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A young Barbara Kahn with Buster Keaton
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Quotes from Oral History Interview with Barbara Kahn

Sound-bite

“My name is Barbara Kahn. I’m primarily and a lot of my work is based—well, I’m
based in New York. So a lot of my plays are about New York…And I remember for a grant
application, they asked what was the theme that ran throughout my work? I thought, I don’t write
themes. I write plays. So I called a playwright friend who had seen almost all my work and I
said, “How do I answer this?” She said, “Of course, there’s a theme.” I said, “Well, what is it?
Tell me.” And she said, “It’s social justice.” I went okay, all right. That’s a good one. Then I
started looking back on my plays and I realized that, no, I wasn’t writing themes but I was
writing about people. And sometimes they were real-life people who would encounter issues like
Eve Adams or some of the other ones who faced discrimination, either religious or political or
racial, or it was fictional stories in situations, real-life situations in the past…And I also liked to
include people whose lives had been either distorted or ignored or erased from popular
culture…But that’s what I like doing with my plays, is reintroducing people that we should have
known about. And I’ve done that throughout my plays.”

***

Additional Quotes

“And that’s why I write historical plays, because if I wrote plays about some of what’s
going on now, people might get upset. They’d take sides. They’d call it propaganda. But writing
historical plays, people make that connection themselves.

As I’ve put it on grant applications, it holds a mirror to the present by portraying the past.
But I have to be very careful to have documentation for everything and have it in my back pocket
at performances because there are people at almost every production that come up to me and tell
me what I got wrong. Now, they never ask. If they asked, I would be nice about it. But they
confront, ‘They didn’t do that then.’” (Kahn p. 3–4)

“I realized then the power that all of us as writers have, if we accept that and do good
with it, and not try to exaggerate and make something out of someone else’s life that’s not
merited. Some writers make it about themselves and not about who they’re writing about, which
is why I prefer doing that kind of primary research, to reading history books. Although I read
those, I don’t use any of that unless I can back it up somehow.

So that’s a long answer to your question about my process.” (Kahn p. 7–8)
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“I used to hang out at the theaters in Philadelphia backstage and, at that time, Broadway
shows would preview in Philadelphia. And the balcony seats were so cheap. Coming from a
family that didn’t have that much money, I could still manage that. I would tell them, just give
me money or give me tickets for my birthday, don’t give me something like a sweater, that kind
of thing. And I would hang out––there was a group of us that would hang out at the stage
doors––not as fans, we didn’t want autographs. These were people we were going to work with
once we grew up! And I got to be an expert at crashing the stage doors so I could meet these
people.

I remember, I was fourteen, I think, about fourteen and I crashed—I mean, there was a
big mob waiting outside the stage door for the star. And it was after the matinee, which I saw.
And I managed to sneak past the stage door man and he saw me and started chasing me. I saw
the dressing room door with the star on it. I flung it open and closed it behind me. And there was
Sir Laurence Olivier sitting in his shorts taking off his makeup. Well, I was fourteen and I was
horrified [laughs] at looking at Laurence Olivier in his shorts. And I was in shock. He looked at
me and he smiled and he said, “Did you see the matinee?” I nodded. I couldn’t speak. And he
said, “Do you want to talk to me about it?” And I nodded and he said, “Well, have a seat. Do you
mind if I continue dressing?” No, I don’t mind. And I just nodded yes or no. The rest of the
conversation I have never been able to remember although I know we had it because the next
thing I remember is he had his coat on and said, “Well, I’m leaving. If you’re leaving, shall we
leave together?” Uh-huh. I nodded yes, and we exited the dressing room. He put his arm around
me and we walked to the stage entrance. The door opened and I saw my friends in the mob and I
turned to him and said, “Well, it was really nice meeting you,” and I shook his hand. And their
mouths fell open. [Laughs] I had this false bravado. That was a highlight, that’s for sure.” (Kahn
p. 9)
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Summary of Oral History Interview with Barbara Kahn

Barbara Kahn grew up in South Jersey and regularly made the short trip to Philadelphia

to see museums and spend time in the theater district. From a young age, she pursued becoming

an actor and took up playwriting as a means to develop her acting skills. With her sights set on

moving to New York City, she selected the first college with a theater program in the New York

area that she found in an alphabetical listing: Adelphi University. During her time there, she

started working on Off-Off-Broadway performances and building her resume as both an actor

and a playwright.

In 1990, Kahn co-founded Sisters on Stage, a lesbian theater collective, to provide a

platform for lesbian plays and playwrights. Within a few years, and alongside the other

co-founders, Kahn experienced increased interest and support for her own work, and the group

disbanded. Theater for the New City invited Kahn to produce her work there in 1994, and Kahn

has continued to write new work for production there each year since.

Through her relationship with Theater for the New City and the forum for producing new

work that it provided, Kahn deepened her work and developed her focus on plays about

under-represented and mis-represented historical subjects. Kahn also notes the influence of

inherited trauma on her work, which passed to her through her father’s experience as a child war

refugee. She is the recipient of multiple awards, including the James R. Quirk Award for the

Performing Arts, the Acker Award, the Doric Wilson Independent Playwright Award, and the

Torch of Hope Award honoring lifetime achievement in non-profit theater.

In this interview, Kahn discusses exploring the city in her youth and living in various

early apartments, experiences on union and non-union productions, positive and critical

responses to her work, researching historical figures, and her approach to writing about political

topics. She also speaks in detail about the influence of real estate development and the

demolition of historic buildings on the experience of living in the city, a subject she has

addressed in her recent work.

Compiled by Sarah Dziedzic
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General Interview Notes

 This is a transcription of an Oral History that was conducted by Village Preservation.

 The Village Preservation Oral History Project includes a collection of interviews with individuals
involved in local businesses, culture, and preservation, to gather stories, observations, and
insights concerning the changing Greenwich Village. These interviews elucidate the personal
resonances of the neighborhood within the biographies of key individuals, and illustrate the
evolving neighborhood.

 Oral history is a method of collecting memories and histories through recorded interviews
between a narrator with firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a
well-informed interviewer, with the goal of adding to the historical record.

 The recording is transcribed, lightly edited for continuity and clarity, and reviewed by the
interviewee. Oral history is not intended to present the absolute or complete narrative of events.
Oral history is a spoken account by the interviewee in response to questioning. Whenever
possible, we encourage readers to listen to the audio recordings to get a greater sense of this
meaningful exchange.

THANK YOU
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Oral History Interview Transcript

Dziedzic: All right, before we start the interview, I’m going to start with a living land

acknowledgment. So today, I’m on the traditional land of the Lenape people and we

acknowledge for this archival recording the Lenape community and especially their elders, past

and present, and express gratitude for their stewardship of this land, for contributing to its

geography, and for the use of their language as place names.

Now, today is July 28, 2021 and I’m Sarah Dziedzic interviewing Barbara Kahn for the

Village Preservation Oral History Project and we’re conducting this interview remotely and

connected via video call.

So as a starting point, Barbara, can you say your name and give a brief two sentence

introduction to yourself?

Kahn: Well, my name is Barbara Kahn. I’m primarily a playwright, but I started as an actor and

then a director and eventually landed on playwriting, although I try to do some of the others as

well. A lot of my work is based—well, I’m based in New York. So a lot of my plays are about

New York.

Dziedzic: Thank you. And I’d like to ask about your early life, where you grew up and the kind

of lineages and histories that were part of your family.

Kahn: Well, I grew up in South Jersey. We always say South Jersey, never south New Jersey,

just across the bridge from Philadelphia. So it was about ten minutes to get to Center City

Philadelphia. My father was a refugee from war, a child refugee, and my mother was born in the

United States. All of my grandparents were immigrants.

So that’s a legacy that has affected not just my life, with the inherited trauma that comes

with that, but also the kind of plays that I write and what I write about. All of my siblings

became social workers [laughs]. So that’s how they honor our legacy. I became a playwright.

And I noticed in the test of the audio you mentioned the land that we’re sitting on, and

growing up in South Jersey, as a kid, it didn’t take too long to get into the country because it was
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very agricultural once you got out of the sides, the seashore and the urban side. And we would

find arrowheads in the woods frequently. My older sister was a guidance counselor at Lenape

Regional High School. So I’ve always been conscious of the tribes, whose land we’re all on in

the Northeast.

Dziedzic: And what kind of work did your parents do?

Kahn: My father had a grocery store in what was then very rural South Jersey. My mother

worked—well, she was a homemaker until we were all in school. Then she started working. She

worked at Sears and at Wanamaker’s as a sales clerk. So it became up to the four of us to decide

who was going to do the jobs [laughs] that were left behind when my mother went to work. We

would rotate who washed the dishes, that kind of thing.

But we’re three sisters with a brother who’s the youngest, and I remind his wife at least

once a year how grateful she should be that we trained him. And I’ll call sometimes and she’ll

answer and tell me he’s busy doing laundry, and I know we did a really good job for him and for

her.

Dziedzic: Nice work. How did the stories about your father’s history circulate in your family?

How did you come to learn that?

