
such a dra m at ic  outpou r i ng we re c er ta i n ly m a n y  for  g e n e ra t i o n s  o f  
i m m ig ra nts .  Per haps  m ost p rec i o u s  o f  a l l  was a tempora ry f reedo m 
from the conf l icts a nd p ress u res of i nt ense ro le -p l a y i n g  i n  t h e  w o r l d  
beyond the stage. 
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Crit ique 

Sel ler 's b road overv iew of t h e  f u n ct i o n s  of et h n ic  t heater  i n  t h e  l a t e  
ni neteenth a nd ear l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e nt u ry p rov ides  a usef u l  c o m p i l a t i o n  
of i nfor mat ion h i t h e rto  scatt e red t h ro u g h o u t  a v a r i ety o f  ofte n 
obsc u re pub l i cat i o n s .  C o m m e nt i n g  c h ie f l y  o n  S c a ndanav i a n ,  
German,  a nd Y idd i sh  th eater ,  she p resents  a g l i mpse  i nto a 
comp l icated and  r i c h  soc i a l  a nd c u l t u r a l  l i fe t h r o u g h  w h i c h  A me r i ca n 
com m u ni t ies of i m m ig r a nt s  esta b l i s h ed a n d  m a i n t a i ned a sense of 
ident ity with the i r  p l ace a n d  c u l t u re of o r i g i n  a n d  t h ro u g h  wh i c h  l i fe i n  
Eu rope was sea -cha nged i nto a d i ffe ren t  b ut st i l l  d i s t i nct l i fe i n  
America. S e l l e r  sees t h ree v i t a l ro l es  for  t h e  t h e ater  of t h ese 
im migra nt peop les :  a t a n g i b l e  foc u s  fo r  com m u n i ty l i fe,  a n  
enterta in ment a n d  r e l e a se fro m t h e  r i g o r s  of l ife i n  c i ty  tene ments  
and pra i r ie  towns,  and  a veh ic le  for  educa t i o n  bot h o f  t h e  i m m i g r a n t  
generation and  of i ts c h i ld r e n .  T h e  e nter ta i n m e n t  fu n ct i o n  i s  h a rd l y  
un ique to eth n ic t heater ,  of cou rse;  c i r c u ses ,  w h et h e r  p rov ided b y  t h e  
govern ment o r  t h e  c o m m u n ity i t se l f , h a ve a lways s u bst i t uted for a n  
insuff ic iency of b read .  T h e  ot he r  two f u nct io ns ,  howeve r ,  a r e  more  
spec i a l  to co m m u n i ty theate r  ( w h et h e r  def i n ed et h n ic a l l y  o r  not ) ,  a nd 
it i s  they tha t  p rovoke t h e  m ost spec u a l a t i o n  for  f u t u re work  i n  t h i s  
area. 

Th e more co m p l ex of these  ot h e r  v i t a l  ro l es  is t h e  o n e  S e l l e r  
d isc usses i n  t e r m s  o f  " theater  a s  ed u c at i o n , "  w h i c h  s h e  c l a i m s 
compensated i n  p a rt for the  i m m ig ra nt s '  h av i n g  been "depr i ved of 
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opport u n i t ies to  l e a r n  about their own cu l tu re t h ro u g h  poverty, 
i so la t ion ,  or pol i t i ca l  oppression ."  I t wou ld see m t ha t  t h e r u br ic 
" ed u cat i o n , "  as  S e l le r  u ses it ,  i s  pe rhaps too e n c om p a ss i n g  for a l l  
et h n i c  t h eater ,  for ,  w h i le second a nd t h i rd  ge nerat i o n s  may req u i re 
t h e  somewhat  a rt i f i c i a l  t ute lage of drama to l e ar n  f ac ts of their  
a n cestors '  c u lt u re ,  t h e  i m mi gra nts t h emselves  c le a r ly need no such 
i n st r uct i o n .  C u l t u re i s  not a col lect ion of p h y s ic a l  a n d  menta l  
a rt i facts ,  but rather a set of percept ions ,  j udg m e nts ,  a nd modes of 
behav ior  w h i c h  c h a racter ize a g roup  of people .  C u lt u re,  l i ke ecol ogy, 

