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A Parable of Three Languages
Nathan der Weise 72 Arabic, Hebrew, and German

Jan Kirune

»A safeguard for wisdom is silence.«
Mishna Avot 3:13

Which of the three religions — Judaism, Christianity, or Islam — is the most
sensible and, therefore, convincing? This question is at the heart of Nasban
der Weise, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s humanist play. As a representative of
the generation prior to Goethe and Schiller, Lessing is one of the quintes-
sential representatives of the Enlightenment. His play inaugurared a critical
discourse that prevails to this day,’ and has undergone a revival on German
stages during the past two decades. While being relevant to our concerns
today, Lessing’s play also perpetuates a specific tradition through its en-
lightened interpretation of an ancient literary trope — the so-called ring pat-
able — which is meant to address and answer the polemic question, whose
religion is supreme?

This paper addresses questions pertaining to the theatrical reception
of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s Nathan der Weise (1779) in non-German
and non-Christian contexts. Through an analysis of what we assume to
be its first professional trilingual performance — by Ofira Henig in Tsrael
(2016) — this paper points to the potential obstacles and possibilities regard-
ing the play’s aesthetical stageability and ideological adaptability for today’s
audiences. T intend to highlight the relevance of the Israeli reception for a
yet-to-be-conducted research project on the Arabic response to the play,
while criticizing a recent German trend to adapt Nathan to the context of
encounters between the Western and the Muslim world. My thoughts aim
to-provide an incipient contribution to the developing discourse on multi-
lingualism. in contemporary theatre. -

In Nathan der Weise, Lessing sct his version of the ring parable in Jeru-
salem around 1187-1188, shortly after the relatively non-violent Muslim
conquest of this religious megalopolis. Its new ruler, Sultan Salah ad-Din,
interrogates the Jewish merchant Nathan, intending to intimidate him and,
thus, render him submissive to Muslim rule, as well as to take possession
of his wealth.> Nathan avoids giving a direct answer to the Sultan’s trick
question, as to which religion he would give preference, and responds,
instead, with the famous ring parable, the story of a father bequeathing to
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his three sons, briefly before his death, three rings, leaving them to grapple
with the question which of these rings is the original one. A judge, brought
in to decide on the issue, refuses to identify the original ring and tells the
sons that it is through their deeds alone that they will attract God’s and
mankind’s favor.?

The historically unprecedented fact that in eighteenth-century Germany
2 Christian author had chosen to present a Jew as a wise and positive figure
on stage* had an indelible impact on the shaping of modern German Juda-
ism. George L. Mosse has argued that »Lessing’s play Nashan was and re-
mained the Magna Charta of German Jewry, the popularization of Bildung
and the Enlightenment.«’ According to Mosse, »[the play was thought to
provide a clear statement of Lessing’s love for humanity regardless of reli-
gion, a love exemplified by his close friendship with Moses Mendelssohn«®
{after whom Lessing had modeled the figure of Nathan the Wise). Hannah
Arendt sought to reestablish this paradigm for post-1945 German-Jewish
discourses in 1959, upon receiving the Lessing Prize in Hamburg. Depict-
ing Lessing as the classical writer on friendship, which, in her eyes, kept
humanity alive in dark times, Arendt defines Lessingsalramatic poem as
sthe classic play of friendship« and regards it as a model for post-World War
II political discourses.”

More than two centuries of critical literature on Lessing’s enlightened
paradigm — spanning from the dawn of the French Revolution to these
days — are too large a corpus to be reviewed here. I will, thus, limic the
focus of my discussion to the world-changing attacks of September 11,
2001, in whose aftermath a resurgence of Lessing’s play as a viable stage
for furthering conversations with Islam and with Arabic cultures at large
can be traced. In the first part of this paper, I seck to problematize such a
revival trend and question the adaptability of Lessing’s play to present-day
reality. I am interested in assessing the play in the context of its recep-

