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Exploring the absurd and horrific 
Play explores boundaries and ideas from The Holocaust 

  

Diandra Markgraf, Arts and Culture Reporter 
 

In the lives of many, there comes a time 
when one must learn their place in the world. 
For creatives, that may mean challenging their 
own artistic skills to share the world’s most im-
portant stories. 

Before Roger Grunwald established a career 
through a plethora of voiceover work, commu-
nity outreach and acting — most recently in 
Martin Scorsese’s HBO series “Vinyl” — he 
listened to the experiences of his family. 

Both his late mother and aunt, now 102, 
survived the Auschwitz extermination camp and 
Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, respec-
tively. Grunwald recognized the need to access 
his talents to remind people of not only WWII 
horrors and the Holocaust, but to connect us all 
in peace and understanding surrounding our 
shared human condition 

When his aunt gave him “Hitler’s Jewish 
Soldiers” by historian Bryan Mark Rigg, he 
couldn’t put it down, and it inspired the actor to 
write and collaborate with Broadway veteran 
Annie McGreevey on a drama that became 
“The Mitzvah Project.” 

The three-part event is presented by the 
Martin-Springer Institute and Theatrikos Thea-
tre Company. The one-man, single-act play — 
“The Mitzvah” — is followed by a lecture and 
talkback with the actor. 

The one hour-and-a-half performances will 
take place at the Doris Harper-White Commu-
nity Playhouse, 11 W. Cherry Ave., take place 
Sunday, April 24 at 2:30 p.m. and Monday, 
April 25 at 6:30 p.m. Tickets are $7-$14. Call 
774-1662 or visit theatrikos.com or 
www.themitzvah.org to learn more. 

Grunwald has been presenting “The Mitz-
vah Project” across the country since 2014. 
Next month’s performance at the University of 
Leeds in England will mark his 50th production. 
But had Grunwald not acknowledged the gen-
eration of survivors like his mother and aunt are 
fading out, and created his own “mitzvah,” or 

good deed, “The Mitzvah Project” would not 
exist to contribute to contemporary storytelling. 

“No matter how many times I read her story 
I don’t think I’ll ever get close to comprehend-
ing what she went through,” Grunwald said of 

his mother’s memoirs in a recent interview with 
the Daily Sun. “I, too, had an obligation to par-
ticipate in a fight for justice, against prejudice.” 

Grunwald exhibits an almost encyclopedic 
knowledge of WWII. Eloquent and direct, he 
shared the history of the German Jews who par-
ticipated in the Nazi army. These “mischlings” 
— a derogatory term for half-Jews Hitler spared 
to draft into Nazi forces — are one third of the 
play’s focus. 

“The Mitzvah” has three central characters, 
all interpreted by Grunwald. Schmuel is a Jew 
from Bialystok, Poland, who lost his entire fam-
ily and hometown to the Nazis while Christoph, 
a “mischling” Nazi officer in Hitler’s army, of-
fers insight into the legacy of German Jews. 

The Chorus is based on Groucho Marx. 
Witty and humorous, this character pulls double 
duty to inject a dose of comic relief, and pro-
vides social commentary. Grunwald noted he 
probes the boundary between the absurd and the 
horrific, delivering a strong commentary and 
anti-war message. 

Grunwald explained a bit of baton passing 
goes on between his characters. “They transition 
from one to another. The acting job is to estab-
lish as clearly as you can the reality of each 
character…each of the characters has to be 
really grounded in their own reality. The way in 
which this play has been successful has been a 
measure of the work we’ve put into it.” 

Grunwald’s work has crossed boundaries 
and media. Through he recently retired from 
grassroots community organization around his 
New York City home to pursue acting full time, 
he has established “The Mitzvah” as his own 
good deed. 

He explained even the term itself, while it 
means good deed, it also denotes an obligation 
or commandment. And for Grunwald, that in-
cludes honoring the experiences of millions dur-
ing WWII. It also demands questions that stir 
both internally and externally within viewers 
long after the curtain closes. 

“Over the millennia, the DNA of every hu-
man being has become so mixed that there is no 
longer any “pure” anyone. We’re all an amal-
gam. We’re all ‘mischlings,’” Grunwald said. 
“What is identity? Why do we insist on labeling 
each other? Whose interests are served by sepa-
rating the ‘us’ and ‘them?’” 

And for people to start providing their own 
answers, he added, it will take a revolution: “A 
revolution doesn’t necessarily mean a group 
overthrowing a government, but small, individ-
ual acts we can each do everyday as part of a 
process of changing ourselves and the world 
around us in a more humane way.” 