si m p ly is ,  a n d  by d ef i n i t i o n  o n e  h o l ds s h a res,  w i l l y - n i l l y ,  i n  t h e  cu l tu re of 
o n e s c o m m u n i t y .  We s ho u l d  t h us e x p e c t  to f i n d  d i f f e r e nces,  pe rh aps q u ite 

rad i ca l .  b e t w e en t h e  t h e a t e rs of i m m i g ra n t  c o m m u n i t i es made u p  of peo ple 

w i t h  p r e - i m m i g r a t i n g c o n n e c t i o n s a n d  t h o s e  o f  p e o p l e  w h o s e  
inte rc onn 8 c t i o ns w e r e  m o re t e n u o us .  O n e  end o f  t h is cont inu um m i g h t  be 
r e prese n t ed b y  g ro u ps s u c h  as S c a n d a n avians ( wh o  often t ransp l a n ted 

vi r t u a l l y  e n t i re v i l l a g es f r o m  t h e  O l d  W o r l d  to t h e  N ew )  or o t h e rs suc h as 
J ews. w i t h  p o w e r f u l  n o n  l o c a l  c u l t u ra l  t i es (a c o m m on l ang u a g e .  Yidd ish .  

and a c o m p l e x  r e l i g i o us t ra d i t i o n .  w h i c h  p rovi d e d  i m m e d i at e  fe l lowsh i p ) .  

T h e  o t h e r  e n d  of  t h e  c ont inu u m  m i g h t  b e  r e p rese n t ed by p e o p l e  suc h  as  
I t a l i ans o r  so u t h e r n  S l avs ( w h ose l ing u ist i c  syste ms were sometimes not 
m u t u a l l y  int e l l i g i b l e  and w h ose r e g i ona l c u l t u res were often very d ist in ct ) .  

For t h e  l a t t e r  t y p e  o f  c o m m u n i t y  ( a n d  h e re we p e r h a ps sh ou ld  i n c l ude 
p e o p l es who a l r e a d y  s p o k e  so m e  d i a l ec t  o f  E n g l ish. l i ke the maj o rity of  the 
I r ish and t h e  E ng l ish , w h os e  t h e a t e rs w e re e q u a l l y 'e t h n i c "  and sim i l a r in 
f unct i on to t h ose of  no n - E n g l is h  s p e a k e rs) .  we may e x pect to f ind n ew 
def in i t ions of w h a t  i t  m e a n t  t o  b e  an I t a l i a n .  a n  I r ishm an. o r  a Serbia n  in 
A m e r i c a .  ( Fo r  e x a m p l e ,  we mig h t  c o ns i d e r h e re the uni q u e l y  Amer i can 
i m a g e  of t h e  "e x i l e d  I r i s h m an . " u na b l e t o  re t u rn h o m e  to h is na t ive 
l and-an o bvi o u s  fa lse h ood.  w hi c h  none t h e l ess was n u rt u red in song . 
f i c t i on .  and d r a m a  by i m m i g r ant I r i s h  w h o  W i s h e d to a d d u c e  a reason nOl IU  
g i ve up t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  r i c h e r  l i f e  in A m e r i c a . ) F o r  the f o rmer type of 
comm unity .  we m a y  e x pe c t  t h a t  t h e  t h e a t e r  w o u l d  be m o re ce lebratory th an 
const i t u t ive or " e d u c a t i ona l , "  f o r  i t  w o u ld s e rve t o  r e m i n d  t h e  i m m ig rants 01 
what  t h e y  h a d  in c o m m on w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r .  as w e l l  as w h a t  t h e y  s h a red W i t h  
the i r  O l d  Wor ld  c o u n t e rp a rts.  

