with the folklore of the medieval and postmedieval age—a bygone era that, as he carefully demonstrates, is not exactly bygone.”
—Paul Berman, The New York Times Book Review
“The most complete picture to date of the well-attended and now lucrative spectacle that is Oberammergau. . . . Shapiro’s work brings the story as up-to-date as any book could possibly hope to be.”
— Jewish Exponent
“It seems only natural while reading Oberammergau to wonder if you’re reading Shirley Jackson’s ‘The Lottery’ by mistake. . . . Fascinating.”
— The Austin Chronicle
“An obsessively readable treatment of this vexed subject. The drama serves as such a perfect metaphor for the anguished and complex problem of Christian anti-Semitism. Shapiro speaks with a scholar’s authority, but with none of the obfuscation that such scholarship often entails. He sheds a most welcome light on this dark and murky terrain.”
—Mary Gordon,
author of Final Payments
“Engaging [and] informative.”
—The Jerusalem Report 
“One of the book’s deep satisfactions is to watch a work of piety emerge from years of vitriolic bickering and commercial concerns. . . . Shapiro is especially clear-eyed about the way dramatic imperatives make the Passion play difficult to rescue from its anti-Semitic taint.”
—Newsday 
“Shapiro examines the fascinating history of Oberammergau and the implications of the current performance for relations between Jews and Christians worldwide.”
—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
“An utterly fascinating account of a phenomenon that is at once ephemeral and eternal—a once-a-decade drama saddled with centuries of passion. With scholarly ingenuity and journalistic wits, Shapiro dissects an event that has, as he himself writes, ‘profound implications for interfaith relations in a post-Holocaust world.’ This book will go down as a model of cultural commentary—and a treasure.”
—Stephen J. Dubner,
author of Turbulent Souls: A Catholic Son’s  Return to his Jewish Family
“Fascinating.”
—The Dallas Morning News
“Oberammergau is an important book for anyone concerned about anti-Semitism; it is an essential book for Christians. . . . Told with economy and skill. . . . Almost every page of the book asks a provocative question. . . . [James Shapiro] is an informed, objective and sensitive guide through a contemporary drama of theological conflict that tends to overshadow the much older drama on stage.”
—The Trenton Times

Preface
Oberammergau is justly celebrated as one of the few places in the world where theater still matters. Communal and personal identity have become inextricably bound to the Passion play that has been staged in this village, generation after generation, since 1634, and probably longer. Over the past four centuries, millions of visitors have traveled to Oberammergau to see these villagers reenact the suffering, Crucifixion, and Resurrection of Jesus, and most have left profoundly moved by the experience.
Oberammergau is also notorious for staging a play— praised by Hitler himself and sharply attacked by Jewish organizations—that has long portrayed Jews as bloodthirsty and treacherous villains who conspire to kill Jesus. That it is performed in the country responsible for the Holocaust has only intensified this criticism.
As a theater historian I found myself fascinated by the ways in which the tradition of Passion playing in Oberammergau was rooted in the world of medieval and Renaissance drama. But as someone who also writes and teaches about the interplay of art and anti-Semitism, I was disheartened by the ways in which this unbroken tradition had helped sustain the troubling legacy of medieval anti-Judaism. Like Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, Richard Wagner’s music, and Ezra Pound’s Cantos, the Oberammergau play appeared to be one of those works of art whose virtues were deeply compromised.
In 1998 I learned that the villagers had voted to let reformers—rather than traditionalists—direct their Passion play in the year 2000. I had also heard that these reformers were interested in ridding the play of its anti-Jewish elements. The questions swirling around the Oberammergau Passion play were ones that I had long been wrestling with: Should offensive art be censored or boycotted? Why did the reconciliation of Jews and Catholics set in motion by Vatican II seem to have ground to a halt? How was one to deal with mutual accusations of collective guilt: that the Jews (as the Passion play had long maintained) were responsible for the death of Jesus, and that the German people were collectively responsible for the Holocaust? The making of the millennial production of Oberammergau’s Passion play offered a rare opportunity to confront these issues directly.