tion history, with the aim of delineating its discursive and dramaturgical-

limits. Since the original dramatic frame of Nathan der Weise mediates
the parable for Lessing’s Christian contemporaries, it is difficule to real-
ize how it would be of value to Muslim audiences. In the second part I
confront these theoretical reflections with empirical evidence gleaned from
two recent theater productions featuring Arab actors: a) the first contem-
porary Arabic adaptation in Cairo, Egypt (2005), and b) the first profes-
sional trilingual production in Israel (2016). My research and interviews
record for the first time Arabic actors’ and audiences’ reactions to Lessing’s
Muslim characters on the theatrical stage. These voices attest to the lim-
its of the adaptability of Lessing’s play — and its orientalist bias —~ and,

 thus, its inability to reach non-Christian and non-German cultures and
audiences.
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Inspired by Ofira Henig’s multi-lingual and multi-ethnic production of
Nathan der Weise (Israel 2016), | offer, in the third part of my paper, a dra-
maturgical solution to this problem by suggesting the possibility of cross-
casting, which foregoes the biases underscored by Lessing’s play. Rather
than a lateral casting, which would assign an actor to a specific character
of his or her own ethnic belonging, I argue in favor of assigning characters
foreign or, ideally, of opposed ethnic identities in comparison to the ac-
tor's own ethnic background. This shift is aimed at fostering dialectical
empathy — to enable acrors and audiences, as it were, to step into the shoes
of the respective other/s. Finally, I present some thoughts based on my
performance analysis of the above mentioned production by Henig, which
focus on the possibilities entailed in multi-lingual theatrical performances.
I describe a performative space rendered accessible by the introduction of
different languages into dialogue with each other, which I deem pertinent
to the content of Lessing’s ring-parable, its reception, and to any theory on
multilingualism in theater as well. By way of applying insights gained from
these practical experiences, I return to Lessing’s literary text and propose a
new reading. The paper concludes with dramaturgical suggestions for the
staging of Lessing’s version of the ring-parable adapted to contemporary
audiences. I close with an outlook on a still prevailing research lacuna in
regard to the theartrical reception of Lessing’s play in non-German and non-
Christian contexts. However, I am less concerned with the judiciousness

. of Lessing’s ring-parable than with the feasibility of a meaningful dramatic

adaptation that would meet the multireligious and muldlingual challenges
that contemporary societies and inter-human performances are confronted
with today. Central to my analysis is a reading which positions Lessing’s

 play in the context of the oral and literary tradition of the ring-parable (and

not vice versa).

L. Remarks on ihe Reception of Lessings Ring Parable

I her revision of the history of the ring parable, Iris Shagrir allocates the
literary archetype of this wisdom tale within the Muslim culcure of tenth-
centuty Persia. Shagrir emphasizes the fact chat »it was Islam, with its teach-
ings from the Koran and from other authorities that originally permitted
the expression of such openness.«® Lessing had studied Islam,? and this is
manifest in his interpretation of the ring parable. For example, the idea of
a friendly competition between different religions for the good of mankind
is already expressed, albeit differently, in the Quran (sth Sura, Vers 48).™°
The fact that Lessing appears to have been the first one to transpose the
ring parable to the genre of dramatic poetry has passed inadvertently. How-
ever, only owing to Friedrich Schiller’s edited version (1801} did Lessings
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»dramatic poem« become an ongoing success on the theatrical stage,’* and
it was only a quarter of a century after the publication of Lessing’s Nathan
that G. W, F. Hegel would advocate scenic representations of dramatic po-
etry on the theatrical stage.’* Unil then, the widespread genre of the »Buch-
oder Lesedrama,« to which Lessing’s Nathan belongs, had entailed readings
primarily outside the theater, often as a social event in the bourgeois sctting
of the salon.™ Lessing resorted to the medium of dramatic poetry in order
to circumvent censorship on the part of the Prussian authorities, following
his controversy with Pastor Melchior Goeze — the inner-Christian theologi-
cal debate of the so-called Fragmentenstreir."* By inverting the negative con-
notations associated with stereotypes of Jews and, to a lesser degree, also of
Muslims, Lessing challenged in Nathan der Weise a Christian self-exclusivist
dogma and missionary imperative. For this reason, too, his long dramatic
poem takes issue primarily with, and in nuanced ways, Christian positions.