Kahn: Well, my father rarely spoke about it. We knew some of his stories, and I’m currently

working on my first book I’ve ever written about this family history. [00:04:59] And I think it

had to do with what age he was when they were caught in the middle of a war. His father had

come to this country first, to get established as an immigrant, and then send for the rest of his

family and the war broke out. So nothing got through, no money, no papers or anything. It was

up to my grandmother and four children to keep them safe. My aunt Dora was the younger of the

two daughters. The oldest daughter came with her father. So she was already here.

But my aunt was a young teenager and her memories, while I’m sure she suffered the

same trauma, she could look back on with a different perspective. Maybe sometimes find some
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humor in some of the situations they found themselves in. My father could not. He was four

years old when his father left and he didn’t see him for eleven years.

And many of the stories that I heard about came from my cousin, Dora’s son, who’s now

the family historian. She was, until her death, and she recorded a lengthy interview, a family

history, going back to the seventeenth century in Eastern Europe. Some of the things he told me

about were just horrifying. I don’t know why my father never shared those. I think it’s one or

both of two reasons. Either he didn’t want to examine them again in his memory and bring them

up or he wanted to protect us from the horrors.

They were pretty terrible situations they were in. But there are current studies going on

about inherited trauma, and I wrote a monologue about that for the Lower East Side Festival

because I believe in it. They’re actually doing DNA tests to kind of examine that and there are

articles and studies being released in the last couple of years about inherited trauma. I think

sometimes it explains not just what we do with our lives, as the children of a refugee, but how

we deal with our own personal lives. I mean, in ways where we may not have realized that that’s

where that comes from.

My older sister—I’m in the middle of two sisters––my older sister was the first one of us

to travel to Europe. My father freaked. And we just thought that was silly. We kind of mocked

him and he didn’t challenge it. We joked. I remember one of us saying, I don’t remember who,

that they were not waiting forty years for her daughter to come back to Europe and shoot her, so

what are you worried about? And we’re sure that they have toilet paper by now. We would joke

like that. But I know in looking back on it that he probably didn’t rest until she was back home.

But that enabled the rest of us to eventually travel abroad. So I think because he didn’t

share so much with us, we weren’t able to assess the extent of his trauma. It’s not that we didn’t

take him seriously. It’s that we didn’t know how much he suffered, even as an adult. And my

cousin, since I’m writing this book about this, I talk with my cousin in Philadelphia on the phone

and he shares incidents and stories that his mother told him that I never knew about, that my

father was part of. They’re horrifying. Unfortunately, they’re not atypical of Jews in Eastern

Europe, that come from Eastern Europe, but in a way each story has its unique elements. And I

think it’s important to share those stories, the more distance in time we are from them. [00:10:01]
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And that’s why I write historical plays, because if I wrote plays about some of what’s going on

now, people might get upset. They’d take sides. They’d call it propaganda. But writing historical

plays, people make that connection themselves.

As I’ve put it on grant applications, it holds a mirror to the present by portraying the past.

But I have to be very careful to have documentation for everything and have it in my back pocket

at performances because there are people at almost every production that come up to me and tell

me what I got wrong. Now, they never ask. If they asked, I would be nice about it. But they

confront, “They didn’t do that then.”

One of my earlier plays, called Pen Pals, which was actually set in the future––and I

meant it as a warning not a premonition––but it was when we were threatened by a religious

theocracy taking over our country. And I had incidents and everything and this man came up to

me after a performance and said, “This isn’t Berlin in 1933 and it’s not going to be. We don’t

have prisons like that.” I said, well, actually we do. There’s a prison in Marianna, Florida for

women political prisoners. And I showed him the documentation and I gave him the link to the

film, the documentary about it. And he was astonished. And I try to be nice about it, but

sometimes... [laughs].

One of my plays is set in an Army Air Force base during World War II. At intermission,

this woman I didn’t know must have asked around and came up to me to tell me they didn’t have

plastic coat hangers in the 1940s. I said, “Those aren’t plastic. We painted them black for artistic

purposes but they’re wooden.” “Oh, okay,” and she went back to her seat. And then I started

getting really angry, and I went over to her right before we started Act II and I said, “Just let me

ask you, do you think I would go to so much trouble to get a forty-eight star American flag for

my set and just take plastic coat hangers from my closet?” “No.” And I actually enjoy some of

those altercations because I’m very careful with research.

Now, I don’t write documentaries. I write plays. So I fictionalize a lot of it but all the

fiction is based on research. Like I’ll write about real-life characters and I’ll include fictional

characters that are based on—they’re composites of research that I’ve done of the people of that

time period that would have been involved in that particular situation. And sometimes people
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expect it to be a documentary and it’s not. But I don’t make anything up just out of my own

imagination. It’s unethical. It’s dishonest in my opinion.

They don’t object to some of the Hollywood films that really just totally fictionalize

real-life characters. I don’t do that. I like some of those movies. They’re wonderful, like

Calamity Jane. There’s nothing truthful about that except that she was a character of that time

period. A friend of mine wrote a play about the real Calamity Jane. It’s actually a one-woman

play that I was thrilled that she let me perform it. It’s about fifteen minutes long.

So I’m very careful with what I do.

Dziedzic: Can you talk about, I guess, developing your research skills, even as a child?

Kahn: Well, as a child, I never thought of being a playwright, ever. I don’t remember how far

back I go in my memory. I don’t ever remember not wanting to work in theater but I always

envisioned it as an actor. [00:15:03] And I started taking professional—well, I took a summer

theater workshop at Temple University when I was in ninth grade. I got a waiver. And then later,

my last year of high school, I was in a professional acting workshop in Philadelphia. Between

those two experiences, I really learned the gamut of acting skills and I was able to pick and

choose what works for me.

So when I began writing plays, I approached it as I did an acting job. Who were the

characters? What’s their voice? What’s their experience? What’s their background? And I would

write that, even if it didn’t end up as a scene in the play. So I was very careful about that. As far

as research, I mean, living in New York City. It’s a treasure trove [laughs] of opportunities and I

mainly like to find primary research from that particular time period about that particular person

that I’m writing about. And I’ve been able to do that very successfully here in New York City.

There are a lot of private archives. If I’m writing about theater history, the library at the Players

Club is an amazing place to find––and there, I don’t have to look at it through microfilm from a

machine. I can hold the book, the photo, the script in my hand from 1855.

I try to look for diaries, for journals, for what other people wrote about them. An example

I can give you is a woman named Eve Adams, who I wrote three plays about because her life
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was so extraordinary. That was just from the time she came to this country. And she was born in

Poland and she was a Polish-Jewish lesbian who emigrated to the United States and opened a tea

room here on MacDougal Street. At the tearoom, she promoted the work of local writers, many

of whom were just at the beginning of their careers, like Henry Miller, Maxwell Bodenheim, the

poet Anaïs Nin was a little bit later but was a friend of hers from later on. The New York Public

Library on 42nd Street has collections of letters from different people including Henry Miller,

Anaïs Nin, and a man named Alfred Perlès, who was a friend of both of them. There are

references throughout to Eve Adams.

So I didn’t have to invent her. I heard how other people described her, and they weren’t

always truthful. Some of them––it was obvious Alfred Perlès did not like her at all. But putting

that together with Henry Miller’s response to him, I could figure out what this woman was really

like. And then my late friend, Steve Siegel, he used to be the chief librarian at the 92nd Street Y

until they closed it down because they needed to expand their administrative offices, which, I

will have no comment on. But he used to do a lot of research for me with things that I had no

access to, that professionally he could find.

So I tried to find—Eve was eventually entrapped by a policewoman, arrested, convicted

of indecent behavior or some such thing, and she spent a year and a half in prison on what was

then Welfare Island, which is now Roosevelt Island, and then was deported back to Poland. I

tried to find her deportation file and I actually spoke to some very friendly people at Immigration

Services and they said it’s too far back. We wouldn’t know where it would be stored. And I ran

into Steve and he always had this kind of grin on his face. He’d say, “What are you working on

now?” And I would tell him, and he’d go, “You know, I’m still a better researcher than you.”

[00:20:02] And we would laugh. I’d say, “Yes, of course, you are.” And by the time I got home,

an attachment in my email was the full deportation file that he accessed, including transcripts of

her deportation hearing. So I heard her speak in her own words about what happened to her and

about her life.

So I was very careful in writing about her and I always felt like—even though I had all

this extensive research on her life, and most of it came offline, not on the Internet, I always felt

that her life didn’t belong to me. When I was asked to share my research with a historian, who
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was writing a biography, I was very happy to do that. His name is Jonathan Ned Katz and he’s a

LGBTQ historian. And he ended up writing a biography of her. But he also did more research of

the time before she opened the tearoom, like the ten or twelve years she was in the U.S. and what

she did. So between the two of us, our research, he did a pretty definitive biography of her [The

Daring Life and Dangerous Times of Eve Adams], which came out about, I think last month

sometime.

But one of the pleasures of this was that we were able to find relatives of hers. Some of

them didn’t even know about her because she was killed in Auschwitz. But Steve found her

great-nephew living in Israel. Now he knew about her but not the whole story and we met with

him, the three of us met at a coffee shop in New York. And he gave me photos and

correspondence between her and his grandfather, who was her youngest brother, who escaped the

Holocaust by going to what was then Palestine.

