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			Dedication

			For my mom, Carol Leiren. 
 I guess it was worth sending me to Talmud Torah.

		
		
	
		
			Kosher Theatre

			Bar Mitzvah Boy premiered at a Christian theatre.

			The mandate for Pacific Theatre in Vancouver is, officially, to produce “faith-based” and “spiritual” theatre, but as pretty much any non-Christian will tell you, that’s usually code for Christian . . . like “non-denominational” services that inevitably mention Jesus. And the theatre is located in an Anglican church. So even if Pacific isn’t officially Christian, it’s in a building with a lot more crosses than your average synagogue, mosque or Buddhist retreat.

			When I sent them the script I wasn’t interested in their religious leanings — I was excited about their track record of doing first-rate productions with Vancouver’s best actors. So when Artistic Director Ron Reed said he wanted to premiere the play, I was happy to thank any deity willing to listen.

			Then Ron asked if I had anyone in mind for the roles, and I gave him my initial suggestions for my rabbi and bar mitzvah boy. “I didn’t realize they were Jewish,” he said.

			“They’re not,” I said, “but they’re amazing.”

			They also weren’t the amazing actors who did the show.

			Richard Newman is, what we call, a member of the tribe. Gina Chiarelli — the original Rabbi Michael — not so much.

			Richard knew all the prayers in the play. Gina was determined to conquer them. She wanted to learn how to say everything “correctly.” The director, Ian Farthing, hired a Judaism consultant to help with prayers and rituals. Our consultant couldn’t help with Gina’s Hebrew because he was from Toronto and had an eastern accent that sounded off to a Vancouverite like me. Richard’s originally from Chicago, so his accent sounded even stranger. Ian is Jewish, but still has an accent from England. I was useless because my Hebrew still has the Russian accent I learned from my grandfather.

			I tracked down my friend Sandee Huberman, who I’d known since Talmud Torah elementary school. She’d recently moved to Israel and taped all the Hebrew for us. Gina mimicked Sandee’s pronunciations and, when the play opened and audiences heard that one of the actors wasn’t Jewish, some Jews in the crowd were convinced Richard was faking it.

			Gina sounded local. Richard sounded wrong.

			My cousin Zach, who was bar mitzvahed just before the play opened, said he thought Richard did a good job with the Hebrew, but he wasn’t fooled for a minute.

			I’ve told variations on this story in every talkback as someone in the audience — usually a Jewish someone — wants to confirm whether the actors (and I) are Jewish.

			David Winitsky, artistic director of the Jewish Plays Project, who staged the debut reading in New York and has since been involved with readings in several other major US cities, jokes, “Any time you do something Jewish on stage — speak Hebrew or Yiddish, pray, cook — it is guaranteed that someone will tell you you’re doing it wrong. They are both correct.”

			In a recent talkback, I mentioned that in my play Shylock, when an actor is told he can’t play Othello, he replies, “Does that mean that every actor who plays Shylock has to be circumcised? I’ve heard of actors doing a lot of things for a role but . . . ”

			I wrote that over twenty years ago and — while I’ve never asked — I’d bet that not every actor who has done my Shylock would pass that test.

			The other inevitable question is whether non-Jewish audiences “get” the play. I tell them the play’s Canadian premiere was at a Christian theatre and the US debut was at a “secular” theatre.

			I also mention that a couple of my favourite plays feature nuns. John Patrick Shanley’s Doubt and Christopher Durang’s Sister Mary Ignatius Explains It All for You. I’m pretty sure those aren’t just for Catholics — although I suspect there are moments in each where Catholics wince or laugh a bit more than anyone else in the audience.

			Most non-Jewish audience members won’t know the lyrics to Adon Olam any better than I know the Catholic liturgy, but I suspect most of you know — or are — a Joey or a Michael searching for meaning or faith or some combination of the two.

			— Mark Leiren-Young, April 2020

		
	
		
			Notes

			Staging: The sets should be arranged to allow for smooth transitions with characters flowing between scenes. No blackouts should be required — other than the one after Scene Fourteen.

			Final scene: If there are a lot of Jewish audience members they may want to sing along to Adon Olam. If you feel it will work for your audience, feel free to complete the prayer/song. Some producers have included transliterations of the prayer in their program so everyone can sing along.

			Age: Please adjust the line “Fifty-two years . . . Give or take” to fit the age of the actor instead of casting to fit the line. That is to say, if you find a Joey who reads as seventy-five, it should be: “Sixty-two years . . . Give or take.”

			Ball caps: Whatever team is chosen for Michael’s ball cap, that team’s sport is the one to reference when referring to G-d getting involved with sports. So if the cap is for a baseball team, reference baseball. If hockey, then switch to hockey. If soccer, thank you for staging this in Europe 😊.

			G-d: When I was in Hebrew school I was taught that you never write the full name of G-d. Leonard Cohen uses “G-d,” so I guess it’s kosher. Unless noted it is pronounced as “God.”

			Pronunciations: Hebrew pronunciations shift between communities and regions. Please use the pronunciations most familiar to your region.

			Tefillin: If you’re right-handed, tefillin are always on the left arm, but lefties do their right arm. Michael’s line should be adjusted to suit the actor. Beyond that, different communities have different traditions here. You can consult a local expert or refer to a tefillin video online, such as https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FjYB-ntmx-M&t=85s or https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/tefillin-phylacteries/.

			The shul: Schara Tzedeck is the orthodox synagogue in this world. If you’d like to use the name of your local orthodox synagogue, feel free. If there is a local Schara Tzedeck and you are concerned about using the name, feel free to use another name.

			Prayers: Adon Olam “old version” = Gerovitch. New version = whichever non-Gerovitch version is used locally.

			Other resources: There are multiple sources online offering help with transliteration and pronunciation. Here are a few that directors of Bar Mitzvah Boy have found helpful:

			https://www.myjewishlearning.com

			https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org

			https://torahlessons.org

		
	
		
			Production History

			Bar Mitzvah Boy was first produced by Pacific Theatre in Vancouver, BC, in March 2018 with the following cast and creative team:

			Rabbi Michael: Gina Chiarelli

			Joey: Richard Newman

			Voice of Sheryl: Jalen Saip

			Director: Ian Farthing

			Set Designer: Carolyn Rapanos

			Lighting Designer: Jillian White

			Sound Designer: Matthew MacDonald-Bain

			Costume Designer: Kaitlin Williams

			Props Master: Paige Louter

			Stage Manager: April Starr Land

			Technical Director: Kougar Basi

			Dialogue Coach: Howard Siegel

			The play was first produced in the United States by Chester Theatre Company in Chester, MA, in June 2018 with the following cast and creative team:

			Rabbi Michael: Tara Franklin

			Joey: Will LeBow

			Director: Guy Ben-Aharon

			Scenic Design: David Towlun

			Costume Design: Charles Schoonmaker

			Lighting Design: Lara Dubin

			Sound Design: David Reiffel

			Stage Manager: Laura Kathryne Gomez

			The play won the 2017 Jewish Playwriting Contest from the Jewish Plays Project with a reading that featured Annie Meisels as Michael and Philip Hoffman as Joey, and was directed by David Winitsky, with sound design/composition by Mark Van Hare, lighting design by Joshua Benghiat, assistant direction and stage management by Lauren Shields, casting directed by Judy Bowman and dramaturgy by Jeremy Stoller.

			The play has since gone on to have productions at the Harold Green Jewish Theatre Company in Toronto and at the West Coast Jewish Theatre in Los Angeles, and the Winnipeg Jewish Theatre.
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