1
Next Year in Jerusalem
Like many others born and raised in the Bavarian village of Oberammergau, Otto Huber leads a double life. When not commuting to nearby Murnau, where he teaches, the fiftythree-year-old Huber is script director of the Oberammergau Passion play. May 2000 will mark the millennial performance as well as the fortieth time that the villagers have staged their play—roughly once a decade—since 1634. Since 1996, Huber has struggled to prepare an acceptable script in time for this production, one that audiences find moving, meets the approval of political and religious authorities, and satisfies those critics who have found previous versions of the play tainted by antiSemitism.
Almost half of Oberammergau’s 5,200 men, women, and children perform in the play. Eligibility is limited to those born in Oberammergau, those who have lived there twenty years, or those who marry villagers (which cuts this probationary period in half). Even natives who leave to study or work must return a year in advance if they want to be included. The desire to be part of the play is so great that mortality rates dip in the years preceding and rise in those following the play season: the aged and the infirm tend to hold on for one more chance to be involved.
Huber himself first appeared in the play in 1950, at the age of three (illustration 1). That is not unusual. He was carried on stage by his maternal grandfather, Hugo Rutz, who was the Apostle Peter. Until 1990, women who were over thirty-five, married, or widowed were excluded, so little Otto was handed over by his grandfather to the safekeeping of a young unmarried woman who would be his “mother” in the opening crowd scene in which Jesus enters Jerusalem. When Huber’s grandfather lay dying after the conclusion of the 1960 season, he asked on his deathbed that the robes he had worn as Peter be brought to him, and asked his daughter to sing a much-loved song from the play, “Heil dir, Heil dir, O Davids Sohn!” as he passed away. For many in Oberammergau the play is cradle to grave.
People elsewhere recall the stages of their lives by standard benchmarks: “That was the year I got my first job; we got married that year.” In Oberammergau, more often than not, these events are connected to the ten-year cycle of the play: “Their daughter was born the year her father was Herod; his uncle died the year after he was Annas.” And in Oberammergau people don’t say someone acted or played the part of Caiaphas; they say he was Caiaphas; in the minds of many of the performers—and of their fellow villagers—acting goes well beyond ordinary impersonation. When a cyclist whizzes by, a local is likely to tell a visitor, “There goes Pilate.” Everyone seems to know who had which of the hundred or so speaking parts in the play, and how well they performed, going back decades. And they are frank in their judgments. It’s like living in a village populated entirely by theater critics.
The family names that appear in the earliest surviving cast lists—Lang, Stückl, Rutz, Mayr, Zwink—continue to appear centuries later. Huber traces his family’s participation on his mother’s side as far back as 1680. His two sons, Dominikus and Georg, will act in 2000, carrying on the family tradition into its fifth century. Some families have a lock on certain roles down through the generations—Herod, say, or Judas. While coming from a prominent family helps in securing a role, raw talent usually prevails. Practice plays and other productions are staged in the off years to give villagers a sense of who can act and who is best suited for each role. Stories circulate of villagers who so identify with their roles that they have difficulty reverting to their ordinary selves at the end of the play season. Playing Judas reputedly takes a heavy psychological toll (and on more than one occasion, the actor playing that role suffered verbal and even physical abuse from devout playgoers). The ten-year wait between productions generates a good deal of tension between those who have established their reputations with certain roles and are reluctant to relinquish them and younger villagers impatient for their turn.
After four centuries of performing their play, the identification of Oberammergau with its Passion play is near total. The village is often referred to simply as the Passionsdorf, or Passion-village. As a former director of the play once put it: “No Oberammergauer can talk about the village without talking about the play. No native in the village can think about his life without thinking about the play. The play is a part of us. It controls the rhythms of our life, like it or not.” In the past, young women have been known to delay marriage for years for the chance of playing the part of Mary or Magdalene. More recently, some have had partners and children but have put off their weddings in order to circumvent this restriction. Not long ago, inappropriate or immoral behavior jeopardized one’s place in the play. Annelies Buchwieser, a native of Oberammergau, related to me how in 1950 one of her age-mates, the talented Gabriele Gropper, had been slated to play Mary, the lead female role, until she was seen dancing with American soldiers. After that transgression she was assigned what must have been deemed the more fitting role of Mary Magdalene. Nowadays, religious and even sexual orientation have come to matter a lot less than they did just a generation ago. Not everybody thinks that’s a good thing.