So I just kept getting more information about her that I found was so dramatic that I

wrote two more plays. The second one was about her time post-deportation in Europe, where she

hated being in Poland and it was so anti-Semitic where she lived. She scrounged and saved

money, giving English lessons and Hebrew lessons until she earned enough to make her way to

Paris. And there, she worked as a bookseller and reconnected with Henry Miller and his wife,

and Anaïs Nin, until the war broke out. Then she was arrested and deported back to Poland, only

into Auschwitz in Poland.

So her life, I think, she did so much to promote many of the later-famous

playwrights—or authors of all kinds––that I think she would have been as famous as Sylvia

Beach, who ran Shakespeare and Company in Paris, except Sylvia Beach survived and Eve

Adams did not. But what happened was some of these descendants of her siblings didn’t know

about each other. After the biography came out, and there was so much press about it, they found

each other. And we had a gathering celebrating the book about a month ago on the site of where

her tearoom was, on MacDougal Street, which is in a landmarked building now, at 129

MacDougal Street. And the building is owned by the man who owns the Italian restaurant there

on the ground floor. He gave us private use of the lower floor, which is where the tearoom had

been. And we had refreshments there, and he would join us and it was just very delightful. It was
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interesting because he said—he said to me, “I know we’ve met before.” And I said, “Well, I was

researching a play about her and I came by with a friend of mine and we had tea in the tearoom.”

And he said, “I knew we met before.” He remembered that, which was really nice. But he’s been

very supportive of the book and very protective of the building, which is wonderful, because not

everybody who owns a landmarked building, at least to my knowledge, is as careful. [00:25:03]

I’m not sure if it’s landmarked internally. I know it is externally but looking at it

internally, I could tell, based on the research I’ve done for all these other historical plays, I could

tell by the staircase that it was an original staircase. You could see how it was put together. I

could tell by the railing inside going up to the next floor, things like that, I could tell. It was a

wonderful experience meeting her relatives and having them meet each other for the first time. I

realized then the power that all of us as writers have, if we accept that and do good with it, and

not try to exaggerate and make something out of someone else’s life that’s not merited. Some

writers make it about themselves and not about who they’re writing about, which is why I prefer

doing that kind of primary research, to reading history books. Although I read those but I don’t

use any of that unless I can back it up somehow.

So that’s a long answer to your question about my process—

Dziedzic: No, it’s an amazing illustration, a great example of your process because what’s also

striking to me about it is that it’s not—you’ve described it in a way that shows how it can also be

very social and involve a lot of people, and that validation and confirmation of historical

information can also come through conversation and meeting people and outreach, not just going

deeper into the microfilm.

Kahn: And reading Jonathan’s book about Eve Adams, there are things that perhaps I should go

back and correct in some of my three plays, one or more of them. But nothing is so shattering.

I’m still debating whether I should do that or just leave it because that’s what I knew at the time,

which is one of the reasons why I’m very skeptical about what historians write. Not that they

intentionally make up anything but their work is based on what was known at the time they were

writing. And I find mistakes in some of my other plays when I look at some of the work of
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historians. And at the time, that was what they knew, just like at the time I wrote my plays, that’s

what I knew. So I’m still debating that because it’s very recent.

Dziedzic: So I want to ask you about another topic. Can you tell me about how you ended up in

New York City?

Kahn: Well, because I always wanted to work in theater, my goal was always to move to New

York as soon as possible. I rooted for the Yankees when everybody else in my family was a

Phillies fans when I was a kid. They would say—I couldn’t even watch the ballgames then

because I’m going to live in New York and it’s the New York Yankees, things like that. I knew

that was where you go to do theater. And we had a very small branch of our town’s library that I

could walk to and I spent hours there reading every book about theater I could find, the

biographies, the autobiographies, and I couldn’t wait to get to New York.

The only thing that salvaged my growing up where I did was the fact that we were so

close to Philadelphia. I could take the bus and in ten minutes, I’d be in the theater district of

Philadelphia and I’d hang out there. And I decided, I think I was about ten—and I’ve told this

story before and it sounds silly but it’s how a ten-year-old thinks––that if I did something terrible

and I was sentenced to prison, I could do eight years. So I’m going to pretend that it’s going to be

eight years before I can be released and go to New York. [00:30:02] I almost made it. I was not

quite eighteen when I just took off. I said, I can’t wait anymore.

I used to hang out at the theaters in Philadelphia backstage and, at that time, Broadway

shows would preview in Philadelphia. And the balcony seats were so cheap. Coming from a

family that didn’t have that much money, I could still manage that. I would tell them, just give

me money or give me tickets for my birthday, don’t give me something like a sweater, that kind

of thing. And I would hang out––there was a group of us that would hang out at the stage

doors––not as fans, we didn’t want autographs. These were people we were going to work with

once we grew up! And I got to be an expert at crashing the stage doors so I could meet these

people.
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I remember, I was fourteen, I think, about fourteen and I crashed—I mean, there was a

big mob waiting outside the stage door for the star. And it was after the matinee, which I saw.

And I managed to sneak past the stage door man and he saw me and started chasing me. I saw

the dressing room door with the star on it. I flung it open and closed it behind me. And there was

Sir Laurence Olivier sitting in his shorts taking off his makeup. Well, I was fourteen and I was

horrified [laughs] at looking at Laurence Olivier in his shorts. And I was in shock. He looked at

me and he smiled and he said, “Did you see the matinee?” I nodded. I couldn’t speak. And he

said, “Do you want to talk to me about it?” And I nodded and he said, “Well, have a seat. Do you

mind if I continue dressing?” No, I don’t mind. And I just nodded yes or no. The rest of the

conversation I have never been able to remember although I know we had it because the next

thing I remember is he had his coat on and said, “Well, I’m leaving. If you’re leaving, shall we

leave together?” Uh-huh. I nodded yes, and we exited the dressing room. He put his arm around

me and we walked to the stage entrance. The door opened and I saw my friends in the mob and I

turned to him and said, “Well, it was really nice meeting you,” and I shook his hand. And their

mouths fell open. [Laughs] I had this false bravado. That was a highlight, that’s for sure.

And I worked in London and he was still alive and I was hoping to be able to contact him

through the National Theater and remind him about this but I didn’t realize that––he was still

alive, but just by hours. So I was a year or two too late on that. But I met other people that way.

But then I decided, there has to be an easier way to do this. So as much as I was annoyed

growing up where I did, I got myself elected to the high school drama club, elected president.

And I never participated because they did these silly comedies and they cast the football players

and they never did a good job and I was going to be a professional. I couldn’t be bothered with

that. But I got myself elected. And then I managed somehow to get the backstage phone numbers

for all the Philadelphia theaters, and because I was in a different state, if I called backstage, if I

called person to person, the operator would say, “long distance calling.” And of course, the star

would come to the phone because they probably thought it was a family emergency for their

family in New York or L.A. They would come to the phone and I was able to secure interviews

with a bunch of them and I would audiotape them. I got to interview Julie Harris and Robert

Preston and George Grizzard.
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The ultimate one was Buster Keaton. [00:34:59] I got to interview Buster Keaton just at

the end of his life. He was touring in Once Upon a Mattress and he was so thrilled. I went with

one of my school friends. He was so thrilled that anybody remembered him, let alone two kids

who cared about his life. And it was just delightful. Actually, my former school friend that I was

back in touch with found the photos we took with him and emailed them to me. So I have those,

looking like a dork [laughs] but it’s with Buster Keaton.

So yes, I was pretty resourceful then. And then finally, I got to New York. It came time to

pick colleges, and at that time, everything was offline and they had these huge college guides

that listed every college and university in alphabetical order and I never got past the A’s. And I

applied to a college in New York out on Long Island that was close enough to commute and had

a significant theater program, so I could be a theater major. That was the only one I applied to. It

was much more than my family could afford. I mean, my father was a very honest grocer, which

I respect tremendously. We never had much money but we always had food. I had to put together

some small grants, a lot of loans, and part-time jobs, and that’s how I got through.

But by the time I was a junior, I started working in Off-Off-Broadway. I thought, I’m not

going to wait four years [laughs] to do what I came to New York to do. And I started working in

plays Off-Off-Broadway. And I remember in my senior year, the other theater majors were

like—they would come to me, well, how do we know where to audition? I would give them this

mini tutorial [laughs] on how to get around in the theater in New York, where to find auditions,

and help them with their resumes and how to fake them when you’re starting out, and about head

shots and things like that. So that’s how I got to New York.

Dziedzic: At the time, were you living on the campus or were you living in the city?

Kahn: I lived on campus for a while but it was very constricting. At that time, they had different

rules for men and women who were students and if you lived in the dormitory for women, there

was a curfew, which I found ridiculous. My parents never gave me a curfew. So I would find

ways to get around that without being kicked out of school. Eventually, I got an illegal apartment

in Manhattan, which I could not tell them at the school that I was doing it. And I got friends I

made as a waitress out on Long Island, who had just gotten married, that I could use their
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address. And they wrote a letter that I would be living with them for the next year and that they

were friends of my family. And I commuted from Manhattan.

