
DRAMATURG STATEMENT

“Never Forget” exhorts the Holocaust Archives in New York City. The extermination of over 
6 million people—families wiped out, histories never recorded—massively transformed our 
humanity, and traumatized generations of people. As the famed culture critic Theodor 
Adorno once mourned, “There is no poetry after Auschwitz.”

Bad Jews, a play by Joshua Harmon who is a third generation Holocaust survivor (see the 
3G link below), centers around what it means to be Jewish today. Pitting three cousins and 
their various thoughts on their own Judaism against each other while seeking to honor their 
recently deceased Poppy, the play is a vicious yet darkly comedic mediation on Judaism, 
family, faith, and tradition in the 21st century. 

How do we never forget an event that we never lived through? We have stories, documentary 
evidence, and museums built to preserve this legacy of violence, but most of us did not live 
through this horrific time. All we have are stories passed from generation to generation. 
This past continues to reach backwards in time and lived stories become remembered 
tales. This provocative question of remembrances decimates the center of this work. Can 
we hold the horror of the past today; is the horror we remember the same as that which 
was lived? As Liam, a character in the play, forcefully states, “I can’t get worked up about 
preserving a totally watered down version of something that wasn’t even true to begin 
with, and I’m not going to allow it to dictate how I live my life or who I choose to live my life 
so I can genetically or biologically pass on something I don’t even believe in.” 

Today, many of us are three generations removed from the trauma of this heinous 
genocide. Yet its horror reverberates and echoes today. ‘Patriotic’ Americans fly swastikas 
for freedom—an ironic and sinister symbol of forgetting the past—and families will never 
be whole after this. This is a play about today, about how all of us are handed rich histories 
and family traditions, and about how we carry forward or laydown those histories. We all 
want to honor the past and never forget, but what does it mean to do this? Bad Jews is a 
poignant look into very different and sometimes conflicting stances on tradition. 

- David Carter, Dramaturg
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SUMMARY OF THE PLAY

Bad Jews is a prolonged savage 
argument amongst cousins over 
the remembrance of Poppy, their 
beloved and recently deceased 
grandfather and survivor of the 
Holocaust. Set in a contemporary 
Upper West Side apartment, the 
characters bicker, argue, and 
shame each other while vying for 
possession of Poppy’s heirloom, a 
CHAI, a symbol of life and love to 
their family. 

Pitting a bombastic and sometimes annoying Daphna against her educated and possibly 
self-centered Liam, conversation about Judaism lead to far bigger concerns about tradition, 
honor, and the on-going psychic trauma of the extermination of over 6 million European 
Jews. This play, centered around the oldest of the revealed religions, forces us to reflect, 
laugh, and rage against how we navigate the past towards an equitable future. Forced 
to spend the night together, three Jewish cousins and a non-Jewish girlfriend give us a 
vicious, sprawling comedic battle royal of laughs, frustrations, and ruminations of friends, 
family, and faith. 
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CHARACTERS AND IDEAS

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION:
Daphna Feygenbaum - 22, Liam and Jonah’s first cousin. 
2/3 body, 1/3 hair. Thick, intense, curly, frizzy, long brown 
hair. Hair that clogs a drain after one shower. Hair you 
find on pillows and in corners of the room and in your 
refrigerator six months after the head from which it grew 
last visited. Hair that could not be straightened even if you 
had four hours and three hairdressers double-fisting blow 
driers. Hair that screams: Jew. 

QUESTIONS ABOUT DAPHNA:
Throughout the work, Daphna champions the need to retain culture and the importance 
of leaning into tradition. At one point she states that today is the safest time to be a Jew. Is 
this true? AP News released a study that anti-Semitism is at its strongest now in American 
than ever, in the last four decades. How can one hold onto the past, their identity, and who 
they want to be in the shifting priorities of the 21sy century? Is now the safest time to be a 
Jew? Should we hold on to tradition because generations before us carried that tradition 
forward? Does Daphna believe in all that she is saying in this play?

Jenny Weinbloom

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION:
Liam Haber – 25, Daphna’s cousin: his mother is the sister 
of Daphna’s father. Wire-rim glasses. U of Chicago Asian 
studies Ph.D. student. Former Fulbright scholar in Japan. 
Has as much of a sense of humor as an overdue library 
book. 