This is reflected in the play’s asymmetric ratio of religious identities:
five characters are Christians, four Muslims, and only one is Jewish. The
Muslims (who impersonate Christian contemporaries of Lessing, as will be
explained later) and the Jew in the play are minorities, ntroduced solely as
antagonistic critics to their Christian counterparts.”S Neither did Lessing
have any intention of writing a »Muslim Lehrstiick« — that is, a didactical
play, as Navid Kermani put it* — nor did he foresee any collective future
for the Jewish people, as Jakob Hessing has noted.’” Schiller’s footnote in
Uber naive und sentimentalische Dichtung, therefore, regarding the comic
character of Nuthan der Weise, which supposedly rendered it unsuitable for
tragic interpretations, readily confirms a Christian perspective.”® Yet, from
a Jewish perspective, the outlook of this play is tragic.” Surprising, there-
fore, is the enthusiastic Jewish reception of the play. Naama Sheffi’s study
reveals that the majority of works by German authors translated into He-
brew during the nineteenth century were those of Lessing.*® Enlightened
and German-speaking Jews in particular had perceived Lessing and Nathan
as foreseeing significant historic changes, at times even attaching messianic
hopes to it,*! shaping, thereby, a paradigm of modern Jewish identity. This
utopian euphoria comes to a tragic closure with the 1933 Berlin production
of the Jiidischer Kulturbund, which excluded Nathan from the final scene
of mutual embraces, and left him isolated on stage after the curtain had
fallen.**

In her study Wiedergutmachung im Programm, Anat Feinberg describes
transformation processes in post-war Germany through her analysis of stage
depictions of Nazhan. From a romanticized figure, Nathan became subject
to more ambiguous depictions during the sixties and seventies. Followed by
- harshly critical interpretations in the eighties, which sought to deconstruct
idealized, at times philo-semitic representations of the Jew (Nathan), the
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nineties witnessed an exhaustion of the subject, illustrated by performances
such as George Tabori's Nathans Tod.*?

II. Notes on the Arabic Reception of Nathan
Before delving into the background of this change, it is important to pay

_attention to the dramaturgical emphasis lent to Lessing’s Muslim characters

in the past two decades. It is questionable, however, whether, without the
ol 11-attacks, Nathan der Weise would have undergone a revival on German
stages. A small debate ensued in the aftermath of Claus Peymann’s 2002
production, which picked up on the atracks.** Navid Kermani deplored the
fact that Lessing’s poem had been reduced to a paradigm of coexistence,
by way of presenting tolerance as indifference.” Theologian Karl-Josef
Kuschel, conversely, criticized Peyman’s negative depictions of Muslims,
while advocating Nathan as a kind of panacea to the challenges which con-
front contemporary Muslim societies.?® Michael Bohlander even regarded
Lessing as a kind of potential reformer of Islam, in the context of the Arab
Spring.*” Here, Lessing’s poem is turned into myth, and the dialectics of
Enlightenment become visible in the history of the ring parable, accom-
panied by a shift from orientalistic to militaristic depictions of Lessing’s
Muslim characters on stage.*® '

To refer to an Arabic reception of Nathan der Weise seems to be an
overstatement in light of the following facts: Up to date only two Arabic
translations are known to exist*® — the Palestinian Christian-Arab Ger-
man teacher Elias Nasr-Allah Haddad translated and published Nathan

- Al-Hakeem along with an introduction in 1932, along with a separate Ger-

man-Arabic dictionary specific to the vocabulary used in his translation.?
Both books were printed by the Syrian Orphanage Press in Jerusalem, prob-
ably as study material for Haddad’s German courses at the Talitha Kumi
School. However, to date we have no indications regarding any theatrical
performances there.”