But it was precarious. If I would have been caught, I would have been expelled.

Dziedzic: Where was your first apartment?

Kahn: Oh, gosh. The first apartment—well, I have to say how I found it. I had an apartment out

on Long Island by the school that I couldn’t tell the school about. It was in the basement of this

woman’s house and she had small children. She was divorced. She had a boyfriend and she

would leave for the weekend and leave these little kids to go off with her boyfriend. I would have

to go through the living room to go downstairs to where my apartment was and I would see the

kids there and they were hungry. They hadn’t eaten. “Mommy said you’ll feed us.” Well, that

was not my job, to manage her kids. [00:40:05] So I left and I had to kind of sneak out but I left

what I owed up to date.

I rented a car and I drove into Manhattan and I found a hotel on 45th Street in the heart of

Times Square. I made a reservation. I went into that hotel and I realized I was in big trouble, that

they basically rented by the hour to women. And I was really stuck. So then I found another

place temporarily, also off of Times Square, and I would come in with my school books after

school and the manager, one day he said to me, “I see you with school books. What are you

studying?” And before I could catch myself, I said, “Theater.” And he said, “Well, I guess you

need a lot of money for college, don’t you? I could help you make some money.” And I knew

what he meant and I said, “Thank you but no. That’s not what I do.”

So then he became like a surrogate guardian. He protected me [laughs] from some of the

other people staying at the hotel. He wouldn’t let any of the guys bother me. Eventually, another

student that I had shared a room in the dormitory with wanted to get an apartment and asked if

we could look together. And we did and we found one on 47th Street. It was the only apartment

building on the block. The rest at that time were the hotels that you rented by the hour. Every

evening, early evening, all of the prostitutes would come out of the subway at either corner and
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there would be this woman in a vestibule with fists full of keys to the hotel rooms. And they

would each take one and start parading up and down the block, looking for clients.

So it was quite an eye-opener for me, especially seeing these women. They were just so

down and out. They were not the movie version of the prostitutes with the heart of gold. These

were the women, you could see the tracks on their bare arms. Some of them had no teeth. They

were old and yet they still got young sailors to go off with them. I thought how could they go

with this woman who looks so down and out and just unhealthy. But they did their business.

So that was my first real apartment in the city, right off of Times Square.

Dziedzic: And is that because that was the most affordable location at the time or was there—

Kahn: Yes, that was it. And then after that, I shared an apartment on 73rd Street off of Central

Park West in the Park Royal Hotel, which in the 1930s had been this grand old hotel but had now

deteriorated. Only the lobby looked grand. When you got upstairs—so three of us rented an

apartment there but we had to pretend it was only one of us. We pushed beds together. We lived

there for a summer.

And I remember I was doing a play on 41st Street at a theater which doesn’t exist

anymore called the 41st Street Theater that was in the Wurlitzer Building in the basement. It was

a beautiful charming little theater and, of course, I was still in pretty bad financial straits, so I

would walk home after a performance or a rehearsal and I would cut through Central Park, which

was rather stupid but I did it. Something was protecting me. Well, two of the men that were

performing on the bill, it was an evening of short plays, found out how I went home and insisted

on walking me home. [00:45:01] I said well, if you want to, fine. We reached the hotel, they took

one look at that lobby and thought I had lied, that I had pretended to be poor. And I saw their

expressions and I said, “You have to come upstairs. I don’t care how late it is. You need to see

what comes after the lobby and how decrepit everything is.” “No, no, we believe you.” “No,

you’re not leaving because you have to see that I did not make up anything.” So they did.

That was, I think, my second apartment that I had just for the summer. And I moved

around a lot until I finally settled in Hell’s Kitchen. First, I had an illegal sublet in a horrible,
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horrible tenement, which had all the terrible things that happened with landlords like that. The

only good thing I got out of it was a play that I wrote called Hell’s Kitchen Has a Tub in It, which

was a comedy, a fictional comedy about what happens to somebody when all the things that

could go wrong happened on the same day.

So from there, I moved uptown a little bit to 56th Street off of 9th Avenue in a

rent-controlled apartment that I loved. I loved the location but it was rent-controlled and the

landlord would have loved nothing more than to get me out but he had no reason to. But my

next-door neighbor had a drinking problem. So we were always afraid because we knew she

smoked. We would all kind of look out for her. But I was always afraid to go away for the

weekend. I had a cat, whatever. Sometime I would find—she was a school teacher––and I would

find her after school on the street and she had this blonde wig and it was always tilted and she

was drunk. And I would walk her home and make coffee for her. Then she sobered up and she

started to make my life miserable with noise, with nasty letters under my door. And I ended up in

court with her and I won, and she had to stop the harassment but of course, she didn’t. And I

couldn’t afford another lawyer. I got the first one through my union. I moved out from that

wonderful rent-controlled apartment to where I am now in Union Square. And I love living here.

I’ve lived here for many years.

And when I moved in here, I only had two or three days to find a place and it was much

more than I could afford. But it was rent-stabilized. So the rents just moved way past what I’m

paying. Now the building is co-op and I’m still renting. I’m sure they’re losing money on me

[laughs] but that’s their problem. And I love where I’m living because I’m on the cusp of all the

different neighborhoods. So I can claim Greenwich Village. I can claim the Lower East Side or

the East Village. I can claim Chelsea. And I do, depending upon who I’m talking to, what I’m

talking about. And all my work in the theater or 99 1/2 percent of it has been downtown, in

Greenwich Village or the East Village.

And I remember when I realized that I had lived in New York longer than I lived where I

came from. I thought, “Well, that makes you now an official New Yorker. It’s your new

hometown.” That was a really nice feeling.
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Dziedzic: I know the way you’ve talked about your work is that it’s seeking justice and seeking

to tell these stories of people who have experienced discrimination. [00:50:08] And thinking

about you as a young woman entering into this new city, and a new profession, I wanted to ask

about what sort of discrimination did you encounter as you were navigating around—

Kahn: Well, I think at that time, as a young woman, I probably was unaware of the

discrimination. But looking back, sure. But I know when, in recent years, when women finally

started speaking out and filing charges against the sexual predators, first, I thought, well, I’m

relieved I didn’t encounter that and then I started remembering. But I think because I had already

worked in theater when I was in high school, and I worked with professionals, that I was better

able to counter these men.

One example, and I think I was still in college, but I was making appointments––besides

auditioning with agents, prospective agents––and I had an appointment with this agent. He was

very stereotypical. He had this big belly with this shirt pulling against the buttons [laughs] and a

cigar in his mouth. And we start the interview. Before, I mean it took him a second to get around

his big desk and pounce. And I pushed him off and I started running away from him. He’s yelling

at me, “You’re never going to make it in this business if you don’t put out.” And he’s literally

chasing me around the desk and I had this image of a cartoon. There had been cartoons like that

and I started laughing. And that really threw him.

I was telling him, “I’m underage,” which I wasn’t, but he didn’t know that. I had already

played twelve-year-olds as a twenty-something. And he hesitated just enough for me to get out

the door to his reception area and leave. So I was able to manage that but I saw other women

who were getting in trouble, who were putting out, because they saw that as their only alternative

to a career because that’s what these predators do. They prey on people with dreams and they

threaten their dreams. And how do you give up a life-long dream? And they groom the people.

I once was in a professional workshop and there was a woman there, a young woman,

very attractive, who was always doing everything seductive, the way she walked and moved and

everything. The other people in the class kind of looked down on her. And I always felt like

something else was going on there. I was always very nice to her, very pleasant. I never did a
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scene with her but I would comment on it professionally and I would talk to her on the breaks

and whatever. And one day she came to me and she said, “Here’s a phone number. They’re

casting a movie at MGM but you can’t say that I gave you the phone number.” I said, “Okay,

thanks.”

So I came up with this story, and I called the number and made the appointment for an

interview for the film. And I got there, and it was the MGM offices on 6th Avenue, and there

were Oscars on their shelves there. It was thrilling. And I go in there and I have an interview

with this man who tells me he’s not the casting director. The casting director was stuck in L.A.

but he was the author of the book that the movie was based on. And he said to me, “You don’t

seem like any of the other women who came through this agent. How did you get here?” I said,

“All right, I’ll tell you how I got here. I was at the Screen Actor Guild lounge and there was a

pay phone there and it was very public and I heard this woman repeating the phone number and I

wrote it down.” [00:55:09] He said, “Well, that’s very ingenious.” [Laughs] And he thought it

was true. Then he started telling me, “I didn’t choose the agent but this agent is notorious for

auditioning the women first.” And then I knew that that’s what she had been doing.

But anyway, we started talking and he’s looking at my resume and he said, “You know, I

bet you think it’s all Off-Off-Broadway and I’m not impressed but I am. I started out hanging

with writers at the Caffe Cino.” Then he said, “There really isn’t a part for you here but let me

give you my phone number. I’ll be in New York for a while and if you’re doing something, I’ll

try to come and see it.” He gave me the phone number and at that time, everything was—there

were no cell phones at the time and I had a good memory for phone numbers. I didn’t always

remember who they belonged to but if I called them a couple of times––and I said I know this

phone number, who’s number is it? He said, “It’s the friend I’m staying with.” I said, “Who’s

your friend?” He said, “Larry Blyden.” I said, “Well, Larry’s my friend too.” [Laughs] That was

an interesting experience.