QUESTIONS ABOUT LIAM:
Liam occupies a peculiar position: he is both Jewish and 
a Cultural Studies PhD, believing in the power of culture, 
tradition, and faith. However, he seems to eschew his Juda-
ism and the importance of the faith he was raised in. Is this 
true? Do Liam’s arguments that the faith has no bearing in

                                                               the 21st century, or that it continually needs to be adapted, 
matter? Are they true? How does Liam honor his and his family’s past, and how does he 
wish to honor Poppy? 

Hania Stocker



CHARACTER DESCRIPTION:
Jonah Haber - 21, Liam’s younger brother. Sometime-UVM 
sophomore. Less lanky than his brother. Less brainy. More 
brawn. More heart. 

QUESTIONS ABOUT JONAH:
Throughout the piece, Jonah portrays an undecided 
stance on his faith and his family’s past, wanting everyone 
to get along. Does Jonah believe this position? If so, how 
does Jonah’s character arch and his positions reflect his 
noncommittal stance? If not, how does Jonah portray his 
desires to honor his family and to remember his past? How 
does Jonah honor Poppy, and does this means of honor 
betray or strengthen his Jewish faith and heritage? Zacciah Hanson

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION:
Melody - 24, Liam’s girlfriend. Short, stick-straight blonde 
hair. Which she wears with a barrette. To be extra cute. 
Mousy. She looks like someone who would have been 
abducted when she was nine but returned to her parents 
unharmed. Works for a non-profit. 

QUESTIONS ABOUT MELODY:
Who is Melody and what is her importance to this play? In 
the play she is the outsider, the non-family member, non-
Jewish character that believes that “people are people.” 
While she does place significant value on listening to all 
sides of the argument, and wishes for everyone to respect 
everyone else, does she respect the history, family, and faith 
of the other characters? Melody comes off as the innocent 
one in the play, but is this true?  How does Melody see the 
future? 

Nikki White
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QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER THOUGHTS

This play explores and challenges how we carry forward in the 21st 
century while retaining the traditions, faith, and possible historic 
trauma that earlier generations carried. 

How does the past affect us today? 

Does the past create a systematic and cultural cage that we must conform to, or does the 
past create an opening to move forward? 

Must we carry the burden of the past, or can we move forward, and grow from our trauma? 
In the case of our characters, we hear about the horror of the Holocaust, and we know the 
atrocities committed, but we also know that Poppy, a survivor of these horrors, desired to 
move forward, marry an American, and start a new life. How do we balance the horrors 
suffered by our family, but celebrate the resiliency of those that survived? 

Bad Jews asks us these poignant and difficult questions in a familial setting.  Without 
family, these questions, our traditions, and our heritage will always suffer. 

LINKS TO EXPLORE

Check out some of these links to further explore the genesis of this play, its production 
history, and reviews and further thoughts from other past productions by major American 
Theaters.  

Interview with Joshua Harmon in American Theater Magazine. In this interview, Joshua 
Harmon discusses the generation of this work, why he wrote it, and his thoughts on a few 
of the characters.

A review of Bad Jews in The New York Times. This review is of the first full production of 
Bad Jews, at the Laura Pels theater in NYC in October 2013. Charles Isherwod discusses the 
themes and characters of the play. 

An article and discussion with Joshua Harmon on Broadway.com. Joshua Harmon on How 
His Family Helped Him Develop Bad Jews, a “Very Strange Little Jewish Play’”

Connect to 3GNY, Descendants of Holocaust Survivors. This organization addresses the 
needs of third generation Jewish Holocaust survivors. 

Virtually visit the United State Holocaust Memorial Museum. This exhaustive resource, and 
powerful monument to the horror and resiliency of the Jewish People stands a reminder 
of the violence that occur in our society.  Education of the Holocaust never stops, and your 
support of this mission is always needed. 

https://www.americantheatre.org/2014/04/13/an-interview-with-bad-jews-playwright-joshua-harmon-2/
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/04/theater/reviews/the-savage-humor-of-joshua-harmons-bad-jews.html
https://www.broadway.com/buzz/172064/joshua-harmon-on-how-his-family-helped-him-develop-bad-jews-a-very-strange-little-jewish-play/
https://www.3gny.org/ 
https://www.ushmm.org/