On t h i s  aspect of the ce l ebrat or y  n at u re of t h e a t e r- t h e  publ i c 
ack nowl edg ement  a nd s h a r i n g  of c u l t u r a l  com m ona l i t i es-t he 
theater  of a c lose ly- k n i t  i m m ig r a nt co m m u n i ty  m a y  be comparable to 
that of t rad it iona l  peop les who h a ve not been s p l i t  by emigrat i o n  
N at ive A mer i ca n  t h eate r is  a ca se i n  po i n t .  N a t i ve A m er i c a n dra ma tic  
art ( l i ke  th at of m a ny  ot her  tra d i t i o n a l  peop l es )  m u st be defin ec 
broad ly, to i nc l ude the dra mat ic  e l e m e nts o f m a n y  re l i g i o u s act iv iti es. 
da nces,  pot latch p lays ,  as we l l  a s  more  recent  d r a m a  s u perficia "� 
mode led on E u ro-A merican t heate r, s u c h  as H a na y  G e iogama h'�  



plays. S uch dra ma,  in a f u n d a m e n t a l  sense, i s  n ot t h e  creat ion of a n  

i ndividu a l  a l o ne; the a rt i st is  fu l ly e m bedded i n  t h e  co m m u n i ty a n d  by 

that embedd i ng a cq u i res ( ofte n u nco n c i o u s ly)  a n  u n d erst a n d i n g  of 

the pr incip les of t heater w h i c h  ho ld  for t h e  soc iety.  T h u s  t h e  

com m u n ity, the  a ud ie nce, i s  a n  i nteg ra l p a rt o f  t h e  creat ive process 

before and after the fact of perfo r ma nce,  beca u se the perfor m a nce 

rea l izes a n  aest hetic i m m a n e n ce of t h a t  soci ety.  T h e re a re seve r a l  

i nterest i ng res u lts o f  t h i s  c i rc u m st a nce .  S i nce N a t i ve A m er ica n 

dramatic eve nts ( i nc l u d i n g  t h ose of a r e l i g i o us n a t u re) do n ot 

recog n ize the i nv io lab le  bou nda ry betwe e n  t h e  perfo r m e r  a n d  t h e  

aud ience which i s  a chara cter ist i c  o f  E u ro -A mer i c a n  d r a m a ,  w e  m a y  

see l itt le of t h e  respect border i  ng o n  awe t h a t  West e r n  a u d i e nces 

usua l ly bestow upon dra m a  ( a nd a l ways u p o n  r e l i g i on ) .  B ut i f  I nd i a n s  
fa i l  to app l a u d  when t h e i r  f r i ends  a nd re l a t ives da nce  or  o the rw ise  
demonstrate t h e i r  i m p u lse  for  d ra m at i c  express i o n ,  i t  i s  not  fro m 
d ista in  or dis i nterest; i n stead  t h e i r  q u i et accept a nce  a c k n ow l edges 
a n  unprepossess i ng par t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  e nt i re event ,  w hose 
boundar ies do n ot e nd a t  t h e  edge of t h e  m o v i n g  c i r c l e .  F u rt h e r  
i nvest igat io n of t h i s  ce lebra tory a spect  o f  et h n ic d r a m a  m a y  r eve a l  
socio-cu l t u ra l  p r i nc ip les  b y  w h i c h  peo p l e  d r a w  t h e m se lves tog ether ,  
pr i nc ip les t hat u n i te a l l  s m a l l  c o m m u n it i es ,  w hether  of  l o ng t r ad i t i o n  
or not .  

Eth nic theater i s  an  exc i t i n g  f ie ld  for  i n vest i ga t i o n .  I t  i s  r i c h  i n  
poss ib i l i t ies for t r u ly i nte rd isc i p l i n a ry work, i nvol v i n g  t h e  t a l ents  of  
h istor ia ns, soc io log ists ,  psyc ho log is ts ,  p h i l osophers ,  l i ng u i sts ,  a n d  
l iterary cr i t ics .  S e l l er 's br ief  a rt i c l e  h a s  prov ided a gene rous  sketc h of 
a co mplex but i nt r i g u i ng d i m e n s i o n  of h u ma n  expe r i ence t h at awa i ts ,  
and  w i l l  rew a rd,  a na lys is  i n  dept h .  

J effrey F .  H u nt s m a n  
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