I think these men also have a good sense of who’s vulnerable and they take their time and

they groom them and, unfortunately, it costs a lot. I think what came out in recent years, there’s

been some women who have started off their careers brilliantly, maybe won an Oscar for a

supporting role or whatever and we wonder, why are they making all these bad choices? Why did
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their career go downhill? And now we find out: because they wouldn’t put out and Harvey

Weinstein or somebody else blackballed them. So they took whatever they could get. And it

wasn’t that they made bad choices intentionally. I wonder how many women there really are that

we really don’t know about that should have had their careers progress in an upward way, not a

downward way.

Dziedzic: Yes, absolutely.

Kahn: And I’m glad that things are changing. I don’t think they’ll ever change completely

because there will always be predatory men.

Dziedzic: Maybe this ties in, you were saying I remember—I wanted to ask about some of the

changes that were happening in the theater world through the Actors Equity Association around

discrimination. I saw, I think it was Hell’s Kitchen Has a Hot Tub in It––did I get the title right

there?

Kahn: Not hot, just Hell’s Kitchen Has a Tub in It.

Dziedzic: [laughs] Hell’s Kitchen Has a Tub in It. So much better than what I said. That that was

like an Equity Association production or something––that was on the playbill for it. I wondered,

as somebody who was working in this profession at the time, these changes that were happening

within the union organization, what kind of direct impacts were they having?

Kahn: Well, my parent union was Screen Actors Guild which is now SAG-AFTRA and I did a

dinner theater tour, a non-union, non-Equity. I was not in Equity and at that time there was a

mutual agreement that if you were a member of one union, you could not work non-union in the

other. So I got a cease and desist—actually, I don’t think I really received that until I got back to

New York after the tour. I guess I must have misplaced it. But I called and I said, “So does this

mean I can go to Equity auditions?” “No, you’re not a member.” “But I can’t go to non-Equity
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ones either?” “No, because you belong to SAG.” So I said, “Well, you’re forcing me to join

Equity.” “Well, that’s up to you.”

So I joined and I have rarely if ever worked on an Equity contract because I work in

Downtown theater. [01:00:05] It’s all showcase, non-profit, whatever. But I remember—I’m very

much pro-union––and I remember working non-union on tour with some of the problems. The

pay was not what it should have been. In one place, they were supposed to give us meals or cash.

And one place we arrived at—and this was all through the Midwest and the South, they made

this big pot of macaroni and cheese, which I love, but that was it for the month we were there.

They would constantly reheat it and serve it. Well, we could not eat that after like a week of this.

As much as I love macaroni and cheese, having it three times a day, five days a week, no. So we

couldn’t get the money and we had to pay for food to go out to eat. That was just one example.

And another one, they were supposed to give us, according to our contract, living

quarters. One place we arrived and the quarters were with the theater and the bed, they probably

got these cheap bedsteads from a junkyard. They got foam rubber like an inch thick and made

mattresses. But the contract said we had maid service. So the maid would come in and make this

foam rubber into a bed. I mean it was ridiculous the lengths that they went to, to do things on the

cheap. So of course, union is better, especially in situations like that.

I would hope that Actors Equity continues. They’re just beginning to adjust some of their

contracts, their codes, to advances in technology. Especially during the shutdown [COVID-19

pandemic closures], I know there was a jurisdictional dispute over whether Zoom was under

Screen Actors Guild or under Actors Equity for the live play readings, things like that. They’re

just going to have to be worked out because of new technology. I don’t think Zoom theater’s

going to end when the pandemic is over. I think it will evolve and be a certain genre in itself. I

see playwrights are now writing for Zoom rather than trying to do something on Zoom that’s

designed for the stage.

Dziedzic: And this, I guess, is maybe jumping ahead a little bit but I wanted to ask about Sisters

On Stage, which I knew you were involved in founding and if you can talk about what the

purpose of that was and a little bit about what you did.
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Kahn: Well, when we started that, which was 1990, 1992, I’m not sure––at that time, if you

submitted work as a playwright to any theaters around the country, because our work was

primarily lesbian, it would be rejected. We would be told, while it’s very good, submit it to gay

theaters. Gay theaters were producing gay men. [Laughs] We thought, well, maybe we could do a

little bit to make some changes in that. So we formed Sisters On Stage as a lesbian theater

collective and we were able to get non-profit status through the local [NYC] LGBT Center. I

think we were the only ones they ever became a fiscal sponsor for. For some reason, they agreed

to do it and they let us meet there without charging us for room rentals and gave us certain perks

there. It was very nice of them. What we did over the few years that we were in existence is

every year, we would do a weekend theater conference and festival, and on Saturday, it would be

workshops and panels. [01:05:00] And on Sunday it would be a presentation of plays.

We did it first come, first serve. Submit your play and as soon as we get enough, that’s it.

And people would come to it and say, wow, what a great variety of plays. But that’s how we did

it. It was quite an experience. I think we only stopped doing it because individually we were

having more personal success away from it. So that there wasn’t the amount of time that we had

given to it. So we kind of disbanded unofficially.

But each year, we tried to have a theme. One year, we did lesbian musical theater. People

thought that was ridiculous, “There is none.” Well, there was a lot of it and we did it at the HERE

Theater downtown, which gave us this space at a very manageable rate. And we had excerpts

from these wonderful musicals, one had run for two years Off-Broadway. People were shocked

but we filled that house. There was an opera. We presented an excerpt from the opera called

Patience and Sarah which is now legendary. From another play that ran several years, some of

our work and others that we knew. It was a very rewarding experience to be able to do that and to

give a place for people to actually see their work. They never had had that opportunity before.

And fortunately, now, things are opening up. So I don’t think we get messages like that,

like “I love your play but,” you know.
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Dziedzic: Yes, I wanted to ask if the personal successes that you and the other organizers were

experiencing was related to there being more openness or more of a platform for lesbian work.

Or was it different kinds of work that you were developing?

Kahn: Well, I can only speak for myself. In 1992, a friend of mine who’s a legendary Off-Off-

Broadway Caffe Cino director, Robert Dahdah, I ran into him and he said, “Come with me to

Theater for the New City. I’m on a committee there and you should be on the committee and I’ll

introduce you.” I was near home and I thought, okay, just wait for me. I’ll be right back. And I

stuck one of my plays in my bag and I went to this meeting. And Bob introduced me, “This is

Barbara Kahn. She’s a wonderful playwright.”

So we had the committee meeting. I was on the committee and after the meeting, Crystal

Field came up to me and said, “So you’re a playwright. Give me a play.” I said, “Okay, here.”

[Laughs] She was shocked. I gave her the play and it took two years but finally she produced it.

And I’ve been involved with them ever since 1994, doing a play every year there, and becoming

part of the family there. We are a family. It’s my theater family. So even though I’ve done work

in Europe and in other places, it’s my home base. And I’ve been very fortunate.

Theater for the New City or TNC has always been accessible to all kinds of playwrights.

It’s a playwrights’ theater and they’ve had the mix of not just LGBT playwrights, people like

[María] Irene Fornés, Harvey Fierstein, were all produced there early in their careers. But others

like Sam Shepard, African American playwrights, Jewish, Muslim, everything. [01:10:03] So

that’s never been an issue. She just wants to support playwrights and do good work.

Before the pandemic, they produced thirty to forty new American plays every year, every

season. They have four theaters there. It’s just a wonderful place to work. I’m very proud of

having a body of work that I don’t think I’d have if I didn’t have that connection because it just

took me a couple of years to use up what I had in a drawer. So I had to learn to write a full-length

play without losing quality within a year.

And Crystal said to me, I think after the second or third production there, she said,

“You’re going to see, with each production, your work is going to get deeper and deeper.” And

that’s when I knew I was settled in there, where I didn’t have to ask each year, “Can I have a
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production this year?” It’s been a joyous experience. Since my family doesn’t live in New York,

they’re my theater family. Other people come and they move on and there’s been a core group of

us that have stayed there. Of course, I’ve accepted work elsewhere, but that’s my home base. My

plays have been done in other cities, here and in Europe, but they’re done first at Theater for the

New City. I then get out all the kinks and I send them a really good play that’s in really good

shape.

Dziedzic: I wonder if you could talk about how different kinds of politics have come into your

work. You mentioned this in the beginning of our conversation, that you’ve kind of figured out a

way to talk about historic events or historic discrimination as a way to indirectly reflect what’s

happening now. So how did you develop that as a skill and what were some of the plays that

were really significant to honing that skill?

Kahn: Well, I blame that on my younger sister who’s been a global human rights activist her

entire adult life and I said to her early on, when I had only written, I think, one full-length play

that was a comedy, maybe two. I said to her once, “Gee, I wish I could do what you do. I just

hear about this horrible stuff and I get upset. You get upset and you get political prisoners

released.” And she said, “Why should you do what I do? Do what you do best.” And it was like a

light bulb going off and that’s when I started writing the historical plays.