Still, given the weight of tradition, and the unwillingness to tamper with four hundred years of success, change is often fiercely resisted. When a married mother of two first played Mary in 1990, angry playgoers complained to the directors. One wrote that a woman who had sex at night had no business playing the mother of God by day. Many traditionalists preferred it the old way, even if the actor playing Jesus was a married man twice the age of the woman playing his mother, Mary. One of the logistical nightmares facing Christian Stückl, the lead director, and Huber as they prepare for the 2000 production is what to do with the extraordinary number of women eager to act in the play for the first time since they were married. They’ve thought about bringing them onstage on alternate days; otherwise, the crowds welcoming Jesus would be dominated by women. It used to be that only Catholics were allowed to take speaking parts. Recent court rulings have now cleared the way for local Protestants to do the same (the rules used to state that the “Passion play vow is Catholic” and that therefore “the main roles” must go to those “of the Catholic faith”). And this coming year, for the first time, a long-term Muslim resident of Turkish descent will appear in the play, as a Roman soldier (a coveted role, inasmuch as the soldiers only have to show up to act in the afternoon but are still paid well). So far as Huber knows, no Jews—real Jews—have ever been in the play.
The people of Oberammergau have been playing Jews for so long that visitors who share their stereotypes of what constitutes Jewishness have often commented upon the biblical aura of many of the villagers. The village itself seems to share the split personality of the Passion players: a stroll through Oberammergau leads one past Pilate’s House, through Manna Street, Judas Street, and the Way of the Cross, past many houses painted with biblical scenes. In many of these the landscapes of Judea look strikingly Bavarian.
The bond between old and new Jerusalem is strengthened by the pilgrimage to the Holy Land now taken by leading cast members in the months preceding the play season. And the Hebrew Scriptures seem to have a special immediacy for the villagers. At a recent jubilee service commemorating the 250th anniversary of the village Catholic church, the special reading from Ezekiel 43—“here I will dwell among the Israelites forever”—seemed addressed directly to these villagers, who in less than a year will once again, dressed in biblical garb and bearing palm fronds, crowd their Passion playhouse in a communal scene welcoming Jesus to their Alpine Jerusalem.
Clearly, this is no ordinary village and no ordinary play, and the directors’ responsibilities go well beyond the expected headaches facing those whose task it is to transform a couple of thousand wood-carvers, civil servants, clerks, dentists, mail carriers, shopkeepers, housewives, pensioners, and schoolchildren into Passion players, singers, and musicians capable of performing a seven-hour play for visitors from around the world. Making matters even more difficult for the directors and designers is the fact that every detail of the script, set, music, and costumes has to be cleared by the powerful Passion Play Committee, whose members are elected every six years by the entire village. And often enough, what has been initially approved is brought back to the committee for a second look.
In the production set to begin in May of 2000, yet another level of control has been imposed: everyone refers to it simply as the Vertrag— the “Contract”—and some speak of it in the hushed tones usually reserved for a Mafia contract. A formal agreement was drawn up between the Catholic Church and the village restoring to the Church final approval of the text, how major scenes are handled, and who is assigned to which role. This was a controversial measure, winning the approval of the village council by only a single vote. Once the villagers moved the play out of their church and began charging admission several hundred years ago, they set in motion a process of secularization and commercialization that has been nearly impossible to reverse. The past century in particular has witnessed a steady shift in control, away from the the local parish priest and into the hands of the Passion Play Committee and village council. A narrow majority of village leaders now believe that things have gone too far, that it’s time to give the Catholic leadership greater say to ensure that the piety and traditions of the villagers are not eroded any further.
