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PLOT
(Spoiler alert! This summary reveals a key plot point that may affect your 
response to the play in performance.)

The stage is bare except for a chair, a large chalkboard and a screen for showing 
slides. The Librarian shuffles onto the stage with a battered suitcase. He has lived 
a mundane life in a Hoofdorp, Holland. He takes his job quite seriously and pays 
close attention to every minute detail. With no family and no friends, the library 
is the Librarian’s life, and his date stamper, his only friend. Because he knows no 
different, the Librarian is fairly content with his dull life. But, one day at work, 
something happens that changes him forever. 

The Librarian starts off by beginning to tell the audience a story, which unfolds into 
the play. He first gives the audience some background regarding his job and duties 
at the library. His main duty is checking in books that come through the overnight 
slot, which is simply for returning books on time, not for returning overdue 
books. One day, while going through the books that came in the previous night, 
the Librarian comes across a book that was checked out in 1873. He is shocked at 
discovering a book that is 113 years overdue. Immediately, the Librarian becomes 
fascinated and obsessed with the book and its absurd lateness. The only record 
of the library patron is the initial A. in place of his name and a post office box in 
China. The Librarian finds it necessary to learn more about this library patron but 
discovers that he cannot do this from his current location. He, therefore, is left to 
follow his one clue – a dry cleaning receipt. 

Before he quite realizes what he is doing, the Librarian is at the dry cleaners in 
London. This is just the beginning of his travels. The quest that the Librarian 
surprisingly finds himself on carries him all over the world. At first, the Librarian 
finds himself out of his element. Prior to this search, he had never left Holland, 
his country of origin. Each place that he stops, he gathers more and more evidence 
about the mysterious library patron. He travels from London, to Germany where 
he begins to connect the library patron to the myth of the Wandering Jew. The 
myth describes a man who angered Jesus and is thus forced to wander the earth 
by himself until Judgment Day. The more the Librarian discovers about the library 
patron, the more similarities he finds between the patron and the Wandering Jew. 
The Librarian starts to think that they are the same man. 

Although no one believes the Librarian’s theory, he continues to search for the 
mysterious library patron for he is certain that he does still exist. His search takes 
him all over the worlds and spans many years, gradually opening him to a new 
vision of life’s meaning and purpose.
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“that would be the first 
of many puzzlers in this 

twisty mystery of a tale”



ABOUT THE PLAYWRIGHT
GLEN BERGER

Glen Berger launched his playwriting career in earnest as a member of Annex 
Theatre in Seattle.  He has spent the last eight years in New York with his wife.  
His plays include: 
 
• Underneath the Lintel - Over 450 performances Off-Broadway, 2001 L.A. 

Ovation Award for Best Play, Garland Award for Best Playwriting, and one of 
Time Out New York’s Ten Best Plays of 2001, published by both Broadway Play 
Publishing and Bookspan, productions mounted or scheduled in 25 cities on 3 
continents

• The Wooden Breeks - nominated for Best Writing by the L.A. Weekly, 2001; 
NEA/TCG Fellowship

• O Lovely Glowworm - 2002 “BugNBub” Playwright Scholarship Award, 
selected for Portland Stage’s JAW/West Festival and Madison Rep’s “Festival of 
Firsts”, premiered at PCS in 2005

• The musical A Night in the Old Marketplace - National Foundation for Jewish 
Culture grant

• Great Men of Science, Nos. 21 & 22 - 1998 Ovation Award and 1998 L.A. 
Weekly Award for Best Play, published by Bookspan

• I Will Go…I Will Go - published in Applause Book’s 2001 Best Short Plays 
Anthology

• Bessemer’s Spectacles - 1993 King County Emerging Artist’s Grant

• The Birdwatcher - 1990 New City Playwrights Festival Winner

Glen was a recipient of a Manhattan Theatre Club Sloan Foundation Fellowship, a 
Children’s Theatre of Minneapolis “Playground” Commission, and has participated 
in the A.S.K. Playwrights Retreat.  He has also written several episodes for both 
the PBS children’s series Arthur, for which he was nominated for an Emmy and 
a Humanitas Prize, and its spin-off Postcards from Buster. Glen is a fourth-year 
member of New Dramatists.
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For Underneath the Lintel 
director, Nancy Keystone, the 
work of American assemblage 

artist Joseph Cornell (1903-1972) 
perfectly evokes Glen Berger’s 

quirky antiquarian style of 
playwriting.



ABOUT THE DIRECTOR
NANCY KEYSTONE

Nancy Keystone is a theater director/writer/designer and visual artist. She is the 
founder and Artistic Director of Critical Mass Performance Group in Los Angeles, 
whose latest multi-disciplinary piece Apollo [Part I]: Lebensraum just premiered 
at Center Theatre Group’s Kirk Douglas Theatre. In collaboration with PCS, she 
was awarded the TCG/Pew Charitable Trust’s National Theatre Artist Residency 
Grant to support the development of Apollo [Part II] which will premiere in 2007 
at Portland Center Stage. Also at PCS she has directed her own adaptation of 
Antigone, Dirty Blonde, and Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? 

In Atlanta, she was Artistic Associate at Actor’s Express from 1995 – 2000, where 
she was named “Best Director” by Atlanta Press for her production of A Doll’s 
House. Her production of Three Sisters won “Best Director” and “Best Production” 
1996 from the Atlanta Journal/Constitution. She has also directed at Georgia 
Shakespeare Festival, San Francisco Shakespeare Festival, Mark Taper Forum, 
and was Resident Director for The Continuum in Los Angeles. Other directing 
forays include operas, festival performance events, and film. She is the recipient of 
TCG’s 2003 Alan Schneider Director Award, as well as fellowships from the Drama 
League of New York, and the California Community Foundation. A frequent visiting 
professor at UCLA and Cal State LA, she is also an instructor in arts-in-education 
programs nationwide.

Nancy also designed the set for this production.
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Joseph Cornell



ABOUT THE ARTISTS

TIME WINTERS*
The Librarian
Time Winters, a native Oregonian, happily makes his debut at Portland Center 
Stage.  Mr. Winters appeared in Amadeus on Broadway and is a member of 
Los Angeles’ Matrix Company: The Water Children, Mad Forest (LA Critics 
Circle Ensemble Award) and received Drama-Logue Awards for his work with 
Shakespeare Festival, L.A. Stage: Sherlock Holmes in Sherlock’s Last Case (Colony 
Theatre); Driving Miss Daisy (Hermosa Beach); The Cherry Orchard (Santa Fe 
Stages); The Good Doctor, Equus, (Pasadena Playhouse); Round And Round The 
Garden, A Christmas Carol (South Coast Repertory); and the Oregon Shakespeare 
Festival. Television: “Wilfred Talbot-Smith” on HBO’s Carnivale, Hidden Places 
(2006) on Hallmark, ER, Strong Medicine, The District, Scrubs, Buffy The 
Vampire Slayer, Judging Amy, Star Trek: Next Generation. Film: The Cabinet of 
Dr. Caligari, The Life And Death Of Peter Sellers, Nosferatu L.A. ’02, The Little 
Princess, Doc Hollywood, Defending Your Life, Thinner, Sneakers, Gremlins II, 
and the upcoming For Heaven’s Sake.