Tn addition, Egyptian-Muslim translator Fauziya Hassan translated
Nathan for the first documented Arabic production, directed by Hany
Ghanem featuting at the 2004 inauguration ceremony of the German Uni-
versity in Cairo, in 2004.3* Both the translation and the production had
been commissioned by the Egyptian branch of the Goethe-Institute, whose
director at the time — Enzio Wetzel — described an unusually long and prob-
lematic production process which spanned over two years. In a first attempt
to produce the play, his actors had left director Ghanem, since »no one
dared to play Nathan,« according to Wetzel, who explained that »a »good
Jew< is not anticipated in the world view of the Egyptians.«*? Accordingly,
Ghanem — a film-director by profession — shortened and changed the play




96 ' Jan Kiihne

considerably: Unlike the original text, that presented the Jew as wise and
at the focal point of events, according to Egyptian critic Nelly Yusuf, the
production aimed at allotting the three characters symbolizing the three
religions equal importance, as well as redesigning the scope of their roles
accordingly, in order to reach »the Egyptian public without causing dis-
comfort {dpubus).«** However, when Ghanem chose to stage Salah ad-Din
not as »a visible figure on stage, but turned him into a mere voice,« he ap-
proximated conventional depictions of the prophet Mohammad,*S or even
suggested a place reserved for an intangible God, decisively above the Jew
Nathan; his intentions were, according to Yusuf, to »restore« Salah ad-Din
as a symbol of inter-religious tolerance and justice for the Egyptian public,
»which adores him.«3¢

Audience reactions ranged from »cautious to benign,« according to
Wetzel, who could have been among those voices reported by Yusuf to
have criticized the short duration of the play, since with the omission of
central parts from Lessing’s play — and, accordingly, from Hassans com-
prehensive translation — it lasted only an hour.’” A full-length translation
was published in 2009, in Egypt and in Germany, feataring the title — The
Three Rings [Khawatim al-thalatha) instead of Nathan der Weise.3® This
shift of emphasis in the title from the Jewish protagonist to the ring parable
is noteworthy not only because of what it tells about Ghanem’s Egyptian
adaptation, but also in the context of the critical debate that ensued as part
of the reception of this translation in Germany.?®
i So far, only few Muslim voices have joined this German debate: Sil-
via Horsch, a German Muslim convert, emphasizes the influence of Islam
upon Lessing*® — a topic, to which also Zahim Mohammed Muslim had
devoted his Ph.D. dissertation at the Humboldt University.** Both seek to
underscore the influence of Islamic scriptures, and especially the Quran, on
Lessing’s writings, including his Enlightenment interpretation of the ring
parable. Similarly, philosopher and scholar Ahmad Milad Karimi depicts
the critical stance of Islam towards its sister religions as a reflection of Less-
ing’s ring parable, while presenting its very essence as dialogical.** It seems
to be too early, however, to assess whether these Muslim voices might have
had any impact on dramarurgical choices in German-speaking theaters.