And I remember for a grant application, they asked what was the theme that ran

throughout my work? I thought, I don’t write themes. I write plays. So I called a playwright

friend who had seen almost all my work and I said, “How do I answer this?” She said, “Of

course, there’s a theme.” I said, “Well, what is it? Tell me.” And she said, “It’s social justice.” I

went okay, all right. That’s a good one. Then I started looking back on my plays and I realized

that, no, I wasn’t writing themes but I was writing about people. And sometimes they were

real-life people who would encounter issues like Eve Adams or some of the other ones who

faced discrimination, either religious or political or racial, or it was fictional stories in situations,

real-life situations in the past.

And I also liked to include people whose lives had been either distorted or ignored or

erased from popular culture. I remember, I asked an African American woman, we were talking
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about this on a Zoom meeting, and I said, “Have you ever heard of Florence Mills?” She said,1

“No.” I said, well, I’ll tell you about Florence Mills. In the 1920s, she was a very popular

African American singer whose work was restricted to Harlem. So she went to Europe and

became wildly famous in Europe. [01:15:01] The Prince of Wales celebrated her in her honor

and all that. On her journey back home, after being there for a couple of years, she was

beginning to not feel well and she ended up dying at thirty-one, I think. Ten thousand people hit

the streets of Harlem for her funeral and that was it. She was forgotten. And here was an African

American woman who thought she knew all of this. She was shocked that she didn’t know about

her. But that’s what I like doing with my plays, is reintroducing people that we should have

known about. And I’ve done that throughout my plays whenever possible.

I wrote a play called Crossing Paths in Washington Square and it was set in Washington

Square in 1913 and all the characters were fictional but they were based on the people who went

to Washington Square, who were regulars at the park and how they crossed paths. It was gay

men, it was lesbians. It was immigrants. It was African Americans, it was white. Washington

Square was the melting pot of the Village, where everybody used it. It just depended upon where

you entered from, what your background was, whether you were Italian immigrants coming from

Greenwich Village, artists coming from the southern part or the downtown part of Washington

Square, or the sweatshop workers coming from the Lower East Side, or the wealthy descendants

of the aristocratic settlers in New York City coming from the north end or the uptown end, where

the townhouses still exist.

So yes, those are all fictional characters but everything I wrote about was what was

happening in the park in 1913.

Dziedzic: So I also wanted to ask about the emergence of ghosts in your writing and how that

idea came to you to create those characters in your plays and populate them with ghosts.

Kahn: Can you say the first part of that question again?

1 Barbara Kahn mistakenly referred to Florence Mills as “Florence Rice” in the interview. Florence Mills’s name has
been corrected in this transcript.
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Dziedzic: Yes, yes. I was curious about the emergence of ghosts in your writing—

Kahn: Oh, okay. Yes, I didn’t realize this until I looked through my resume prior to our

interview today, how many plays I wrote about ghosts. And I don’t know, it just happened. I can

go back to the first one which is The Ghosts of 14th Street which is set in 1908 in the Biograph

Studio, where they made silent movies, and it was located on 14th Street which I think was the

second location they had. It was where D.W. Griffith was making movies. But I love silent

movies. I will always love silent movies, even before I met Buster Keaton.

I should preface it by saying growing up near Philadelphia, the Franklin Institute was and

is the science museum, and when I was growing up, they had a replica of a real nickelodeon and

you could watch the silent movies there the way they were meant to be seen, not the way they

were shown on television, speeded up and with silly music on them. And that’s when I fell in

love with silent movies.

So I realized I could write a play. So I started doing research and I’m up very, very late at

night and I was on the computer and I saw the address on 14th Street and I went, that’s my block.

So I got dressed and I went downstairs and I tried to find where—and I realized it was on the site

of the building that I live in. I said, well, I have to write this play. So that’s how The Ghosts of

14th Street came about and it was a homage to the silent movies and also vaudeville at the time,

which was very popular throughout the Village, Tony Pastor’s [Tammany Hall] Theatre and

some of the other theaters. [01:20:11]

So that was the first one. The next one that I wrote was some years later Ghost Light Now

& Then, which I described as a time-fluid drama that follows a lesbian couple from present day

who find themselves in the 1920s Greenwich Village. At that time, there was the Greenwich

Village Theater, which was a legitimate theater, and a lot of the plays then moved up to

Broadway from there. And I looked up all the plays that had been produced there. So I thought if

this couple was thrown back in time, maybe they would find themselves in the middle of

performances of these different plays. I think I picked four of them. There was a play by

[Eugene] O’Neill. There was another play, a number of them. It gave me a chance to show how

lively the theater was in the 1920s in Greenwich Village. It was still considered Uptown and the
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amazing plays that were done––so I could show scenes from these plays but they would interact

with these two women.

And they were on a journey trying to find their way back to the present. So that was their

job. They would keep going and then they would find themselves interacting with a character

from another one of the plays and so on. So that’s Ghost Light Now & Then. And ghost light, for

people that don’t know, is the light that they leave on in theaters when the theaters are otherwise

dark, when there’s no production going on or it’s after a performance. It’s supposedly for safety

reasons but the myth is that it’s left on for the ghosts that haunt every theater. So I was able to

use both of those legends in this play. And I really enjoyed that play because it gave me a chance

to explore what other people were doing in the 1920s.

The most recent ghost play was Where Do All the Ghosts Go? and that was the play that I

set it in the St. Denis at Broadway and 10th Street, which was scheduled for demolition.

Unfortunately, it was one of the losses that I wish we had not had of a historic building, which

was just loaded with history from the time it had been built. It had been built as a hotel and then

it became offices and then in recent years, right before demolition in 2019, it was primarily

offices, group therapists and so on. And I was doing side work, freelance work, market research,

and I had a client who had an office there on the fourth floor. I would take the elevator up and I

would always walk down because it had the most glorious staircase of any building I had ever

seen. And I just felt the presence there. I thought, I have to write about this wonderful building

before it’s gone.

So the building was really one of the characters. But then I thought, so how do I do this

and really convey the historic legacy of this building that’s now been erased? So I looked up

everybody that was recorded as having had some experience in that building from the time it was

built. I thought, if I make them ghosts, they can interact with each other. In ghost mythology,

which I just made up, the ghosts have no sense of time. And there were so many I could have

chosen and I chose five. So Sarah Bernhardt and Marcel Duchamp could argue with each other

over the meaning of art. [01:25:00] Who were other ones? One of the people who stayed there

when it was a hotel was Mrs. Lincoln after the assassination when she came to New York to try

to sell some belongings because Congress was not giving her a pension. But I thought there have
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been several plays about her, and then I found out she came with her traveling companion, who

had been a slave but had been freed, worked in the White House as her assistant, opened up a

dress shop in Washington, D.C., she was a designer. But when Mrs. Lincoln needed her, she

would always come. She came with her to New York and of course, Mrs. Lincoln used a

pseudonym because it would have been a terrible scandal for her to be doing this as the widow.

Elizabeth Keckley wrote a memoir about her life and I read it, and there was a whole chapter

about how difficult it was to stay at the St. Denis with the prejudice.

So at first, Mrs. Lincoln, under the name she used, she was told that her companion could

not stay there. She insisted and they said, well, we’ll put her in the attic. And Mrs. Lincoln said,

“Well, if it’s good enough for her, I’ll stay in the attic with her,” and she did. I mean this is stuff

we should know about because the legend about Mrs. Lincoln as a widow is that she was a crazy

woman who couldn’t take care of herself and was committed by her son. But there was much

more to her than that.

So Mrs. Keckley is one of the ghosts, not Mrs. Lincoln. Buffalo Bill, when he brought his

Wild West show to Madison Square Garden, he stayed in the St. Denis Hotel. So he’s another

one of the characters. I think that’s five. Is that—one, two, three—

Dziedzic: There was the baroness.

Kahn: Oh, yes, yes. Oh, okay. So the fifth one, I just threw in for the humor of it. There was a

woman who claimed to be a baroness [Alice Lansen], who had been arrested and charged with

stealing. There was a warrant out for her arrest, for shoplifting, for stealing from people. Now,

there were articles about her because she claimed she was a Swedish baroness. She was also a

circus performer with Ringling Brothers as an equestrian. She had so many stories about her life

but she was basically a grifter. And I thought, oh, she’s got to be a character in here since she had

been arrested there in one of her arrests. I had great fun with her trying to interact with these

other people to see what she could steal. I mean, she claimed to be the Swedish baroness and yet,

one newspaper article at the time claimed that the Austrian government had refused the request

to support her at her trial. Why would the Austrian government be involved? It was probably one

of the lies that she had claimed.
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We had great fun with that play. And Andrew [Berman] came to see it and spoke

afterwards, which was delightful. That’s one of the things that I’ve tried to do with my historical

plays is to have at least one performance where we have somebody who could speak to the

historical background. For instance, for my play, Birds on Fire, which was a musical drama

about the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in 1911, we had somebody from the Sweatshop

Coalition come to talk about the history and talk about sweatshops today in New York and

elsewhere, in Bangladesh and so on. She brought a gentleman from Bangladesh, who was a

union organizer, who was going to be arrested as soon as he went back home.