MARCELLA Y. CROWSON*
Stage Manager
Ten years, fifty-some productions, hundreds of actors, thousands of rehearsals, 
tens of thousands of light, sound, and scenery cues, hundreds of thousands of 
audience members, millions of words.  Some darn good stories.  Her colleagues: 
Gods and ghosts, cows and goats, a crippled boy in the Aran Islands, a mermaid 
on a rock, Mae West, Truman Capote, a singing frog, a talking dog, a Macy’s elf, a 
boy named Bucket, a man named Scrooge, a hag named Mrs. Seabag; Didi, Pearl, 
Petey, and a whole town full of folks in Tuna, Texas trying desperately to have a 
nice Christmas.  Let’s not forget the Pirates.  And all of that is just the last decade 
at PCS.  Marcella is proud to have made such glamorous and varied acquaintances 
over the years, and prouder still to’ve collaborated with the very best technicians 
and artists in an effort to help these people tell their tales.

EFREN DELGADILLO JR.
Associate Set Designer
Efren is currently designing The Three Musketeers for The Acting Company in 
New York directed by Casey Biggs. Most recent designs include Othello at Hartford 
Stage Company directed by Karin Coonrod. Theater in Los Angeles includes 
Always Running (Cornerstone Theater); Machnial (a Blank The Dog production 
directed by Nataki Garrett); Bazaar (directed by Mesha Kushman at the Electric 
Lodge); Pharmecopiea (directed by Matt Wilder at the Evidence Room); Sandman 
(directed by Joshua Moyse at the Russell Street Performance Space); and Puppies 
With a Dark Haze (Bitter Truth Playhouse). Performer/Collaborator: J.P. Morgan 
Skips the Light Fantastic, Oh Sweet Captain or the Ahab Stomp, and KG: Life in a 
Tin Can by TENT. Efren is a graduate from the California Institute of the Arts with 
a MFA in scenic design. He is a member of TENT and Blank The Dog. 

JEFF CONE
Costume Designer
Jeff Cone, costume shop manager for Portland Center Stage, most recently 
designed Things of Dry Hours. Other PCS credits include Anna in the Tropics, 
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King Lear, the world premiere of Another Fine Mess, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, Who’s 
Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, True West, Flesh and Blood, A New Brain, Closer, 
Blues for an Alabama Sky, Bus Stop and Dirty Blonde for which he received a 
Drammy for Best Costume Design. Highlights of his sixteen year career include 
the world premiere of Pearl Cleage’s Flyin’ West at the Alliance Theatre in Atlanta, 
with subsequent productions at Indiana Repertory Theatre, Brooklyn Academy of 
Music and The Long Wharf Theatre; an expressionistic Charlotte’s Web and ten 
annual productions of A Christmas Carol at The Alliance; and the coordination of 
costumes for the Seattle Opera’s productions of Andrea Chenier and La Traviata. 

JUSTIN TOWNSEND
Lighting Designer
Recent work with Nancy Keystone includes: Apollo [Part I]: Lebensraum, Kirk 
Douglas Theater, LA, and Cymbeline, Georgia Shakespeare, GA; REGIONAL: 
Othello (Hartford Stage, director Karin Coonrod); Homebody/Kabul (Intiman 
Theater, director Bartlett Sher); Learning Curve (director Michael Sexton); Not 
About Heroes, (Playmakers Rep, NC, director Joe Haj); House/Boy (by Nicky 
Paraiso, LaMamaETC, director Raph Pena), The Glass Menagerie (Hangar 
Theater, NY, director Aimee Michelle); Coriolanus (Georgia Shakespeare, director 
John Dillon); Tom Thumb (LaMamaETC, director Brooke O’Harra). Upcoming: 
Major Barbara (La Mama, director Brooke O’Harra). Currently in Residence at 
Northeastern University, Justin is a graduate of California Institute of the Arts. He 
is a founding member of TENT, which most recently created KG: Life in a Tin Can 
in Portland, ME, a new work made from John Cage and Russian Submarines.

JEN RAYNAK
Sound Designer 
This is Jen’s eleventh season at Portland Center Stage. She has designed sound 
for the past several seasons including O Lovely Glowworm, Things of Dry 
Hours, Anna in the Tropics, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, The Merchant of Venice, The 
SantaLand Diaries and A Christmas Memory, Another Fine Mess, Outrage, True 
West, Flesh and Blood and for colored girls…. Jen is a member of the Drammy 
Committee, and serves on the Board of Directors of the Portland Area Theatre 
Alliance.

JACOB FENSTON
Production Assistant
 
Casting by Julia Flores Casting

The sets, props, and costumes used were created by the Portland Center Stage.

Underneath the Lintel is supported in part by grants from the Regional 
Arts & Culture Council, the Oregon Arts Commission and the National 
Endowment for the Arts, a federal agency.

Underneath the Lintel is produced through special arrangement with Broadway 
Play Publishing Inc. The script to this play may be purchased from BPPI at  
www.BroadwayPlayPubl.com.

* member of Actors’ Equity Association, the national union for professional 
actors and stage managers 

Sponsored by: AMEC, Bank of America
Media Sponsors: KINK, KATU, Portland Monthly 
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UNDERNEATH THE LINTEL AT PCS:  
SOLVING THE  
METAPHYSICAL DETECTIVE STORY
MEAD HUNTER

For the close of Portland Center Stage’s 2004/05 season, patrons were treated to 
a play unlike anything that had ever before graced the boards of the Winningstad 
Theatre. As the play began, with the audience still sitting expectantly in the dark, 
they heard a reedy, plaintive voice lamenting its lot:  where am I? why am I here? 
why do I feel? what am I supposed to be doing? 

Imagine their surprise as the lights slowly rose to reveal the narrator of Glen 
Berger’s daffy, beguiling and touching play O Lovely Glowworm:  a blind, mangy, 
worse-for-wear stuffed goat. 

Few plays in PCS’s history have inspired a more outspoken mixture of 
consternation and delight. Chris Coleman, as PCS’s artistic director, was deluged 
with letters and emails about the production. Some expressed outrage at the play’s 
loopy, meandering style (three separate plot lines are introduced in the play’s first 
ten minutes), while other patrons loved Glen Berger’s hilarious deconstruction of 
linear narrative. Fortunately, the grateful patrons far outnumbered the naysayers. 
The play was an artistic as well as critical success, earning Glen Berger a 2005 
Drammy Award for Best New Play of the year.