But this decision is not without its problems, for at stake is not merely a struggle between those who believe that the play is a theatrical expression of a religious commitment and those who see it primarily as communal theater on a religious theme. Protestants, who now comprise roughly a fifth of the community, view this contract with the Catholic Church with some anxiety. Pastor Carsten Häublein, a traditionalist who leads Oberammergau’s Lutheran church and is consulted by his Catholic counterparts (but has no formal say), explained to me that for Protestants the threat posed by this contract was less doctrinal than practical: Protestants, who for the first time in the history of the play can now compete for speaking parts, will find yet another obstacle in their path.
Perhaps after forty years of battling with Jewish groups and their Christian allies over charges that the play is anti-Semitic, the village council also saw the contract as the best way to insulate itself from continued criticism, which many perceive as harassment. It also serves to counterbalance the council’s approval of the decision to invite avant-garde artist Robert Wilson to create a modern Stations of the Cross as the official exhibit of Oberammergau 2000. The Passion play’s talented young designer, Stefan Hageneier, had worked with Wilson in the past and Wilson, to the surprise and delight of the directors and designers, agreed to undertake the project. When the village council finally saw Wilson’s stark, mysterious, and challenging plans they were appalled. This was not the way they imagined the Stations of the Cross at all. By now, however, it was too late to uninvite Wilson—and tickets to his exhibit had already been sold as part of the package all tourists had to purchase.
By March 1999, with the opening performance still fourteen months off, many in the village began to let their hair (and the men their beards) grow long, assuming more and more the appearance of the first-century Jews they hope to be chosen to portray—Jesus, Judas, Annas, Herod, Peter, Caiaphas, Mary, or the hundreds of ordinary Jerusalemites. Only those playing Romans are clean-shaven. No makeup or wigs are allowed.
In late April the Passion Play Committee—after the usual bargaining, politicking, and evaluation of talent—posted the cast list (and for the first time put it on Oberammergau’s Web site, along with photos of the lead actors). For the past twenty years, major roles have been shared by two performers, cutting down substantially on the feuds and ill-will that had often followed contested casting decisions (while allowing those with major roles to keep their businesses or professions going on alternate days). Rehearsals began in late September, preceded by a formal religious ceremony—this year for the first time, with a nod to the Protestants, an ecumenical one. Costumes are sewn or repaired, props and set designs selected and built.
In the seventeenth century, the play had been performed a single time, for free, like the Passion plays staged in hundreds of villages throughout Germany and many hundreds more across medieval Europe. But over time, out of all these villages, only Oberammergau has managed to maintain its tradition uninterrupted. Through their devotion to the play the people of Oberammergau have prospered in ways unimaginable to their ancestors. Barring mishap—or boycott—the village will play host to half a million visitors and stands to make millions of marks. The number of performances of the play has now swollen to over a hundred, stretching over a five-month period. Other Bavarians speak of their wealthy neighbors as Oberammergauner, that is, chiselers, profiteers. The pun is deeply resented.
The most prominent building in modern Oberammergau is its Passion play theater, rebuilt in 1930, which, were it located in a European capital, could easily be mistaken for the central rail station. The inside resembles an airplane hangar. It may be odd looking but its “barrel acoustics” are outstanding (which is crucial, since there’s no sound system). Each of its 5,000 seats has an unobstructed view. A year in advance of the 2000 season, workers are busy installing underground heating and wider and more comfortable seats: pilgrims, especially those from the United States, are not as hardy (nor as slender) as they used to be; many are also unprepared for how cold the Bavarian Alps can be in late May or September. While the audience is protected from rain, the stage is in the open air, set against the backdrop of the magnificent Kofel Mountain, which is crowned with a huge crucifix.
By mid-May of 1999, the village proudly announced that individual tickets for performances in the year 2000 were already sold out. By June there were early reports in British newspapers of tickets being sold on the black market. If past seasons were any indication, Oberammergau could have easily sold four or five times the number of tickets, had it chosen to extend the run or cram in more seats. Between late May and early October 2000, over a half-million visitors, at a rate of over 5,000 a day, would arrive, see the play, and depart in time to make way for the arrival of the next 5,000.