Discussions concerning the exclusion of women from the ring parable
— as problematized and discussed by Elisabeth Schrattenholzer®? — are still
marginal in current debates. A recent, all-male colloquium regarding the
potential relevance of the ring parable (as a »paradigm for inter-religious
dialogue today«) lends itself to a buttressing of Schrattenholzer’s critique.*
Apparently, Lessing’s dramatic poem continues to provide an arena for criti-
- cal, theological, philosophical, and political, as well as polemic debates, but
is over-interpreted by those who read it as a paradigm for present and fu-
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ture Christian-Muslim encounters, also on account of its patriarchal design.
This becomes clear, too, if we accept the view that Lessing had modeled
the main Muslim character, the Sultan, after a Christian contemporary:
Johann Caspar Lavater, who had publicly attempted to convert Moses
Mendelssohn (after whom Lessing had modeled his Nathan).45 Mendels-
sohn, however, responded like Lessing’s Nathan: he diplomatically avoided
a confrontation and elaborated in his answers on inter-religious tolerance, 6
This so-called Lavater-Affair informs Lessing’s staging of the ring parable
— the play’s rationale#” —, in the encounter between Nathan and the Sultan,
who is to be read less as an Arab Muslim but rather as embodying the criti-
cal reflection of a Christian theologian.#* Lessing employed such disguises
in order to dodge the censorship following his debate with Johann Melchior
Goeze, the chief-pastor of Hamburg (the so-called Fragmentenstreis), who
informs the character of the fanatic Patriarch in Nathan der Weise®? Lessing
had sidelined Lavater in his figure of Sultan Salach A-Din, as it were, along
with the Patriarch, as dogmatic opponents of intellectual and spiritual prog-
ress, represented by the Jew Nathan. Inscribed in this Muslim character,
therefore, is less a positive reevaluation of Islam than the critical depiction
of a Christian theologian who betrayed the friendship he had forged with
a Jewish philosopher.3° Such tendency could not pass unnoticed, at least
among professional Arab and Muslim actors, as demonstrated in the next
section of this paper.

1. Ofira Henighs Tri-Lingual Scenic Reading

- Whereas most contemporary productions of Nathan der Weise bring to

the fore encounters between the three monotheistic religions, Ofira Henig
focused, in her scenic reading, on the creation of a space in which three
languages — Arabic, German, and Hebrew — could be set into dialogue,
»without waving the flag of coexistence.«’* The production was launched -
like most performances of Nathan that involve Arabic — from Germany.’
However, this production by the Tel Aviv Goethe Institute involved profes-
sional actors.>? Thereby, it is sct apart from a series of multi-lingual, inter-
national theater youth projects using Nathan, beginning in the year 2000.5

Nevertheless, despite Henig’s axiom, »not to fet God enter the rchearsal
room,« his political shadow did: Initially, some Arab actors refused to
participate in the production on account of the play’s orientalism and its
historical framework — the commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of
German-Israeli diplomatic relationships.’> Furthermore, those Christian-
and Muslim-Arab acrors who did participate for artistic reasons felt they
could not endow Lessing’s Muslim characters with verisimilitude. In our
interviews, which for the first time record unmediated voices — in the
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absence of a coherent study on the Arabic theatrical reception of Nathan —,
the actors agreed upon the fact that the Muslim aspect of the drama had
been neglected.’® The Muslim roles had fallen, as Sitrah’s actress put it,
»in between the chairs« of Christian-Jewish relationships in Germany.’”
Whereas Sittah was portrayed by Salwah Nakkara as a domineering and
witty woman, on the verge of becoming emancipated, Salah ad-Din did not
match his historical model. According to Subeil Haddad, after the perfor-
mances Arabic spectators in front of him expressed their disagreement over
his and, esséntially, over Lessing’s unusual and slightly derogatory depiction
of the famous Arab war hero — an observation already made by Friedrich
Schiller.’® For Haddad, nevertheless, these reactions mark an achievemnent,
since theater ought to liberate audiences from prejudices.’® However, Yara
Flham-Jarrar, who had played Recha, remarked laughingly that Lessing’s
Salah ad-Din simply amounts to nothing but a »Cloomnik« (pam173) — 2
»nobody.«*

Elham-]Jarrar’s role exemplifies one of the two instances of cross-casting:
as an Israeli Muslim-Arab she played Nathan’s adopted daughrer and spoke
in Hebrew, instead of Arabic — a relationship, whiche reflects on the ac-
tress’s own experience as a Palestinian subjected to the power relations of
the Jewish State.’* This cross-casting, however, was incidental; so too was
the choice of a Jewish actor for the role of the maleficent Patriarch — the
renowned theater scholar and artist Gad Kaynar, who performed his role
not in Hebrew, but in German.®* Bearing in mind that in a scenic reading
an actor is not expected to disappear behind her/his role, this casting was,
nevertheless, significant. It sided Nathan with another Jewish character on
stage, thereby not only alluding to the inner-Jewish rift berween religious
and secular forces in Israel, but also to the genesis and cataclysm of modern
Judaism in Europe during the industrialized genocide of the German Final
Solution. In Kaynar’s own words: »as a German-speaking Isracli actor, the
language presented an additional alienating factor since, although I acted
and taught in German before, it is still my MOTHER’S tongue, namely,
mine and not mine at the same time« (emphasis in the original).®* As the
son of Jewish refugees who had fled from Nazi-Germany to Israel, Kaynar
was brought up in a Hebrew-language educational system; but at home he
spoke German, the native language of his parents. His maternal language,
therefore, became a secondary mother—tongue.65 -