And now, following a brief intermission from production during which PCS 
produced its seventh Just Add Water/West Festival, you’ll notice we have 
bookended summer with Glen Berger plays. Launching the 2005/05 season is 
another of Berger’s effervescent, strikingly original plays:  Underneath the Lintel.

In terms of birth order, Lintel precedes Glowworm by several years, having seen its 
first audiences through a modest presentation in the basement of the Yale Cabaret. 
At that time, the hero of the one-man show, designated in the script only as “The 
Librarian,” was played by the author himself. “Knowing I was going to play the 
part,” says Glen, “the character needed to be as much like me as possible. Hence all 
his false starts of speech, his confusion, his tangents, his mucking about during his 
own lecture. It’s comic, yes, but it’s also the way a clerk might behave who has never 
before faced an audience.”

Despite Glen’s modest assessment of his own acting talent, a healthy buzz about 
the play—as a dramatic singularity that was hilarious yet also sweetly touching—got 
around the theater community quickly. In 2001, two highly visible productions 
appeared:  one at the famed Actors Gang in Los Angeles, the other at New York’s 
Soho Playhouse. The latter production, as directed by Randy White (who also 
directed the premiere of Glowworm for PCS), ran for 15 months at the popular off-
Broadway venue.

When it came time for Portland Center Stage to mount its own production, Chris 
Coleman did not hesitate to tap veteran director Nancy Keystone for the job. No 
stranger to challenging projects, Nancy is well known at PCS for her meticulous, 
razor-sharp approach to directing. She debuted here several years ago with her 
powerfully imagistic version of Antigone. The production struck a popular nerve 
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with audiences, who were overwhelmed by the play’s visceral impact. However, if 
theatergoers assumed the style was Nancy’s normal modus operandi, they must 
have been surprised to see her work in subsequent seasons. The bawdy humor 
of Dirty Blonde, not to mention the harrowing banter of George and  Martha in 
Albee’s naturalistic masterpiece Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, showed Portland 
that  Nancy’s directorial scope defied easy categorization.

Indeed, Nancy has been a frequent visitor to Portland in recent years, returning her 
frequently to work on a multi-year, interdisciplinary project known informally as 
The Apollo Project. Supported by a generous grant from Theatre Communications 
Group, Nancy has used her PCS residency to develop this large-scale piece in 
collaboration with PCS and the local theater community. Part One of the project, 
subtitled Lebenstraum, premiered this year at the Mark Taper Forum in Los 
Angeles. Nancy is currently honing and refining Part Two, which she calls Dark 
Side of the Moon, in preparation for its premiere in PCS’s first season in its new 
home in the Armory. 

Meanwhile, rehearsing Underneath the Lintel could hardly be more different from 
Apollo in terms of creative process.  For Apollo, Nancy writes the script as she 
rehearses, constantly evolving it through her own research and through the input, 
the improvisations and the group work of her Los Angeles company, Critical Mass, 
and a team of actors she has assembled here in Portland. Contrariwise, with Glen 
Berger’s intimate, one-person play, Nancy must build the play together with her 
one lone actor, Time Winters.

What are the challenges of this work? “One huge hurdle,” says Nancy, “is the 
theater itself. The Winningstad is a beautiful space, and the Librarian’s first look 
at his ‘auditorium’ conveys that it’s less than he hoped for.” In addition to serving 
as the play’s director, Nancy is also its set designer (in collaboration with Efren 
Delgadillo, Jr.), so the problem is no mere abstraction for her. “We thought of 
building a fake lecture hall on the stage of the Winny, but that seemed ridiculous—a 
step further away from the play’s earnest tone. So instead we’re going to rough the 
place up a bit—find ways to give you the sense of a drafty, dusty, underused hall 
that’s charging the Librarian too much for its rental.”

Much of the stage will be bare, therefore, apart from the Librarian’s 
paraphernalia—his chalkboard, his slide projector, a makeshift screen. But as the 
play continues, this space will gradually be transformed by the accumulation of 
what the Librarian calls “eveydence”—clues he has found for his metaphysical 
detective story.

Envisioning the resultant clutter, Nancy recalled the intriguing artworks 
of American collage and assemblage artist Joseph Cornell. “He was always 
constructing these intriguing boxes that he filled with bric-a-brac and all sort of 
interesting objects,” she notes. “It struck me that these miscellaneous-looking 
objects were exactly the sorts of things the Librarian might have salvaged, and now 
he’s showing them to the audience as evidence of his story.”

Time Winters concurs with Nancy that Lintel has its special challenges. “Getting 
the tone just right is important,” he says. “My character is, well, really a character, 
but he believes his story with such an intensity that you believe him, too. The play’s 
subtitle is ‘An Impressive Display of Lovely Evidences,’ which is exactly how the 
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Librarian sees the time he spends with his listeners. He’s offering them a gift.”

Rich though the script is, Time acknowledges that preparing to play the febrile 
Librarian is a lonely business. “Originally I went into the theater because I like 
working with people, he says, smiling wryly. “It’s been different, working on a play 
as the only actor. The dressing room is….very quiet.” 

Yet there are pleasures in undertaking a tour de force performance. “It’s just you 
and the audience, for eighty minutes,” says Time. “No fourth wall. No sleight of 
hand. The Librarian looks at the audience, checks to see that they’re still with them, 
and he asks them questions. He looks and he expects to see answers in their faces.”

“I expect to see that.”

--------------------------------------

Underneath the Lintel runs from September 27 through October 30. For more 
information about Nancy Keystone’s Apollo 2:  Dark Side of the Moon, you are 
invited to look at Nancy’s ongoing blog on the PCS web site www.pcs.org/apollo).