Through wars, revolutions, religious censorship, and military occupations, the villagers of Oberammergau have remained faithful to the tradition that a vow was taken by their ancestors in 1633, when an outbreak of plague that was ravaging the Bavarian countryside during the Thirty Years’ War entered Oberammergau. According to this tradition, despite the great care taken by the villagers, plague struck and scores died. The desperate survivors gathered and took a solemn vow: if their lives were spared they would perform a Passion play in perpetuity. From that day on not another soul in Oberammergau perished from the plague. It’s a compelling story, repeated in every guidebook and even restaged in a “Plague” play performed by the villagers in the year preceding the Passion play itself. And many of the people of Oberammergau believe it and believe that their performance is a reenactment of a holy vow. Even if there are no surviving contemporary archival records to support it, it is an account of their origins that reveals a great deal about the villagers’ collective identity, their faith, and their ambivalent relationship to an unpredictable and often threatening outside world.
From the mid-nineteenth century, when this mountain village was “discovered” by outsiders and hailed as a Christian Shangri-La, a missing link back to a simpler, purer religious past, millions have made their way to Oberammergau, some to see the play, others simply to see the famously pious villagers (illustration 3). Since World War II, however, Oberammergau’s portrayal of the Crucifixion and Resurrection of Jesus has had its detractors as well as its admirers. For Passion plays were the carrier of another medieval plague—the plague of anti-Judaism, in their depiction of Jews as money-grubbing Christ-killers, costumed in horns and wearing distinctive yellow garb, who acknowledge their guilt in Jesus’ death (illustration 5).
Set against Oberammergau’s vow to stage the play was the no less compelling vow of organizations like the American Jewish Congress, the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith, and the American Jewish Committee to combat the teaching of contempt and hatred for Jews wherever it was to be found—including Passion plays that for centuries had stirred Christian communities against Jews. Even as the villagers remained committed to honoring the past, the Jewish organizations remained committed to ensuring that the past persecution of Jews that was a by-product of Passion Week and the Passion plays would not be forgotten. For these organizations, the restaging of the Oberammergau play every ten years was like ripping the scab off a wound.
The opening shot in the war against the play was fired in November 1966, when Phil Baum, director of the American Jewish Congress’s Commission on International Affairs, lined up an impressive list of American intellectuals and artists to oppose the play’s anti-Semitism. Among these were Arthur Miller, Lionel Trilling, Stanley Kunitz, Leonard Bernstein, Leslie Fiedler, Theodore Bikel, Irving Howe, Alfred Kazin, and Elie Wiesel. They were soon joined by such international luminaries as George Steiner, Günter Grass, Heinrich Böll, and Paul Celan. At a news conference in New York City to announce the boycott, Elie Wiesel said that “the artist cannot be silent when the arts are used to exalt hatred. If the people of Oberammergau feel that they cannot faithfully represent their vision except through an explicitly anti-Semitic text, then others have no choice but to denounce that vision and urge that all who share our view join with us in condemning the performance.”
It was a rude awakening for Oberammergau. The ensuing boycott of the 1970 production was the first time in this century when there were blocks of empty seats in the Passion playhouse. Until 1970, the Oberammergau play had been given a missio canonica, an official Church blessing signaling that Church doctrine was being taught. In that year, the first production following Vatican II and its revolutionary “Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions,” this blessing was withheld. The same play to which leading Church figures and future popes had flocked, and which continued to be a pilgrimage site for the faithful, was now, according to the archbishop of Munich’s pronouncement, a play that “contained anti-Semitic elements and needed revision.” The play hadn’t changed, but the Church’s message had.
