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This short reflection explores the theme of the Jewish Holocaust in puppet theatre. The
puppet theatre in Odesa recently (2023) has presented the Jewish Holocaust and this
article looks at a recent production, titled Kaddish Memorial Prayer, performed in Odesa
during the war in Ukraine in 2023. This article looks at the appearance of this
performance as an unusual choice because of the trauma in the narrative in a
production within the context of a war zone. Considering the events of the Holocaust in
the midst of the Russian invasion of Ukraine could seem emotionally inappropriate given
the people attending these performances are themselves enduring exceptional
suffering. Even so, the Odesa Regional Puppet Theatre produced Kaddish Memorial
Prayer to speak to the collective experience of its audience surviving wartime violence. 

Theatre scholar Ariel Roitman confirms that the issues of puppetry portraying the
Holocaust are pronounced because of the artificial nature of puppet figures  (2022).
They are a part of what Vivian Patraka calls the “Holocaust Performative,” and the
shifting ontological issues puppetry creates, because of its oscillation of signs and
meanings, are not resolved in live performance (Roitman 2022, 18). The performance
of Kaddish Memorial Prayer, discussed here, does not simply resolve the trauma that it
relates in its narrative, and the use of puppets complicates this tension. This unusual
narrative choice for the program of a puppet theatre in a war zone opens up a painful
space of absence. This relates to unresolved collective and individual traumas framed
by the collective trauma of adult audiences in Odesa who see this production within the
very real presence of the violence that is contextualizing them. This is further
complicated by the historical narratives which are affected by current concerns about
confronting the history of the Jewish Holocaust. Roitman, though aware of the
uncertainty that puppets create, still sees a possibility for this form: “Employing puppets
as performers in theatre about the Holocaust serves multiple diverging inquiries about
the event itself, that of spectatorship and agency, remembrance and transmission of
testimony, and their therapeutic capacity” (Roitman 2022, 4). These issues and
uncertainties frame the discussion of the production of Kaddish Memorial Prayer at the



REFLECTION: The Topic of the Holocaust and Puppetry in the
Ukrainian Context: Discussion of Kaddish Memorial

Prayer, February 2023 | 2

PIR | 2

Odesa Regional Puppet Theatre.

Puppet theatre productions that focus on the ravages of war can offer an opportunity to
work with traumatic memories, improve resilience, and help with healing. They can also
be used as weapons of propaganda, leading to misrepresentations of identities. As a
rule, the tragedy of the Holocaust was not often a subject for performance in the
context of the Russian puppet theatre. The Diary of Anne Frank was actively replaced
by The Diary of Tanya Savicheva, who died of hunger during the blockade of Leningrad
in Russia. A Russian play, Call Nina, also sought to represent the trauma of Leningrad.
The main character accidentally makes a telephone call to an apartment in besieged
Leningrad in the 1940s, in which the Russian girl, Nina, is close to death from starvation
and tries to support her over the phone. In this production, the trauma of war is located
within Russian narratives, shifting the focus away from the Jewish Holocaust. 

In Russia, puppetry performances exploring the Holocaust as a tragedy had to justify
themselves. Kaddish Memorial Prayer is unique in having first had a Russian production,
later adapted by the same director in a Ukrainian version. While the play contains no
spoken dialogue, Jewish religious music is used as background music to support the
theme. This includes the reciting of the Kaddish as a memorial prayer for the deceased.
The Kaddish is the ancient Jewish prayer regularly recited in the synagogue service,
including thanksgiving and praise and concluding with a prayer for universal peace;
also, a form of the Kaddish is recited for the dead, to show that despite the loss, they
still praise God. It has a wide cultural significance (McLoughlin, 2006 4).

The main character in Kaddish Memorial Prayer is a young woman named Esther,
represented by an actress and not by a puppet. Spectators witness her childhood
framed as part of Jewish culture: there is a lullaby in Yiddish about certain kind animals
that come to lull the girl to sleep. Later, she is exiled from her home and is “marked”
with a yellow Jewish star. But this is just the beginning of her suffering. Esther, along
with other victims of the Holocaust who were forcibly deported from their homes, is
taken to Auschwitz, where she tries to take care of a child, who eventually dies, like
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most of her friends in the concentration camp. 

Figure 1. Esther and the child in Kaddish 2023 Odesa Regional Puppet Theatre
(http://www.teatr-kukol.od.ua/4956.html

The absence of dialogue in the play allows for an ambiguous interpretation: perhaps the
puppet is Esther’s child (see figure 1), or perhaps the puppet is Esther’s friend for whom
she is caring for? We see the child as a little puppet in a carriage of bodies, among a
pile of legs: the puppet child is searching for his relatives among the body parts. Esther
tries to help the child, but the Nazi regime is ruthless. For the soldiers and guards, the
child is only a small, irrelevant puppet, discarded by the war machine. In Auschwitz,
Esther’s friends are symbolically turned into puppets and then destroyed by a
monstrous machine implemented by its living minions. 

The final moments of the performance of Kaddish often leaves audiences with an
ambivalent feeling: the heroine, Esther, leaves the stage. I personally felt that the
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adversities undergone by Esther did not, in the end, break her. Nevertheless, her sad
steps at the end of the performance seemed to show her walking towards death.
Contrary to my interpretation of the ending, in a post-show discussion with the director,
others insisted that the heroine survived the camp, was freed, and yet she left part of
her soul back in Auschwitz. 