Underneath the Lintel set model photo
Designed by Nancy Keystone and Efren Delgadillo (Associate Designer)



PARTIAL PRODUCTION HISTORY  
AND AWARDS FOR  
UNDERNEATH THE LINTEL

AWARDS
Ovation Award for “Best Play” (2001):  Los Angeles
Time Out New York’s “Ten Best Plays 2001

PRODUCTIONS
2001
Soho Playhouse, New York City, NY (Debut September, 2001)
The Actors Gang, Los Angeles, CA

2002
Ensemble Theatre, Cincinnati, OH

2003
Lantern Theater Company, Philadelphia, PA
Empty Space Theatre, Seattle, WA
Round House Theatre, Silver Spring, MD
Flying Machine Theater, Durham, NC

2004
Exit Theatre, San Francisco, CA
Vermont Stage Company, Burlington, VT
Shadow Theater, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada
Orlando Theatre Project, Orlando, FL
Aurora Fox Theater, Aurora, CO
Kennedy Down Under, Cleveland OH

2005
PORTLAND CENTER STAGE, PORTLAND, OR
Actors Theatre, Louisville, KY
Stageworks Hudson, Hudson, NY
Contuit Center for the Arts, Cape Cod, MA
Delaware Theatre Company, Wilmington, DE
Black Box Theatre, Las Cruces, NM

Scheduled for 2006
Indiana Repertory Theater, Indianapolis, IN
George Street Playhouse, New Brunswick, NJ
Long Wharf Theatre, New Haven, CT
Theatre Works, Sun City, AZ
First Presbyterian Theater, Fort Wayne, IN
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Storekeeper locked out of his store 
dueto a boycott. Mukachevo, 1938

This photograph, and the other 
black and white images that 

follow, are by Roman Vishniac, 
from his book A Vanishing World 

(New York: Farrar, Strans, and 
Giroux), 1947. 



SUGGESTED DISCUSSION TOPICS 
AND CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

Did any of your students see O Lovely Glowworm by Glen Berger, which had its 
premiere at Portland Center Stage in the spring of this year? If so, that may provide 
an interesting predicate for examining the world of Underneath the Lintel.

How much and what kind of theater (Shakespeare, modern, tragedy, farce, etc.) 
have your students already seen? The answers to these questions will provide a 
baseline set of expectations among the students as they prepare to see this one-
person show rife with issues.

The following questions are geared toward a post-performance discussion of the 
Portland Center Stage production of Underneath the Lintel.

1. What most impressed you about the design of the show:  set, costumes, light, 
music, sound, images?  What was particularly imaginative about these elements 
that caught your attention?

2. What were your expectations for the play before seeing it?  How was your 
experience of the production different from what you thought you were going 
to see? Can you think of things that it might have been helpful to know before 
seeing the pay?

3. What would you say is the style of the production?  Is it realistic or fantastic?  
Or both?  Where does it fall on that spectrum—more like real life, or more like 
fantasy?  How do the design elements influence the tone of the piece?

4. What does the play say about the size of the universe?  About the history of 
the earth?  About mortality, human and otherwise?  Are culture and historical 
events “mortal” in the same way that people are?

5. Did you relate the Librarian and/or his quest?  What about his personality or 
search did you find most appealing? How clear were his motives and subtext 
underlying his actions?

6. How did the actor’s performance shape your understanding of the play?  
Discuss how you might have played the role differently if you were cast in the 
play.

7. Why does the play take place over so much of the world and make use of 
different persons and events from history?

8. What questions does play bring up for you regarding leaving your own mark on 
the world?

9. How would you describe the design concept behind the work?  Choose a couple 
of adjectives that express the style and mood of the set, the actor’s costume, 
lighting and sound design?  How do these elements achieve this same effect?  
What do they add to (or detract from) the performance?  Imagine the same 
play with the Librarian interacting with other characters rather than with the 
audience. How would this change your impression of the piece?
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Trying on caps at the market. 
Mukachevo, 1938.



CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

SOUND
Underneath the Lintel incorporates music, particularly klezmer music, into the 
play.  Break the class into small groups, assigning each group a different part of 
the play.  Ask each group to think or one or more current songs that have words or 
moods that remind them of their section.

Provide the class with some klezmer music and ask for their impression of it. Can 
they see how the music inspired the playwright to think of Underneath the Lintel? 
Next listen to music from different eras and cultures.  Talk about how these reflect 
the sensibilities of their time and place.  Ask the class to arrange several songs to 
tell a story.

COSTUMES
A good costumer designs his or her characters’ clothing so they convey information 
about the world of the play and the characters’ personalities.  Ask your students to 
explain how different parts of the librarian’s costume say something about what he 
is like. Are there costume pieces that would like to add or subtract?

THE SET AND PLAYWRITING
In Portland Center Stage’s production, the director created the world the play (as 
set up by the Librarian) within the space (the Winningstad Theatre).

Ask your students to think how they would set up the Librarian’s presentation 
space to allow him to produce all his evidence (physical items, photos, music, etc).

Ask them to invent a setting and tell a story inspired by the play.  For example, ask 
them to pick for themselves an historical figure or a character from fiction (e.g. a 
Greek god, Dracula, Simba) and how they would search for and present “lovely 
evidences” of that character’s existence.
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THE MYTH OF  
THE WANDERING JEW AND ITS ORIGINS
STEFAN KAY

There are many variations of this ancient myth, all of which tell the same basic 
story. This is how the story goes:  Jesus was on his way to the cross to be crucified 
when a man mocked him. The man told Jesus to walk faster. Jesus told the stranger 
to wait until he returned (referring to the Second Coming). Thus, the man was 
condemned to walk the earth until Judgment Day. The other common version 
describes the individual as a shoemaker. Jesus stopped in the shoemaker’s doorway 
to rest for a moment while he was on his way to be crucified. The shoemaker 
mocked Jesus for loitering and told him to go quicker. Jesus gave the above-
mentioned punishment (to wander the earth for all eternity) to the shoemaker. 

While the origination of the myth of the Wandering Jew is unknown, punishment 
for violating the will of the god(s) in the form of eternal wandering has been 
a theory at least since the Classic Period in Greece. Empedocles, who lived 
approximately from 493 to 433 BCE, wrote of the fate waiting those who violate the 
dictates of Ananke, Goddess of Necessity:

There is a law of stern Necessity, 
The immemorial ordinance of the gods 

Made fast for ever, bravely sworn and sealed: 
Should any Spirit, born to enduring life, 

Be fouled with sin of slaughter, or transgress 
By disputation, perjured and forsworn, 

Three times ten thousand years that soul shall wander 
An outcast from Felicity, condemned 

To mortal being, and in diverse shapes 
With interchange of hardship go his ways. 

The Heavens force him headlong to the Sea; 
And vomited from the Sea, dry land receives him, 

But flings unwanted to the burning Sun; 
From there, to the heavenly vortex backward thrown, 

He makes from host to host, by all abhorred.

The legend of the Wandering Jew first appeared in the Common Era in a pamphlet 
of four leaves entitled “Kurtze Beschreibung und Erzählung von einem Juden 
mit Namen Ahasverus” (“Brief Description and Tales of a Jew with the Name 
Ahasverus”). The pamphlet purports to have been printed at Leiden in 1602 by 
Christoff Crutzer, but no printer of that name has been discovered, and the real 
place and printer can not be ascertained.