All of a sudden, Oberammergau, which had prided itself on offering the most famous depiction in the world of the Passion of Jesus, was mired in a controversy over how that event was to be interpreted. It was no longer only Jewish organizations that objected to the play but Catholic theologians as well, especially those committed to the reforms of the Second Vatican Council. And the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith and the American Jewish Committee (who fought over who would take up the gauntlet thrown down by the American Jewish Congress) quickly enlisted them in their struggle to change the play. The Oberammergau Passion play had become a test case: How far had the Catholic Church really come in repudiating the anti-Judaism of its past?
Vatican II also ushered in a new age of historical scholarship, dedicated to understanding Jesus in the context of firstcentury Judaism and to recovering the ways in which the writing of the Gospels was shaped by contemporary political pressures, with special emphasis on the relationship of early Christianity both to Rome and to various Jewish sects. In the last forty years a flood of new studies and biographies of Jesus seeking to incorporate this new vision has poured from scholarly and trade presses. Above all, they have stressed the Jewishness of Jesus and his disciples. Historians also called into question the ways in which the gospel writers tended to whitewash Pilate and blame the Jews for killing Jesus.
To theologians these were, and continue to be, absorbing topics, the subject of endless articles, books, and ecumenical conferences. But the villagers of Oberammergau weren’t interested in debating fine points of historical scholarship. They had to stage a play about Jesus’ final days based on the Gospels. Passion plays were so popular with the masses throughout Europe precisely because the gospel narratives translated so easily into that most satisfying of dramatic genres, the revenge play. It’s all here: stereotypically evil characters conspiring against, betraying, humiliating, and murdering the most innocent of men, a man who was also God—a story that ends in his resurrection, the defeat of the deicides, and the triumph of Christianity. A hundred years ago the revenge motif in the Oberammergau play was even more pronounced, with the Resurrection scene accompanied by the trampling underfoot of the prostrate Sanhedrin (illustration 4).
Theologians—with a chorus of Jewish groups right behind them—were telling the villagers to stop demonizing Judas and the Sanhedrin, to rethink Pilate’s role, and to remove any hint that Christianity had superseded Judaism; but if the villagers followed this advice, the dramatic force of their play would be lost. Exonerating the Jews might serve doctrinal and ecumenical ends but it ruins the revenge plot, leaving at best a whodunit—“Who killed Jesus?” A seven-hour spectacle that concluded “We all did, since he died for our sins” was not likely to lure a half-million paying customers.
Faced with these difficulties, the choice of director and script director for the millennial production had become more critical than ever. Despite Stückl and Huber’s contribution to making the 1990 production a financial and critical success (and one in which Jewish criticism had been more muted than in the past), as the millennial performance approached, Oberammergau was once again deeply divided over who should direct the play. Were they to continue down the road to reform under the team of Stückl and Huber or stick with older, time-honored traditions? Those opposed to reform had observed the 1990 play from the sidelines—watching favored roles go to the reformers while many of those in their camp who chose to participate were assigned the less attractive parts of the moneylenders of the Temple.
In the 1996 elections the traditionalists won key posts on the village council. Their alternative to the directorial team of Stückl and Huber was Dr. Rudolf Zwink, a young dentist who had played Christ in 1980 and 1984 and had campaigned unsuccessfully for the role of director in 1990. In his election to the council, Zwink had won his seat with the largest popular vote of any candidate. All the signs pointed to a victory of tradition over reform.
Yet if the villagers’ hearts tilted them toward Zwink, their purses tilted them back again toward Stückl. Choosing Zwink as director would guarantee that their beloved traditions would be preserved; choosing Stückl would ensure critical and financial success. The villagers wanted both, badly. To that end, three-quarters of them voted to require whoever was chosen to direct the play to retain the traditional text and music. That effectively put handcuffs on serious reform.
There would be no new play in the year 2000. But the referendum also made moot the vote over who should direct the play. Now that they knew that Stückl couldn’t substitute a new version of the play (as he had been threatening to do) the villagers were less worried about handing their play over to him. As admired as their neighbor Zwink was, nobody questioned that Stückl, already a professional director of considerable reputation in Munich and elsewhere in Europe, was the more talented of the two—though if you believed that the Passion play was more about piety than professionalism this shouldn’t have mattered.