Henig’s incidental exceptions (Elham-Jarrar and Kaynar) within her in-
tended lateral casting — German acrors playing German characters, and
so forth — highlights the necessity and not just the possibility of choosing
cross-casting in adaptations of Lessing’s play unto non-Christian contexts.
Considering the play’s aforementioned asymmetric representation of reli-
gious characters, cross-casting allows for a differentiation of such bias in
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favor of audiences, other than that which Lessing had in mind; neverthe-
less, still loyal to the underlying motivation of his play (that is, catering the
ring-parable to target audiences in an appropriate and critical way).
Furthermore, cross-casting may create dramatic tensions imbued with
meta-theatrical potential, since the very mimetic capacity of an actor may
come to represent the emphasis of the play on the potential of unbiased
compassion and empathy in intersubjective conduct (»von Vorurteilen freie
Liebe«).% This possibility points to a structural similarity between Lessing’s
dramaturgy and his theology, apparent in Henig’s focus on the performativ-
ity of reading — a choice truest to Lessing’s original reading-drama - a point,
upon which I would like to elaborate before presenting my conclusions.

1V. On Performing Multilingualism and Speech Acts of Silence

Artending Henig’s trilingual production in Jerusalem, Nathan appeared to
me as entertaining, Mozartesque theater, yet, on account of its dialogues,
also as absurd.®” In spite of the Hebrew supertitles, the dialogues staged
nothing but disconnected discourses, let alone trialogues.’® Only momen-
tary speech acts of code-switching hinted at rudimentary dialogical encoun-
ters, beyond linguistic borders. Therefore, I began to focus on a hitherto
unexperienced quality of silence in-between verbal exchanges. It seemed to
me as if silence in three languages had a different quality to it. Fascinated, I
recalled Walter Benjamin’s notion of pure language ideally emerging in the
process of translation,*? and Bialik’s poetic gaze into the void beneath lan-
guage, »at that which is on the other side [of | the word.«7 Henig confirmed
the importance of this silence as an artistic statement, produced dialectically
through the three languages, whose exchange amounted to most spectators
as nothing but noise — but only if you did not understand the language
of the other, according to Henig.7* As a result, most spectators listened
more attentively, Nakkarah explained further.”* What I had experienced,
then, was greater attentiveness that amplified these moments. Watching the
video-recording,”® however, [ failed to re-experience this sensation. A sense

7 of loss which, therefore, confirms Erika Fischer-Lichte’s observation that a

performance is constituted by interactions between actors and spectators
that are contingent upon bodily co-presence — the so-called »autopoietic
feedback loop,« which is irretrievably lost once the event is over.”* Doron
Tavory, too, who had played Nathan,”’ attested to the actors’ heightened at-
tentiveness, who, on account of their multi-lingual interaction, were highly
dependent upon any visual sign, in addition to the linguistic ones (such as
eye-contact, gestures, and so forth). Thereby, the basic theatrical technique
of attentive, unbiased and open listening was intensified, and Lessing’s
ideological statement was hypostatized to an aesthetic level.
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In Henig’s production, it was the medium of language that was para-
mount, rather than the message it conveyed.”® Consequently, communica-
tive acts of silence and acts of attention, such as listening, had become as
important as speech. It is for this reason that murual understanding had
been enabled, and not primarily through verbal information. According to
Murad Abu Elheja, who had played Al Hafi, Henig’s interpretation gave rise
to what he calls the »metaphor of the production«: »We see different people
who, despite speaking different languages do understand each other« —
that »notwithstanding their differences it is possible to overcome cultural
and religious gaps.«”” This overcoming of differences, Kaynar argues in his
comment on an earlier draft of this paper, »has also been catered for by the
co-acting of performers who — at least some of them — never acted together
before. It was a highly challenging task that, in a way, constituted a correla-
tive experience to what you [the author] describe[s].«”® Lessing’s Parable of
the Three Rings metamorphosed, in Henig’s production, into the »Parable
of three Languages« — Hebrew, German, and Arabic.