The legend spread quickly throughout Germany, no less than eight different 
editions appearing in 1602; altogether, forty appeared in Germany before the end 
of the eighteenth century. Eight editions in Dutch and Flemish are known; the story 
soon passed to France, the first French edition appearing in Bordeaux, 1609, and 
to England, where it appeared in the form of a parody in 1625 (Jacobs and Wolf, 
Bibliotheca Anglo-Judaica, p. 44, No. 221). The pamphlet was translated also into 
Danish and Swedish; and the expression “eternal Jew” is still current in Czech.

                 PCS  STUDY  GUIDE:  Underneath the Lintel          September 27  - October 30, 2005         page 14 of 27

From an 1856 series of woodcuts 
by August Doré entitled “The 

Legend of the Wandering Jew” 



According to L. Neubaur, the legend is founded on the words given in Matthew 
16:28: Verily I say unto you, There be some standing here, which shall not taste 
of death, till they see the Son of man coming in his kingdom (King James Version) 
This is quoted in the earliest German pamphlet of 1602.

Another legend arose in the Church that St. John would not die before the second 
coming of Jesus. From John 21:20-23:

20. And Peter, turning about, seeth the disciple following whom Jesus 
loved, who had also leaned on his breast at the supper, and had said, 
Lord, which is he who betrayeth thee? 
21. When, therefore, Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, Lord, and what 
shall he do? 22. Jesus saith to him, If I will that he remain till I come, 
what is that to thee? follow thou me.
 23. Then this saying went forth among the brethren, that that disciple 
would not die; yet Jesus had not said to him that he would not die; but, If 
I will that he tarry till I come, what is that to thee?

Yet another version declares that it is the attendant Malchus, whose ear Saint Peter 
cut off in the garden of Gethsemane (John 18:10), who was condemned to wander 
until the second coming.

His action is associated in some way with the scoffing of Jesus, and is so 
represented in a broadsheet which appeared in 1584. An actual predecessor of the 
Wandering Jew is recorded in the Flores Historiarum by Roger of Wendover in 
the year 1228. An Armenian archbishop, then visiting England, was asked by the 
monks of St Albans about the celebrated Joseph of Arimathea, who had spoken to 
Jesus, and was still alive. The archbishop answered that he had himself seen him in 
Armenia, and that his name was Cartaphilus; on passing Jesus carrying the cross he 
had said: “Go on quicker.” Jesus thereupon answered:  “I go; but thou shalt wait till 
I come.”

Matthew Paris included this passage from Roger of Wendover in his own history; 
and other Armenians appeared in 1252 at the Abbey of St. Albans, repeating the 
same story, which was regarded there as a great proof of the Christian religion 
(Matthew Paris, Chron. Majora, ed. Luard, London, 1880, v. 340-341). The same 
archbishop is said to have appeared at Tournai in 1243, telling the same story, 
which is given in the Chronicles of Phillip Mouskes, ii. 491, Brussels, 1839.

Claimed Sightings
The various appearances claimed for him were at Hamburg in 1547; in Spain 
in 1575; at Vienna, 1599; Lübeck, 1601; Prague, 1602; Lübeck, 1603; Bavaria, 
1604; Ypres, 1623; Brussels, 1640; Leipsic, 1642; Paris, 1644; Stamford, 1658; 
Astrakhan, 1672; Frankenstein, 1676; Munich, 1721; Altbach, 1766; Brussels, 1774; 
and Newcastle, 1790. The last appearance mentioned appears to have been in the 
United States in the year 1868, when he was reported to have visited a Mormon 
named O’Grady (see Desert News, September 23, 1868). Obviously, it is most likely 
that some impostors may have presented themselves as the wandering Jew.

The Wandering Jew in Literature
The figure of the doomed sinner, forced to wander without the hope of rest in 
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death till the millennium (or, in other accounts, until the end of time, or the second 
coming, or 30,000 years hence), impressed itself upon the popular imagination, 
mainly with reference to the seeming immortality of the wandering Jewish people. 
These two aspects of the legend are represented in the different names given to the 
central figure. In German-speaking countries he is referred to as “Der Ewige Jude” 
(the immortal, or eternal, Jew), while in Romance-speaking countries he is known 
as “Le Juif Errant” and “L’Ebreo Errante”; the English form, probably because 
derived from the French, has followed the Romance. The Spanish name is “Juan 
Espera en Dios,” “John [who] waits for God.”

The legend has been the subject of poems by Schubart, Schreiber (1807), W. 
Müller, Lenau, Chamisso, Schlegel, Julius Mosen (an epic, 1838), and Koehler; 
of novels by Franzhorn (1818), Oeklers, and Schucking; and of tragedies by 
Klinemann (Ahasuerus, 1827) and Zedlitz (1844). Hans Christian Andersen made 
his Ahasuerus the Angel of Doubt, and was imitated by Heller in a poem on “The 
Wandering of Ahasuerus,” which he afterward developed into three cantos. Robert 
Hamerling, in his Ahasver in Rome (Vienna, 1866), identifies Nero with the 
Wandering Jew. Goethe had designed a poem on the subject, the plot of which he 
sketched in his “Dichtung und Wahrheit.”

In France, Edgar Quinet published his prose epic on the legend in 1833, making the 
subject the judgment of the world; and Eugène Sue wrote his Juif Errant in 1844. 
From the latter work, in which the author connects the story of Ahasuerus with that 
of Herodias, most people derive their knowledge of the legend. Grenier’s poem on 
the subject (1857) may have been inspired by Gustave Doré’s designs published in 
the preceding year, perhaps the most striking of Doré’s imaginative works.

In England — besides the ballad given in Percy’s “Reliques” and reprinted in 
Child’s English and Scotch Ballads (1st ed., viii. 77) — there is a drama entitled 
The Wandering Jew, or Love’s Masquerade, written by Andrew Franklin (1797). 
William Godwin’s novel St. Leon (1799) has the motive of the immortal man, and 
Shelley introduced Ahasuerus into his “Queen Mab.” George Croly’s “Salathiel”, 
which appeared anonymously in 1828, treated the subject in an imaginative form; it 
was reprinted under the title “Tarry Thou Till I Come” (New York, 1901).

Among the many literary references to the Wandering Jew, we must acknowledge:

• Le Juif Errant (The Wandering Jew) -- a novel by Eugene Sue 

• “The Wandering Jew” -- a short story by Rudyard Kipling 

• Atta Toll -- a novel by Heinrich Heine 

• Histoire du juif errant  -- a novel by Jean d’Ormesson 

• In Walter M. Miller Jr.’s novel A Canticle For Leibowitz, an important early 
novel in the post-apocalyptic science fiction genre, the Wandering Jew is 
portrayed as an anti-social hermit living in the desert in Utah. His first and last 
appearances in the book are set about 1,200 years apart. 