Christian Stückl was something of an enigma to his fellow villagers. This lanky, long-haired, and energetic man, who in his black jeans, shirt, and shoes looked like an out-of-place New Yorker, came from an established line of celebrated actors, including both his father and grandfather. He could easily have made a greater name for himself outside the village—he already had—but he wanted to direct the Oberammergau play. In his early twenties he had made his mark in Oberammergau in a series of brilliant Shakespeare productions—each with interpolated material that exposed the hypocrisy or narrowmindedness of Oberammergau. He had an uncanny ability to discover within stale tradition electrifying, if discomforting, drama.
The final vote for the directorial team was cast in September 1996. Rudolf Zwink lost. Had 150 villagers cast their vote the other way the millennial production—from stage design and costumes to cast and script and message—would have been utterly different. The village had given Stückl and Huber the go-ahead, but they were not given the freedom to do what critics had long asked for, and what the village authorities had been hinting at in public pronouncements: a new script. The two could tinker a bit here and there with the text last seriously overhauled by the parish priest, Joseph Alois Daisenberger, in 1860, but the referendum made clear that that was all—depending, of course, on how strictly one interpreted fidelity to the traditional text.
Critics who had long lobbied against the anti-Semitic elements in Daisenberger’s text were not happy. Since the 1960s the battle over the text had resembled a chess match in which the players on both sides knew each other’s favorite gambits. From his efforts negotiating revisions in the 1990 text, Otto Huber understood what changes would be demanded and what changes were politically possible. His charisma, persistence, faith, and near-fluent English, coupled with a surprising naivete about just what made some people so angry about the idea of Germans—including some old ex-Nazis—impersonating conniving Jews, made him ideally suited for the task ahead. He had already proven himself successful in dealing with Jewish critics and had developed a good working relationship with several of them. Part of this stemmed from his looks: he was a bear of a man, with a great dark beard flecked with gray, wrinkled eyes behind thick glasses, and large hands with which he gesticulated wildly when not jamming one or the other into a pocket. He often seemed in pain when he spoke. He chain-smoked. His heart wasn’t in the best shape. The Jewish leaders he met felt comfortable with him. He seemed familiar. In late May 1999, Huber packed his bags (taking with him a large pile of ungraded student papers) and flew off to the United States—first Los Angeles, then Denver, then New York City—to meet with and try to reassure concerned Jewish leaders (illustration 2).
Unlike Stückl, Huber didn’t hail from the village aristocracy,  Die Einheimischen, from whom directors were usually chosen. His father was an outsider who had never acted in the play, and because of this many placed Otto Huber in the lower social category of villagers, Die Eingebürgerten. 
As a thirteen-year-old he had appeared in a few of the play’s celebrated tableaux vivants—scenes in which the curtain is raised to reveal the actors standing frozen, as if in a painting. Huber’s main recollection from that year was appearing in the final Resurrection scene as one of the angels paying tribute to Jesus. Jesus was performed that year by the formidable Anton Preisinger. Benedikt Stückl, the grandfather of Christian, was regarded by many as the finest actor in the village, and should have been given the part. But he was married to a Protestant, and at the time (as Huber puts it) Oberammergau preferred a Jesus who was an ex-Nazi to one who hadn’t married a Catholic. 
There was no love lost between Preisinger and Huber. In 1970, at the age of twenty-three, Huber had been outspoken in his criticism of the play as staged under Preisinger’s direction. At the time, the village was divided as never before between traditionalists and reformers. As a teenager Huber had been a Catholic youth leader in the village. He was guided by a parish priest, Father Hamburger, who urged him, as he put it, to “try to find a way to show Jesus as more lifeful.” Hamburger also urged him to be careful, but he ignored that advice. As far as Huber was concerned, “reform could only come from within” the community, not from outside—and he said so in print, a surprisingly aggressive act for one who was regarded as a soft-spoken and shy young man.