The Russian production, which was the original basis for the production of Kaddish
Memorial Prayer in Ukraine, became part of a wider discussion of World War II and
Russian interests related to the war. If we compare the Ukrainian and Russian
advertising and descriptions of the performance, we can see the differences in how each
represented World War II and the Holocaust. In the Ukrainian version, grief is not only a
means of processing the memory and trauma of that war. It is also currently connected
to a collective hope for surviving the present-day, ongoing war with Russia. The
Ukrainian framing is highlighted in descriptions of the play on the Odesa Regional
Puppet Theatre’s social networks, thus: “This play cannot be played without heartache
and cannot be watched without tears – but it must be played and watched—for the sake
of memory, for the sake of the future” (Odesa Regional Puppet Theatre, 2021).

The topic of the Holocaust in the Ukrainian version of this production becomes an
“antidote” to other narratives. The importance of this narrative is described by the
Israeli historian, Yehuda Bauer: “Remembrance of the Holocaust is necessary so that
our children are never victims, executioners or indifferent observers” (Odesa Regional
Puppet Theatre, 2021).

There is one important moment in the Ukrainian production of Kaddish Memorial
Prayer when one of the actors, who portrays a male prisoner in a concentration
camp, sees how a very large puppet symbolically ends the lives of Jewish captives who
have been turned into little puppets. This human character, after witnessing this
symbolic action, desires power for himself—he becomes an accomplice of Nazism and
rules his former comrades as part of the camp regime. He turns collaborator and helps
to kill Jews in the camp as a means to his own survival. 
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The guilt of Ukrainians in relation to the genocide of Jews during the Holocaust is a
painful topic, because there were indeed cases when Ukrainians became collaborators
and killed Jews, along with Germans. But it is important to understand that this is part of
a broader problem of collaborationism and anti-Semitism in Europe during the formation
of totalitarian empires (Arendt, 1951), and not a particular problem of the predisposition
of Ukrainians, as Russian propagandists try to present. This is why this performance was
very useful for viewers in Russia, where they are constantly told that only Ukrainians
can go over to the side of fascism.

Ukrainians often saved Jews during the Holocaust. And yet, the subject of Ukrainians as
collaborators with the Germans during World War II is focused upon more widely.
Among the artworks portraying Ukrainians who were not accomplices of the Holocaust,
a sole example is the production titled Paper Ark. In the centre of this production,
created by Ukrainian director Ivan Mykolaichuk, there is a description of the Ukrainian
equivalent of Schindler’s List: the story of how the mayor of Chernivtsi saved thousands
of Jews from deportation 

The production Кaddish is not tied to nationalities or to discussions of national guilt
regarding the Holocaust. Its advantage is precisely that it does not offer the image of a
Ukrainian as either an accomplice or as a rescuer. The production generally moves away
from national identification: in the play there are only characters wearing Jewish stars
(later, in the role of prisoners) and Nazi characters. 
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Figure 2. Uprooted Houses in Kaddish 2023 Odesa Regional Puppet Theatre
(http://www.teatr-kukol.od.ua/4956.html)

A moment in the diasporic process of the Holocaust is tellingly captured when the
audience witnesses how the Jewish people were broken and “uprooted.” They are
presented with their houses torn apart, physically uprooted. The “roots” of people’s
homes are shown in the literal sense: houses are held symbolically in the hands of the
performers, with roots trailing (see figure 2). Following the loss of home, the second
stage of their dehumanization is then revealed: the Nazis not only exile the homeless
but mark them with yellow stars. From the standpoint of the Nazis, the mark of the
yellow star brands the Jewish people as no longer human. In this process of
dehumanization, when people put on yellow Jewish stars, they are symbolically, and in
effect, “turned” into puppets. They have thereby been irrevocably changed by the
monstrous war machine, represented by a giant puppet figure (see figure 3). At the
moment of being turned into puppets, one of the victims chooses to survive. He throws
away the Jewish star and becomes part of the force that controls from a position of
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power.

Figure 3. Giant Nazi Manipulator in Kaddish 2023 Odesa Regional Puppet Theatre
(http://www.teatr-kukol.od.ua/4956.html)

It is precisely this kind of Holocaust narrative that is needed in future theatre
productions. It shows that characters “turning into an executioner” is not dependent
upon race or nationality. No one race or ethnic or national group is more genetically
predisposed toward betrayal than any other such group. Regardless of whether one is
Ukrainian, Russian, or Jewish, horrific and terrifying circumstances can lead anyone of us
to act contrary to our natural custom. The reception of the production of Kaddish
Memorial Prayer in Odesa ultimately reads as hopeful, since the main character, at least
symbolically, survives. This offers us the hope that survival is possible, although our
current tragedy continues. 

An important point drawn from this consideration of Holocaust narratives in the context
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of Ukraine’s current war is that, by working with the theme of the Holocaust, it provides
an antidote to propaganda. Even with puppets, the experience of humanity can be
reevaluated and trauma explored at a safe distance in theatrical manifestations, away
from direct connection with the horrors. Using the capacities that puppets provide us,
allows us a way to explore Ukrainians’ historical relation to fascism, a case which is
currently actively inflated by Putin’s supporters. It is the puppets in Kaddish Memorial
Prayer that show how dependent upon social bonds a character (of any nationality) can
be, and, in order to survive, humans become complicit in acts of genocide. The
production of Kaddish Memorial Prayerallows audiences who are experiencing trauma to
explore what others have suffered but also how they survived against the odds. This
liminal space of trauma, memory, and performance is hard to reconcile, as scholars
Didier Plassard and Carole Guidicelli remind us, when reflecting on puppetry and the
Holocaust: “Walking through the desolated landscapes of inhumanity, where death is
the horizon and the ground we pace, puppets and marionettes might be the best
travelling companions, reminding us of the frailty of our existences and making that
journey liveable” (Plassard and Guidicelli 2022, 31).
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