Could we posit, therefore, that Henig exposed the dramaturgical grounds
underlying Lessing’s theology, by tracing the ideologigal aspects of the ring
parable to its origins in the art of theater and oral story telling?”® If we
retrace our steps from the analysis of her scenic reading to a textual analy-
sis of Lessing’s dramatic poem with this new awareness in mind, we may
discern these speech acts of silence as a leitmotif in Lessing’s writings that
has hitherto passed, to the best of my knowledge, unnoticed.¥ A tension
between Gehborsam and Hiren — between obedience and listening — as well
as between different kinds of silence is noticeable in all characters, but may
only be alluded to here as a point of departure for future research. Suffice
it to recall that in the final scene the embraces are not only multilateral, but
. also mute ones: »unter stummer Wiederholung allseitiger Umarmungen«
ends the play.®* The climax of this motive can be found in Nathan’s telling
of the ring parable, which causes the Sultan, after repeated injunctions,
to listen — »Du hérst doch?« / Sultan: »Ich hére, ich hére! — Komm mit
deinem Mirchen / Nut bald zu Ende,« just in order to eventually fall silent
— »lch muss verstummen« — shortly after Lessing’s parable had highlighted
the fact that the real ring could nor, literally, »open its mouth.«®*

The real ring cannot speak; it has no language.

Conclusion

Clearly, Lessing’s play has not been written in order to address Arabic or
Muslim audiences. Lessing’s Muslim characters but mask his criticism on
Christian contemporaries. Therefore, in evaluating the possible relevance
of the play for non-German and, especially, Arabic and Muslim audiences,
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it is necessary to study theatrical adaptations outside Germany too; this
concerns both the need to understand its critical philosophico-theological
reception and the actual feasibility of Lessing’s critique of Christianity and
its vision of humanism in non-Christian contexts and cultures. One dra-
maturgical solution for this crux would be to isolate Lessing’s version of the
ring parable from the frame story of the play and re-contextualize it else-
where, with the demands of contemporary productions in mind, specifi-
cally non-German audiences and their local conventions. This may mean a
decontextualized presentation of Lessing’s version of the parable, as 2 drama
in itself. And it may have an effect on the play’s characters, for instance the
Sultan. Alternatively, a new theater play may be written based on Lessing’s
version of the ring parable. Such an adaptation will, most likely, alter it
radically, as apparent, for example, in Ghanem’s Egyptian adaptation, in
which the apotheosized figure of Salah ad-Din comes to trump that of the
Jew Nathan,®s

Yet another solution to this dramaturgical problem is offered — intention-
ally or not — in Ofira Henig’s multilingual scenic reading with professional
German, Jewish, and Palestinian actors in Israel. Cross-casting furthers a
tendency already hinted at in Nathan der Weise, which Lessing, however,
would not fully implement: a transcending of religious identifications.
One could speculate about his reasons, which may be connected to the
risk of exposing the play’s dramatic disguises. But any artistic director pro-
ducing the play today would have to clarify this aspect and further sub-
vert the conflation of the characters’ ethnic roots and religjous affiliations.
Cross-casting is one possibility that points to a structural similarity between
Lessing’s dramaturgy and his theology, and not only on account of an ac-
tor’s meta-theatrical capacity that highlights the very act of empathy.