Preisinger threw him out of the play. For Huber, “being rejected by Preisinger, being left out,” was “a Jewish experience.” In both 1980 and 1984, in which the productions were directed by Hans Maier, a disciple of Preisinger, Otto Huber sat out, his only experience of the Oberammergau play that of an ordinary spectator. His interest in Passion plays had not diminished; in 1982, he helped direct a Passion play at Lavingen, near Ulm, in Bavaria. In 1985, after studying in Munich, Huber, the prodigal son, returned home. Several of those who had gained seats on the village council after 1984 had known and admired Huber from his days as a Catholic youth leader, and in 1987 Stückl and Huber were elected to serve as lead and second director, respectively—by the margin of a single vote. The Munich Merkur called it a “palace coup.”
A large wing of Huber’s home looks like a shrine dedicated to the Oberammergau play. There are photographs of early productions, copies of all published editions of the play, shelves crammed with titles on related topics, and rows of cardboard boxes, each meticulously labeled and containing the relevant scholarship in German, English, and French. Correspondence regarding textual changes is equally well organized. Huber had published scholarly essays on his major predecessors from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—Rosner, Weis, and Daisenberger—and studied the relation of each to his cultural moment. His work on the 1990 production allowed him to see Daisenberger’s strengths and weaknesses up close. He had also taken to heart Father Hamburger’s advice to make Jesus, as he put it, “more lifeful.”
Huber was also keenly aware of the fate of his predecessors. Those who in the past have been asked to revise the Oberammergau text have fallen into two categories. In the first stand the canonized trio of Rosner, Weis, and Daisenberger. Connecting the play to the emotional, religious, and aesthetic needs of the villagers, their efforts have since been copied around Germany and the world. In Oberammergau itself streets are named after them and public exhibits mounted to commemorate their lives and work.
In the other category stand those whose efforts to revise the play have not worked out. They failed because they were too cautious or not cautious enough; too experimental or insufficiently so; or their scripts were politically correct but too boring or simply unactable. Few in the village now know much about those who tried and failed to put their stamp on the play. Even popular guidebooks offering a history of the play pass in silence over the names of Leiple, Reinhart, Raffalt, Ainhaus, Bader, Manhardt, Prasser, and Hock. Huber never speaks of his ambitions but it’s clear that, given his intellectual and emotional commitment to bettering the Passion play script over the past two decades, he did not want his efforts to be ignored or forgotten.
Huber did not pursue his revisions in a vacuum. He and Stückl consulted a score of leading Catholic and Lutheran scholars in Germany (though, noticeably, and tellingly, no Jewish experts). Probably the most important of these was Professor Mödl, appointed by the Catholic Church to oversee its interests, according to the terms of the contract. If there were still trouble with outside groups, Mödl would be a powerful ally. And with his seal of approval Huber could protect himself from criticism from conservative villagers.
That approval was forthcoming at a press conference in the summer of 1998, where Mödl expressed his pleasure with the revised script (with a telling nod toward the ways in which “the Jewish context of Jesus becomes clearer and more understandable”). Mödl emphatically declared that “there is no longer any anti-Semitism in the play. . . . The dangerous and all-inclusive reproach that the evil Jews had crucified Jesus is simply gone.”
Under Huber’s knife (in regular consultation with Stückl and with the explicit approval of the Passion Play Committee) the Daisenberger text had undergone a major facelift. Gone was its most disturbing line, taken from Matthew, in which Jews accepted responsibility for killing Christ: “His blood be upon us, and upon our children.” Even the word Christ, meaning Messiah, was eliminated, replaced throughout by the less offensive Jesus.
Major characters in the drama had undergone a transformation as well. Pilate was no longer literally and figuratively the man in white; he was now, in Huber’s words, “a genuine goy, a cynic who was not at all interested in justice . . . atheistic and materialist.” As a result, Pilate was even stripped of his most famous line, spoken as he faces the suffering Jesus: “Ecce homo!”—“Behold the man!”
Judas, long a symbol of the money-hungry Jew (illustration 6), was now
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