• The Polish author Jan Potocki’s The Manuscript Found in Saragossa, 
published in French starting in 1799, has the Wandering Jew as a character 
named Ahasuerus. He is summoned several times by a cabbalist and made to 
tell stories. 

• Charles Maturin retold the story and renamed the Wandering Jew as the 
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eponymous protagonist of the Gothic novel Melmoth the Wanderer (1820). 

• In Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, the Wandering 
Jew is a strange, mule-like creature that spoils crops. 

• Stefan Heym - Ahasver (known in English by the title The Wandering Jew).

• In Jack L. Chalker’s science fiction series The Well of Souls, the Wandering Jew 
is transformed into a very powerful character. 

• Russel Griffin’s science-fiction “space opera,” The Makeshift God, provides a 
novel identity for Battadeus: a robot sent to Earth by the Albarian civilization in 
the Sirius system to document mankind’s technological progress to space travel. 

• In the gothic novel The Monk (1795) by Matthew Gregory Lewis (1775-1818), 
the main protagonist was saved from a curse by the legendary “Wandering 
Jew.”

• In the comic book/graphic novel The Sandman by Neil Gaiman, Dream and a 
man named Hob Gadling met every one hundred years, and local legend said 
they were the Devil and the Wandering Jew. Hob had been granted eternal life 
by Dream’s sister, Death. 

• One of the possible origins of the comic book character “the Phantom_
Stranger” is that he is the Wandering Jew. 

The Wandering Jew in film
• The Wandering Jew, made in 1933, starring Conrad Veidt. 
• Der Vanderner Yid (The Wandering Jew) a Yiddish language film made in 

1933 depicting the plight of the Jews in Nazi Germany. 

• L' Ebreo errante (The Wandering Jew), a 1947 Italian film based on the Eugène 
Sue novel. 

• The Seventh Sign depicts the Wandering Jew not as a Jewish refugee, but as a 
Roman Centurion. 

• Der ewige Jude, a 1940 Nazi Anti-Semite film. 

Related Contemporary Legends
There is a strong correspondence between the legend of the Wandering Jew and 
that of The Flying Dutchman, a fact noted by Heinrich Heine.

The captain of a ship named the Flying Dutchman swore in 1681 that he would 
not retreat in the face of a storm, but would continue his attempt to round the 
Cape of Good Hope even if it took until Judgment Day. The ship, legend goes, was 
thenceforth doomed to sail forever. The Flying Dutchman is usually spotted from 
afar, sometimes glowing with ghostly light. If she is hailed by another ship, her 
crew will often try to send messages to land, to people long since dead.

Another doomed wanderer is found in the Irish tale of Jack of the Lantern. Of 
course, in Genesis, Cain is issued with a similar punishment — to go to the Land 
of Nod (which means ‘wandering’), and wander over the earth, never reaping a 
harvest again, but merely scavenging.
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TIMELINE OF EVENTS, ITEMS AND ERAS 
STEFAN KAY

April, 36 CE:  Yeshua (a.k.a. Jesus) and Ahasueurus (a.k.a. Catiphilus, Malchus, 
etc.) meet underneath the lintel. 

37:  Roman Emperor Tiberius dies and his grandson Caligula 
becomes Emperor.  Coins that once bore Tiberius’s likeness are 
now minted bearing Caligula’s likeness. (See Note 1)

1439:  Political authorities expel an established Jewish population from 
Augsburg in southern Germany.

1720 - 1754:  Tenancy of Thomas Wright on the estate of the Lord of Derby. 
(See Note 2)

1748: Thomas Wright hires an “Earthstopper” for a period of one week.

1777:  The play The Wandering Minstrel is performed in Holland. 

1836:  Cetewayo, King of the Zulus, is born in what is now South Africa. 
(See Note 3)

May 12, 1873:  A Baedeker’s Travel Guide is checked out from the library in 
Hoofddorp, Holland. (See Note 4)

August 27, 1883:  Mount Perboewaten erupts in Krakatoa, in what is now 
Indonesia.  36,000 people die, and the global climate is affected 
for decades from the tons of ash in the stratosphere. (See Note 5)

1887:  The deadliest flood in history, according to The Guinness Book of 
Records, occurs along the Yangtze River in China.  

1904:  “When it’s Nighttime in Italy” is recorded by Billy Jones and his 
Orchestra in New York City, New York, USA.

1905:  The Russian Revolution occurs. (See Note 6)

1906:  The Russian Empire instigates pogroms against the Jewish 
population of Russia, including Zabludow. (See Note 7)

1912:  A tram ticket is issued in Bonn, in what is now the Federal 
Republic of Germany. (See Note 8)
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1913:  A claim ticket is issued from a London-based Chinese laundering 
establishment for one pair of trousers. (See Note 9)

October 1914:  World War I ends and the political map of the world is remade.  
Sabrina, a German dog, is still in quarantine, having been put 
there between March, 1912 and November, 1913.

1939:  The World’s Fair is held in New York City. (See Note 10)

January 1971:  Helen Shattock, of Dayton, Ohio, in what was then and is still 
part of the United States of America, is killed when struck in the 
head by a frozen block of urine released from the lavatory of a 
passing PanAm airplane.

1986:  A librarian discovers a Baedeker Travel Guide returned 113 years 
overdue.  And his quest begins.
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TIMELINE NOTES
1.   Tiberius Caesar Augustus, born Tiberius Claudius Nero (November 16, 42 

BCE), was the second Roman Emperor, succeeding the successful Caesar 
Augustus, also known as Octavian. Tiberius maintained the Julio-Claudian 
dynasty and ruled from 14 CE until his death in 37 CE. He was a Claudian by 
birth – the son of Tiberius Nero and Livia, but through the marriage of his 
mother to Augustus and Augustus’s adoption of him, he became a Julian. The 
subsequent emperors after Tiberius would continue this blended dynasty for 
the next forty years.

Tiberius is remembered as a dark, reclusive, and depressed ruler who never 
truly desired the right to rule. His reign is marked by terror and mayhem in 
which the Emperor exiled himself from Rome and left administration in the 
hands of Lucius Aelius Sejanus who used his influence over Tiberius and his 
position in the Praetorian Guard to push his own political agenda and personal 
revenges. Eventually, Tiberius passed on, and his grandson by adoption, 
Caligula, followed him as the next Roman Emperor.

2. Derby is a city (pop. 218,026) and district, as well as the county seat of 
Derbyshire, in central England, on the Derwent River. Their industries include 
automobiles and airplane engines, pottery (including the famed  “Derby 
Ware”), synthetic textiles, beer, machinery, and chemicals. The city is also an 
important rail center. Derby was a Roman settlement and, in the 9th century, 
one of the Five Boroughs of the Danes. England’s first silk mill was built 
there in 1718. Derby is the birthplace of the philosopher Herbert Spencer. 
Noteworthy are the Cathedral of All Saints, with its Perpendicular tower (1509-
27), the Roman Catholic Church of St. Mary (designed by A. W. Pugin in 1838), 
the arboretum, the chapel of St. Mary of the Bridge, and a grammar school 
founded in 1160. The University of Derby and a teacher-training college are 
also located in Derby.

