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Performance presents little-known story of World War II 
by Melissa Merli 

 
CHAMPAIGN, IL — Over the decades 
since World War II ended, many survi-
vors and others have kept alive the les-
sons of The Holocaust.  

New York actor Roger Grunwald 
continues to do it in a unique way with 
The Mitzvah Project, a one-man play 
followed by a lecture, and then a ques-
tion-and-answer session.  

The play, "The Mitzvah" (The Good 
Deed), tells the little-known story of the 
estimated 150,000 "mischlings" — sol-
diers who were part Jewish — who 
served in Hitler's armed forces.  

Grunwald will present the 25-minute 
play and then lecture Thursday evening 
at the Illini Hillel Cohen Center for Jew-
ish Life in Champaign.  

"Because of the subject matter, quite 
a bit of conversation and questions come 
afterward," he said in a phone interview 
last week. "A lot of people are dumb-
founded when they first hear of this his-
tory."  

Grunwald tells it by focusing on the 
story of Christoph, a German half-Jew 
who becomes a decorated officer in Hit-

ler's army. The actor also portrays 
Schmuel, a Polish Jew from Bialystok, 
and The Chorus — he describes it as a 
Groucho Marx-like comedian-
philosopher who interjects edgy com-
mentary.  

Grunwald premiered his play, then ti-
tled "Walter and Jakob," in April 2010 at 
the Emerging Artists Theatre's "Illumi-

nating Artists: One Man 
Talking" festival in New York.  

Soon after, he performed it at 
The Chabad of Port Washington, 
N.Y.  

Rabbi Shalom M. Paltiel of 
The Chabad described the play 
as an important piece of cultural 
discourse and a "wonderful, 
wrenching and, at times, ab-
surdly funny play."  

Grunwald co-wrote the play 
with Broadway veteran Annie 
McGreevey; she directs. He 
added the lecture in April.  

In it, he examines the 200-
year history that gave rise to the 
mischling-soldiers through 
assimilation, intermarriage, 
conversion and the striving by 
generations of German Jews to 
be patriots of the Fatherland.  

Laws promulgated by the 
Nazis identified mischlings — a deroga-
tory Nazi term for people with Jewish 
grandparents — by degrees: If one 
grandparent was Jewish, the person was 
considered a second-degree mischling. If 
two grandparents were Jewish, he or she 
was considered a first-degree mischling.  

"If you had three or four Jewish 
grandparents you were considered a 
Jew," said Grunwald, whose parents 
were both German Jews.  

His father escaped Germany in 1933, 
going to the Philippines and later the 
United States. Grunwald's mother sur-
vived Auschwitz and often told her story 
at schools, churches, synagogues and 
colleges in the U.S.  

Before she died in 2001, she asked 
her son to use his theater skills to con-
tinue her work.  

Last year, Grunwald received an Op-
portunity Grant from the New York 
Foundation for the Arts to further de-
velop "The Mitzvah Project."  

A professional performing artist for 
more than 30 years, Grunwald has ap-
peared in more than 70 U.S. stage pro-
ductions.  

From the early 1980s through the 
mid 2000s, he helped direct the non-
profit All Stars Project, which used thea-
ter to help youths. Grunwald was a key 
co-founder of the All Stars Project, 
which has operations in six cities, among 
them Chicago.  

Next year on HBO, he will appear as 
a record-company executive in the pilot 
episode of a Martin Scorsese-directed 
and produced series about the rock and 
roll scene of the '70s and '80s.  

Grunwald is a graduate of the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, and the 
London Academy of Music and Dra-
matic Art.  

His presentation in Champaign is in 
remembrance of Kristallnacht, often re-
ferred to as the Night of Broken Glass, 
the pogrom against Jews in Nazi Ger-
many and Austria carried out Nov. 9-10, 
1938, by Nazi storm troopers and Hitler 
Youth.  

 
 

If you go  
 

What: New York actor Roger Grunwald 
presents his one-man play plus lecture, "The 
Mitzvah Project," co-written by him and 
Broadway veteran Annie McGreevey, who 
directs.  

 
When: 6:30 p.m. Thursday 
Where: Illini Hillel Cohen Center for Jew-
ish Life, 503 E. John St., Champaign, IL 
Admission: Free 
Information: 344-1328  
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