But the December before my play opened, there had been a fire in a factory in

Bangladesh, the same situation as 1911 in New York where the doors were locked. [01:30:06]

The women jumped to their deaths. Forty-some women were killed there. And I think his

English was better than he thought. She introduced him afterwards and he kept pointing to the set

and saying, “My country now, my country now.” The audience was just enthralled with the give

and take, in the Q&A with these people.

For my play, which was also a musical, The Ballad of Baxter Street, set in Five Points in

the 1850s, I had an urban archaeologist come to speak. And that was just so fascinating because

she talked about how they could use digging up the backyards to find the garbage that had been

discarded back there in the 1850s. She said the kind of bones that were there could tell them the

ethnicity of the people inhabiting the tenement, whether they were pig, which meant they were

not Jews. But whatever, and she explained that. It was very interesting but it also was terrible to

find out that all of the artifacts except for twelve that they had lent to someplace else were stored

in the World Trade Center and were destroyed. But they did leave a written record of everything,

including illustrations for each. It’s at the Public Library and I had a chance to look through and

see what was found in the backyards and some of the descriptions.

And also looking at the census of that time, of 1850, and seeing how integrated the Lower

East Side and Five Points neighborhood was at that time period. Now, that didn’t mean they all

got along but building by building you could see African Americans and whites and Italians and

Jews mixed in one building. So that was the basis for my play was showing all of these people

who lived on Baxter Street and how some of them got along and there was a biracial marriage,
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and how the husband was beat up by his Irish mates—he was an immigrant—for marrying her,

that kind of thing, to show that duality. So that was another one.

Dziedzic: You bringing in a speaker to talk about the issue is an interesting counterpart to, I

think, the ghost element because in a sense you’re kind of sandwiching the present in a way. I

mean after hearing what you said and then reading Where Do All the Ghosts Go?, it almost

seems like the ghosts are a way to situate this problem in the past but also make you think about

how it’s happening in the present as well, because there are characters, living characters, who are

also having to relocate but the focus isn’t on their figuring out where to go. It’s on the ghosts.

But it doesn’t leave it at that because you’re also having somebody talk about, yes, this building

is gone.

Kahn: Yes. I mean, I leave a lot up to the audience. I trust them. I remember one of my early

plays––the first one I wrote after my sister said what she said to me––was set in the future, in a

northeastern city, much like where I grew up. And it was about the government turning into a

theocracy, where everything was segregated, where people had to leave. There were arrests being

made. They would encircle the universities and arrest protesters, that kind of thing. I forgot what

I was going to say about it, but that was an issue when I had readings and the development of

that play, and there were audience discussions, one of the major discussions was whether I

should actually show the torture of that the political prisoner suffered. And I didn’t. There was

nothing that I could have portrayed on stage that would have been as bad as what they could

have imagined by hearing her talk about it after and seeing how it affected this character.

[01:35:11]

But it was a big argument and I’ve had discussions with my sister about showing things

like that, that there’s some films made about like what happened in Chile or someplace like that,

that show the torture. And she said there’s always the fear that some people are getting off on it.

It’s their kind of pornography. I didn’t want to be part of that.

I was in Rotterdam. I’ve been there several times but I was there and I was having dinner

at a restaurant with about—I guess about half a dozen lesbians that I knew from Rotterdam. And

Kahn–27



they were mostly Dutch but there was an Austrian and a German and a Czech. So the languages

were flying around the table. And I was sitting across from the German woman and she said to

me, “I have an idea for a play for you to write.” A lot of people say that to me and I’m always

polite and I said, “Oh, tell me.” And she said, “Growing up, we would have to take field trips to

concentration camps from school to show the history of our country.” She said, “You could write

a play set in a concentration camp and it could be produced there, so people could really see

what it was like.” I was thinking, that’s the worst possible idea I ever heard.” Just then the Czech

woman turned to her and said, “Why are you bringing up something like that? We’re having a

nice discussion and you’re bringing up something like that.”

So the two of them started arguing in three different languages, which gave me time to

think of how to respond politely. And I said to her, “I understand your concept but practically, it

could not be done successfully.” I said, “First of all, what the actors would have to do to

themselves physically to be accurate. Even if they were willing to do it, I would not let them do

that.” So there’s no way to be really accurate with it plus the locations have been somewhat

cleaned up and landscaped and so on. I said, “But I get your concept and thank you.” It was just

a terrible idea. Even with the movies that are set in concentration camps, it’s been difficult. And I

don’t think they’ve been as successful as the ones that are set around that.

I wrote a play called The Tempest-Tossed set in Berlin in 1946 about refugees. And I

thought, that’s my Holocaust play. When we learned about the toll that it took on some of these

people and what they were faced with after the war, in 1946, soon after the end of the war when

they had the displaced persons camps. And Bergen-Belsen, which was a notorious concentration

camp, basically what they did was change the plaque when you entered it from concentration

camp to refugee camp. In the beginning, they left the Nazi guards in charge even after it had

been liberated because the soldiers, they were still fighting the war, they had to keep going. And

of course, these guards didn’t realize that their job description had changed. So they would shoot

somebody for stealing bread and it was only when word got to President Truman about what was

going on that he sent somebody there and they allowed the refugees who were living there to

create their own life there. There were doctors, there were teachers. There were clergy.
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So they were able to start schools there and a clinic. What refugee was going to go, if

they were sick, to the clinic run by the Nazi doctor that they had left in charge? [01:40:03] Of

course not. So they managed to get rid of the Nazis that were still there and they ran their own

schools and religious services and so on. I think it was in existence until the early 1950s. So I

think that was an important story to tell.

Dziedzic: And in a way too it’s about living after this horrible event, not just focusing on this

event that becomes kind of an ossified trope, because the story that a lot of us don’t know is

living after it and the impacts it had.

Kahn: Yes, because these people could not go home. Some of them went home and were

murdered when they arrived. The people that were left behind, the non-Jews, some of them had

taken over their homes and their belongings. Of course, not everybody, not in all cases, but word

got around. So there had to be other places and many countries had just closed their doors. It

took a few years before these people could resettle, whether it was in Israel, when it got

independence, or whether it was in the U.S. Argentina took a lot of refugees.

My father was a refugee before that, in the 1920s as a child, when my grandmother got

four of her children safely across Europe over a number of years. She had to pay smugglers to do

that, got to Lisbon, money, tickets for my grandfather were waiting. But she was

“undocumented.” And the U.S., I guess, the consul general said, “You have to go back and get a

proper visa. There’s a six-year waiting list.” My grandmother was like well, there’s a war going

on. HIAS, which is the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, was helping the refugees and they told

her they had changed the quota, which is why my grandmother—even though my grandfather

was already here, didn’t meet the quota because she didn’t have the proper documents. But there

was no quota in Latin America. So HIAS showed her a map and she said, “Which is closest to

Philadelphia?” They said Cuba. And they went to Cuba and they became Cuban citizens and my

grandfather went from Philadelphia and picked up his family and it was eleven years since he

had seen them. My father was fourteen by then.
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And HIAS is still around. It’s still active. And it’s now working at our southern border

helping refugees there. Even though it’s a Jewish organization, their mission is: we do this not

because they’re Jewish––they’re not––but because we’re Jewish. So when I had a little bit of

money, I donated it to them for the good work that they’re still doing.

Dziedzic: Absolutely. I wanted to ask about Co-op and ask if you could talk about that and how

you drew from your own experience to write something that you would also perform in?

Kahn: Co-op came about because––this is years ago––there was an elderly African American

woman who had all her belongings on a blanket and she was just on the sidewalk near Theater

for the New City. And one day a policeman came around and told her, “You can’t do this.” And I

guess she tried to reply to him and he kicked her stuff into the street on 1st Avenue. People came

out of the buildings to salvage her stuff and as he was kicking, she kept saying, “I’m moving, I’ll

move, I’ll move.” And he was just one of those evil people that we encounter, fortunately not too

often but unfortunately for her. Crystal let her leave her stuff in the theater locked up. [01:45:04]

But that kind of stayed with me. I didn’t see it happen, I just heard about it.

And I started to walk around the Village and this time I was looking at the people selling

their belongings on the sidewalk and I realized how many there were. What shocked me was

how many older women there were. I just didn’t realize it. So I did this a few times and I carried

a paper and pencil with me but I didn’t show it. And I would go over and I would buy something

for like a quarter or whatever they were asking for and I would strike up a conversation. But I

never wrote down anything in front of them. I would, like, quickly scoot around the corner and

make my notes for dialog, because I wanted to leave them their dignity. One time I offered a

dollar, and the woman said that’s too much for like a doily or something. And I heard their

stories of these homeless women and it was so sad.

So I wrote this one-person play and I played the role in performances over the years, here

and there. It’s about a woman who’s evicted after twelve years where she lived with her mother

until her mother died, when the building is sold and is turned into co-ops. It’s all about the

gentrification that we’ve always faced in urban cities but now has been just dire. Every day, she
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comes back to the front of the building that was her home for twelve years and she tries to sell a

few things, enough to get by.