3.  Cetewayo, or Ketchwayo , c.1836-1884, king of the Zulus. Cetewayo gained 
ascendancy in 1856, when he defeated in battle and killed his younger brother, 
who was the favorite of their father, Umpanda. On his father’s death in 1872, 
Cetewayo took over. He was determined to resist European advances in his 
territory, and in Dec., 1878, he rejected British demands that he disband his 
troops. The British attacked in 1879, and they ultimately utterly defeated 
Cetewayo at Ulundi. After a period of exile he was reinstated (1883) in rule 
over part of his former territory. Discredited by his defeats in the eyes of his 
subjects, Cetewayo was soon driven out of Zululand to die in exile.

4.  Karl Baedeker, 1801-59, was a German publisher and the founder of the 
Baedeker guidebooks. His printing establishment was at Koblenz, but his 
son Fritz, who continued the business, moved it to Leipzig. Printed in several 
languages, the guidebooks provided valuable historical information and ran 
into many editions, especially for European countries. Although the firm’s files 
were destroyed during World War II, the business was revived after the war by 
a great-grandson of Baedeker. In 1950 the firm began publishing automobile 
touring guides. 

5.  Krakatoa, or Krakatau , is a volcanic island, c.5 sq mi (13 sq km), W Indonesia, 
in Sunda Strait between Java and Sumatra; rising to 2,667 ft (813 m). A 
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momentous volcanic explosion on Aug. 23, 1883, blew up most of the island 
and altered the configuration of the strait; the accompanying tsunami caused 
great destruction and loss of life along the nearby coasts of Java and Sumatra. 
The explosion is classed as one of the largest volcanic eruptions in modern 
times; so great was the outpouring of ashes and lava that new islands were 
formed, and debris was scattered across the Indian Ocean as far as Madagascar. 
Since then there have been several lesser eruptions.

6. The Russian revolution, 1905.  Political upheaval centered in and around 
St Petersburg, Russia (1905–06), leading up to the February and October 
revolutions of 1917. On 22 January 1905 thousands of striking unarmed 
workers marched to Tsar Nicholas II’s Winter Palace in St Petersburg to ask 
for reforms. Government troops fired on the crowd, killing many people. After 
this ‘Bloody Sunday’ slaughter the revolution gained strength, culminating 
in a general strike which paralyzed the whole country in October 1905. 
Revolutionaries in St Petersburg formed a ‘soviet’ (council) called the Soviet of 
Workers’ Deputies. Nicholas II then granted the Duma (parliament) the power 
to pass or reject proposed laws. Although these measures satisfied the liberal 
element, the revolution continued to gain ground and came to a head when the 
army crushed a serious uprising in December 1905.

7. Zabludow.  In 1522, the first Jews settled in Zabludow, then part of the 
Kingdom of Poland, which at the time included territories which now lie in the 
surrounding countries. Zabludow’s Jewish community grew in the 16th century, 
and the town’s wooden synagogue, originally built in 1646 and restored in 
1756, is held to be one of the best examples of its type in Poland. Zabludow 
was an important regional center, and the meetings of the Council of Lithuania 
were held there in 1664 and 1667.  The aforementioned meetings were held in 
Russia, as Poland was partitioned by Prussia, Austria-Hungary and Russia in 
1660 and did not again exist as a sovereign state until 1919.  In 1897, the Jewish 
population of Zabludow was 2,621, 68% of the town’s total population. The 
pogroms of the late Russian Empire and the first Polish Republicm as well as 
emigration, led to a decline in the Jewish population to 2,000 by 1939. Four 
individuals from Zabludow’s Jewish community survived the Holocaust.  Today 
the town is part of Poland.  Today people with roots in Zabludow live in the 
USA, Israel, Argentina, Mexico, Canada, and elsewhere, except Zabludow.

8. Bonn, (1994 pop. 296,860), is the former capital of West Germany, North 
Rhine-Westphalia, Germany, on the Rhine River. It functioned as the 
provisional seat of government of reunited Germany until 1999, when most 
of government moved to Berlin; some government functions remain in 
Bonn. The city’s manufactures include light-metal products, ceramics, office 
equipment, chemicals, and pharmaceuticals. After the departure of the national 
government, Bonn made strides in becoming an information-technology 
center. Bonn was founded in the 1st century CE as the Roman garrison of 
Castra Bonnensia. It was devastated by the Normans in the 9th century and 
later became the residence (1238-1794) of the electors of Cologne and the scene 
of the coronations of Frederick the Handsome (1314) and Charles IV (1346) 
as kings of the Romans. During the Palatinate Succession War (1689), Bonn 
was destroyed by Elector Frederick III of Brandenburg. It was rebuilt, largely 
in the baroque style. Bonn was occupied (1794) and later annexed (1798-1814) 
by France. In 1815, it passed to Prussia. From 1871 to 1918 it was part of the 
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Second German Empire, which was followed by the Weimar Republic and the 
Third German Empire (Third Reich).  In 1948-49, delegates from the parts of 
Germany occupied by France, Great Britain, and the United States met in Bonn 
and drafted a constitution for the Federal Republic of Germany. In 1949, Bonn 
was made West Germany’s capital. 

Bonn is the seat of a famous university, whose main building formerly was 
the electoral palace (built 1697-1725). The city has a noteworthy church (11th-
13th cent.). The Bonn Art Museum and the Federal Art and Exhibition Center 
both opened in 1992. There is a museum of Rhenish culture, and Beethoven’s 
birthplace is also a museum. 

9.   Little detailed information is known about London’s origins other than that 
the site which became the core of today’s London was founded as the Roman 
town Londinium.  According to the Roman historian Tacitus, the first historian 
to write of Londinium, in 61 CE the followers of Queen Boadecia rebelled and 
slaughtered the inhabitants of the Roman fort there. Roman authority was soon 
restored, and the first city walls were built, remnants of which still exist. After 
the final withdrawal of the Roman legions in the 5th cent., London was lost in 
obscurity. Celts, Saxons, and Danes contested the general area, and it was not 
until 886 that London again emerged as an important town under the firm 
control of King Alfred, who rebuilt the defenses against the Danes and gave the 
city a government.

Under the Normans and Plantagenets, the city grew commercially and 
politically and during the reign of Richard I (1189-99) obtained a form of 
municipal government from which the modern City Corporation developed. In 
1215, King John granted the city the right to elect a mayor annually.