Henigs production indicates a departure from concerns with multi-
culeural and multi-religious issues, in favor of a multi-lingual production.
Herein, too, the dramaturgy conveys, through its form, central aspects of
the dramatic content: in speech acts of silence a performative space may

 be explored, from which conversation becomes possible through attentive

listening across language barriers. Any exhaustive analytical approach to the
study of multilingualism would have to account for this aspecr, possibly by
drawing upon linguistic methods, for instance, by accurately measuring the
length of breaks, and by analyzing their mutual relationships.

In Lessing’s play Nathan der Weise the act of listening (Héren), which he
subtly distinguishes from unselfconscious acts of obedience (Geborsam),
corresponds not only symbolically to an unbiased perception of the other.
The boundaries of comprehension on the side of actors and audiences who
are unable to understand all three languages pose both a challenge and a risk
for any thearrical production: only from such a stance of attentive listen-
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ing may one establish a conscious relationship (not only by acquiring the
language of the other). However, the danger of meaningless pronunciation,
perfunctory repetition, and absurd exchange — the danger of xenolalia, the
ability to utter a language which one does not understand — is imminent.
These aspects seem to pose some of the most considerable obstacles for a
multilingual shift in theater performances and studies, and, more generally,
in cultural studies and the humanities.®s

Nevertheless, it is precisely through the ability of listening to and im-
itating the not-yet intelligible that a child initiates his or her language
command from parents and environment. This mimesis is enabled by a
performative act: a child speaks s if he or she understands the very words
it is repeating (which necessitates the a prioti act of listening). This perfor-
mativity — suspending a reality devoid of understanding by acting as if un-
derstanding®® — informs not only Lessing’s dramatic poem and its theacrical
adaptation, but also the underlying religious issues and rituals. According
to Egyptologist Jan Assmann, Lessing’s version of the ring parable singles
out this common underlying performative principle and transposes it as the
basis of a meaningful encounter for all religions.’” Qnly on the basis that
each religion consider itself s if it were the most judicious and truthful,
each religion could perform acts — crawl and babble, as it were — to the ben-
efit of all mankind and its allegorical image: that intangible Godess. Truth
in religion, according to Assmann’s interpretation of Lessing, may never be
constituted in a final way. It can only be the partial outcome of a success-
ful performance. But any such performance needs to explore multilingual
spaces through speech acts of silence and listening, Because, as the philoso-
pher Gorgio Agamben argues, there is no longer a univocal belief in God,
truth, people, or language, in whose name we can still speak. This missing
. name, however, »demands us to speak in its name,« and this calls forth »not
the reality but the possibility of something,«*® such as the prospect of the
theater to speak and keep silent in many languages, in tacit heteroglossia.

Issues pertaining to multi-lingualism and the necessity of speech acts of
silence, as described in this paper, are of importance to any contemporary
and future production of Lessing’s ring parable in a self-consciously multi-
ethnic and multi-religious post-colonial context® — possibly even as panto-
mime or dance.?® Acts of silence and listening, as well as related acts, such as
reading or feeling, have to precede any rational act of speech or responsible
action. Because, only she who has long kept silent [...] has access to the
coming politics and poetry.«?*

Martin Buber Society of Fellows, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem
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tign of the other. Cf. Carlson, Speaking in Tongues (fn. 68), pp. 5, 17, 106, 123,
161, I71.

See for example the rediscovered silent-movie adaptation of Nazhan der Weise by
Manfred Noah (1922) and its pantomimic shadow-theater rendition of the ring-
parable. The restored movie was staged in 2009 in a number of performances
organized by the Goethe Institute, with a soundtrack written by the Lebanese
musician Rabih Abou-Khalil, played by the Bundesjugendorchester, https://
www.welt.de/welt_print/kultur/article4977 12 1/Nathan-Stummfilm-mit-neuer-

Musik.heml].

91 Agamben, In the Name of Whart? (fn. 88), p- 71.