In the play, I actually try to sell things to people in the audience and I try to interact with

them. So there’s some of it that becomes improvisational. And I did this play and it went over

very well and I ended up—I did it in Philadelphia with the Fringe Festival. So my mother was

still alive. It gave her a chance to see something of mine in recent years. And some of my

relatives in Philadelphia who said, well, we don’t come to New York. It’s not safe. And then they

forget, a half hour later, they tell me about coming up to see Phantom of the Opera. But that’s my

family, they mean well. Not my original family, my extended family, I’m talking about.

So I did it there and then I wrote a sequel to it because I wanted to write a part in a

play—there was a woman who had been in several of my plays who was divorced and had two

young daughters, and the younger one—she’s so precocious. They were in acting classes at

Henry Street Settlement. I wanted to write a play for her. She was so cute. So I made her the

daughter of a woman who bought one of the apartments, whose mother is divorced but has to

work too many jobs, so the kid’s on her own and she’s always playing hooky. And she interacts

with my character, who tries to get her to go to school.

Actually, I give her credit because I asked her to write excuses that she would give for not

having her homework. And she came up with the funniest things that I put in the play and I give

her additional dialog and I give her credit in the script. And we ended up, we did it again in

Philadelphia and she was just delightful to work with. But it was really about—and my character

tells her about what it was like when everybody was renters, when there were no owners. And at

the end of the play, her mother comes out and sees her and blames me that she’s not going to

school. “I stood up for you at the meetings and everybody else wanted to call the police on you!

Never again!” And she grabs her daughter, “Don’t ever talk to my daughter again.” And the kid

looks up at the parent, “Mommy, can we be renters? I don’t want to be an owner.” And that’s the

end of the play. [01:49:56]

But it was just my own discovery of what had been in front of me the whole time, I never

noticed. Then I merged the two plays into one and I’ve done it a few times. I took another three

plays that I wrote, that I used the same character just as she grew older. So not quite sequels but

Kahn–31



sort of. And I turned them into a one-person play, which I’ve done and it’s been done in other

cities by other people. But that’s the background of Co-op.

Dziedzic: And what has your experience been being a rent-stabilized renter in this sea of—I

mean, your building, as you said, went co-op but then the rest of the neighborhood is also like

transient students. So what has your experience been like?

Kahn: Well, I think they pretty much have sold most of the apartments they were selling. It was

a non-eviction transition, which meant I could stay where I was without jeopardy. The main

thing is to keep a low profile. And I’ve got a few issues but nothing where I felt like I had to

move. And there’s no way I could move. Even if they paid me to move, they could never pay me

enough to rent another apartment in Manhattan, and I’m very happy here. In recent years,

they’ve been pretty nice about it. So I don’t really have any complaints. The security in the

building is terrific. Once they got over the transition period, when the co-op board was most of

the people coming from the landlord, and then they got past that and now it seems to be pretty

well-run. And even if it weren’t, I wouldn’t say that in public. [laughs]

Dziedzic: How about some of the other changes in the neighborhood? Like for example, are

there places that you miss, like your favorite grocery store or takeout place or things like that?

Kahn: Well, we just lost our only supermarket, the Food Emporium, which I understand is going

to be a Target. The building at the corner has gone through several changes. It’s now a Reebok.

But it was a Diesel, I think. One of those upscale brands––because they had plate glass windows

I don’t think they wanted anybody who wasn’t a size three or smaller walking even by their

store. But they’re gone. But also there are stores in my building on the ground floor and they

used to be small independent businesses and they’re not anymore. We have Subway. We have

cupcakes. We have Garden of Eden, which is fine because at least I can get groceries. But it’s a

grocery store. It’s not a full-service store like the Food Emporium. There are things I can’t get
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there––light bulbs, things like that––that I could get at Food Emporium, that a supermarket

would have, that a grocer doesn’t have.

I wrote a short play for the Lower East Side Festival of the Arts called America’s Got

Amazing Cupcakes and it’s about cupcakes taking over. I just find it horrifying, these

dollar-a-bite cupcakes. And there’s a line outside every day. I don’t know who can afford this,

these little cupcakes. And in my play, I complain about it. A cup is more than a bite. Why are

they calling them cupcakes? [Laughs]

Dziedzic: That’s a great question. I want to ask over the years that you’ve lived in New York, is

there a kind of golden era for you, when you think back? [01:55:09]

Kahn: Not really. I guess each decade has its own highlights for me. I’m not an especially

introspective person, although for the last year and a half, I’ve kind of had to be, [laughs] as most

of us have been. And even the tough times, have had the joys. So I wouldn’t say there’s any one

period, no. Becoming established as a playwright first has been a major change for me over the

last twenty-plus years, and getting some kind of recognition like doing this oral history, and I’ve

done other oral histories for other organizations. It’s nice having some kind of recognition. It’s

validating. It’s not necessary for me to do my work because I’m fortunate enough to have a

venue in New York City but it’s validating. It means that I’ve reached some people and that’s

what I want to do.

I think the best comment I got in terms of how I felt about it was somebody saying that “I

come to see your plays and I am entertained––it’s only later that I realize that I’ve been

educated.” And I heard that and it was just very touching to know that. And I want to keep

working. I don’t look back except in an interview like this. I’m part of The Actors Fund

Performing Arts Legacy Project. I was one of the pilot members and I had to do a retrospective

of my whole career. And I can keep adding to it and I realized how much I’ve done in the last

year that I haven’t added on to my website there. But it gave me a chance to look back and

realize how much I’ve done because I don’t think about it when I’m doing it. It’s what I’m

working on right now.
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Dziedzic: Well, at this point, I want to kind of hand it over to you. I know you have some notes.

Is there anything that you want to add here that we haven’t talked about?

Kahn: I don’t think so. This has been a difficult time for everybody. So even though I’ve been

busy and I could do some of my work online, I’m looking forward to all the theaters reopening

and I hope the audiences come back because there’s no substitute, for me, for live theater. And

I’m looking forward to that and it can’t come too soon, that’s for sure. I think we were all hoping

it would be here by now and it started to be. But there are other—what do they call it? The surge

that’s coming up. I just hope everybody gets vaccinated. I have no patience for the people who

are not. I’m not talking about the ones who can’t for medical reasons but those who are afraid of

it. I’m more afraid of getting sick! I don’t think anybody was killed by the vaccine that we’re

aware of. Although I’m sure there are plenty of lies about that hitting around, anyway.

And I’m hoping about our administration once again becoming a government that takes

care of people. As my father used to say to me, although he didn’t tell us a lot about his

experiences as a child, he would say to us, “You should be very grateful that you’re born in a

country that protects its children.” And for the last few years, we were not. And I’m happy to see

that again. [01:59:53]

And I’m just hoping that a lot of the selling out of our history, our buildings, our historic

legacy, stops. I mean, I’m in favor of change. I’m not against change. But it should take into

consideration a lot more than it does now. And people are not coming into our neighborhoods

because of the history of the neighborhood. They’re laundering their money or they’re looking

for a tax write-off or something like that and that’s not a reason to destroy a neighborhood. And

what they call affordable housing, I don’t know any artists in my circle that can meet that

minimum. So I’m hoping that that changes and that they should not displace what is really

affordable housing––that people have lived in for decades––with their version of affordable.

So that’s my rant, my political rant. [laughs]

Dziedzic: I agree with you. But yes, I most certainly hope that the theaters open up and you have

that experience again.
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Kahn: Well, my play, They Came to the Castle, that closed down five days before we opened, is

scheduled for November and I’m looking forward to that. I know we’ll have to replace a couple

of actors and we’ll have to have a full rehearsal schedule. But I’m really looking forward to

getting that on the board. And that takes place in Castle Clinton, which was the landing depot in

New York before the facilities at Ellis Island. There’s some real-life characters and some

fictional characters.

Dziedzic: It sounds great. Well, I wish you the best of luck with that and I think we can end

there.

Kahn: Thank you.

Dziedzic: You’ll hear from me in probably a few weeks or a month or so with your transcript.

Kahn: Well, thank you for this opportunity, and I’m so pleased with what Andrew and the rest of

the organization are doing to protect our legacy. It doesn’t always work, but so many times it

does. And it’s important to so many people. For my part, most artists are being displaced and

tourists don’t come to New York to see plays just like where they came from. That’s not why

they visit here. And I think a lot of the developers don’t care about that. I would encourage the

ones who do care, to kind of watch for that and not go into business with some of the other ones.

Dziedzic: Agreed.

Kahn: Anyway, thank you for this opportunity to talk about myself.

Dziedzic: Thank you so much. I’ve learned so much from you about the city, and the topics of

your plays are so unique and interesting. I agree with entertaining and educational. I’m thinking

so much about the one play of yours that I've read since I’ve read it. It stuck and in a good way.

So thank you.
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Kahn: Thank you and it’s nice meeting you. I hope we meet in person.

Dziedzic: Absolutely. All right, take care, Barbara. Bye-bye.

Kahn: You too, bye-bye.

[END OF INTERVIEW]
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