The guilds of the Middle Ages gained control of civic affairs and grew 
sufficiently strong to restrict trade to freemen of the city. The guilds survive 
today in 80 livery companies , of which members were once the voters in 
London’s municipal elections. Medieval London saw the foundation of the 
Inns of Court and the construction of Westminster Abbey . By the 14th century, 
London had become the political capital of England. 

The reign of Elizabeth I brought London to a level of great wealth, power, 
and influence as the undisputed center of England’s Renaissance culture. 
This was the time of Shakespeare (and the Globe Theatre) and the beginnings 
of overseas trading companies. With the advent (1603) of the Stuarts to the 
throne, the city became involved in struggles with the crown on behalf of its 
democratic privileges, culminating in the English civil war. 

In 1665, the great plague took some 75,000 lives. A great fire in Sept., 1666, 
lasted five days and virtually destroyed the city. Sir Christopher Wren played 
a large role in rebuilding the city. He designed more than 51 churches, notably 
the rebuilt St. Paul’s Cathedral. Other notable churches include the gothic 
Southwark Cathedral, St. Paul’s Church (1633; designed by Inigo Jones ), 
St. Martin-in-the-Fields, and Westminster Cathedral. Much of the business 
of London as well as literary and political discussion was transacted in 
coffeehouses, forerunners of the modern club. Until 1750, when Westminster 
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Bridge was opened, London Bridge , first built in the 10th century, was the only 
bridge to span the Thames. Since the 18th cent., several other bridges have 
been constructed; the Tower Bridge was completed in 1894. 

In the 19th century, London began a period of extraordinary growth. The area 
of present-day Greater London had about 1.1 million people in 1801; by 1851, 
the population had increased to 2.7 million, and by 1901 to 6.6 million. During 
the Victorian era, London acquired tremendous prestige as the capital of the 
British Empire and as a cultural and intellectual center. Britain’s free political 
institutions and intellectual atmosphere made London a haven for persons 
unsafe in their own countries. 

London has an ethnically and culturally diverse population, with large groups 
of immigrants from Commonwealth nations. South Asian, West Indian, 
African, and Middle Eastern peoples account for much of the immigrant 
population. The Chinese community is one of London’s oldest communities, 
dating back to the mid 1800’s. Today over 60,000 Chinese people of diverse 
origins live in London. Half of these can trace their roots to Hong Kong. Others 
come from mainland China, Malaysia, Vietnam and Singapore. The city is 
also the site of one of the largest Hindu temple complexes and the largest Sikh 
temple outside India; there also are many mosques, including one of the largest 
in Europe. 

The city’s central government was reestablished in 2000.

10. In April of 1939, the New York World’s Fair, “Building The World of 
Tomorrow,” opened on what was once a marshy wasteland in Flushing 
Meadows, just east of  New York City.  From its inception to its closing 
ceremonies, the Fair promoted one of the last great metanarratives of the 
Machine Age: the unqualified belief in science and technology as a means to 
economic prosperity and personal freedom.  Wedged between the greatest 
economic disaster in America and the growing international tension that would 
result in World War II, The World of Tomorrow was widely celebrated as a 
much-needed antidote to the depression and confusion of the times.
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DRAMATIC FORM AND TECHNIQUE:  
BREAKING THE FOURTH WALL IN A  
ONE-PERSON PLAY
STEFAN KAY

In Underneath the Lintel, the story is told by one character, referred to in the text 
only as “the Librarian.” This character tells his tale directly to the audience; as 
he describes himself and the people he has encountered and still seeks in his life. 
However, no one but himself is present on stage. Therefore, Underneath the Lintel 
is a one-person play, and to tell his story he “breaks” the “fourth wall.”

In most plays, there is dialogue—e.g., people speaking with (or at, or past) each 
other.  There are exceptions, of course, most notably the soliloquy. Perhaps the 
most famous soliloquy in Western dramatic literature is Hamlet’s “To be or not to 
be” speech, in which Hamlet talks to himself, giving the illusion that he is engaged 
in a series of unspoken reflections. But Underneath the Lintel is not an extended 
soliloquy; it is more akin to a monologue. A dramatic monologue generally is 
defined as a literary work in which a character reveals himself in an uninterrupted 
sequence of spoken word, usually addressed to a second person.  In a one-person 
play, the second person is the audience, and the character reveals his story directly 
to his listeners.

One-person plays have a long theatrical history. Hal Holbrook helped popularize 
the form for modern audiences in the 1960s with his Mark Twain Tonight!, for 
which he won a Tony Award. He still tours the show. Lily Tomlin’s The Search for 
Signs of Intelligent Life in the Universe is another groundbreaking one-person 
show.

One man is on the way home. The other person shows often don’t get 
acknowledged as being plays, but certainly perspective, it is something other 
than an evening of stand-up.  Typically, these shows, like Underneath the Lintel, 
are written with the elements of a play, such as narrative, dramatic action and 
character. Such plays bring to life a “real” person.

In Underneath the Lintel, the Librarian is a person telling his very personal story 
directly to the audience.  In so doing, he can be said to be “breaking the fourth 
wall.”

The term “fourth wall” applies to the imaginary invisible wall at the front of 
the stage in a proscenium theater such as the Winningstad, through which the 
audience sees the action in the world of the play. Coined by French dramatist Denis 
Diderot in the mid-18th century, the expression was originally an instruction to 
actors—Diderot told them to ignore the audience, behaving as though a fourth wall 
separated the two groups. The idea was to produce a more realistic presentation, in 
which the audience seemed to eavesdrop on private conversations. 

Although the expression originated in theater, where conventional three-walled 
stage sets suggest a more literal fourth wall, the term has been adopted by other 
media, such as the cinema and literature, to refer more generally to the boundary 
between the fiction and the audience.
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The term “breaking the fourth wall” refers to a character directly addressing an 
audience, or actively acknowledging (through breaking character or through 
dialogue) that the characters and action are not real. This can have the effect of 
reminding an audience that what they are viewing is fiction and as such can have 
a jarring effect. Various artists have intentionally used this jarring effect to make 
a point, as it forces an audience to see the fiction in a new light and to watch it 
less passively. Bertolt Brecht was known for frequently breaking the fourth wall to 
encourage his audience to think more critically about what they were watching.

The sudden breaking of the fourth wall is often employed for humorous effect, 
although opinions differ widely as to how “humorous” this actually is. Some regard 
a sudden breaking of the fourth wall to be so jarring that it actually detracts from 
a story’s humor. However, when employed consistently throughout a story for 
narrative effect, such as in Underneath the Lintel, it is usually (and arguably, 
paradoxically) incorporated into the audience’s normal suspension of disbelief.
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Selling one of his chairs. Warsaw, 
1936.
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