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Playwright reclaims artistry and doomed lives from Holocaust 

Reconstructed comedy to air 

on television, with the power 

to out-'Last' Nazitorment of 

creator, cast and audience. 

Terezin, also known as Theresienstadt, 
slept 60.people to a dorm in bunks for 
women, men and children - families were 
not allowed to stay together. They lined 
up for rations: thin soup made from tur
nips and cabbage with potatoes and stale 
bread. Dysentery was rampant as hun
dreds of people used a single toilet. 

Amy Kuperinsky For The Star-Ledger

The Terezin ghetto was a prison. 

There was no recourse, no breaking 
free. A transport usually meant prisoners 
were sent to one of the Nazi death camps 
in Poland, like Auschwitz or Treblinka. 

More than 141,000 Jews were forced to 
live in the walled-off Nazi work camp in 
what is now the Czech Republic during the 
Holocaust, enduring cramped spaces, a 
scarce diet and dismal conditions. 
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Caldwell resident. 

Just 15% ofTerezin's population made it 
through the war. 

Still, its prisoners - including many 
writers, actors, composers and conductors 
- managed to write and stage hundreds of

Today's -.mdiences can only try. 
Instead of captives on the edge of 

death, the people of 2022 will hear the 
story, reconstructed by Patz, who origi
nally staged the show more than a decade 
ago. She says the time is right to revisit the 
story. 

"From the time that I first began work
ing on this until now, the political situa
tion in the country, in the world, the rise 
of antisemitism, all of these things are so 
much more extreme that it is so very much 
more relevant now than it was in 2010," 
Patz says. 

plays, cabarets, operas and musical perfor
mances there between 1941 and 1945. 

This weekend, one of those plays, lost 
when its creator was killed, will have its 
TV premiere more than 78 years after the 
production was banned in Terezin. New 
Jersey playwright Naomi Patz was instru
mental in reviving it. 

Karel Svenk's "The Last Cyclist," an 
absurdist comedy with a clear message 
that defied the Nazis, speaks through time 
to an audience long gone: concentration 
camp prisoners who were overwhelmingly 
in their last days and months of life. 

Sharing a laugh at such a time "was a 
gift beyond imagining," says Patz, a North 
SEEPLAY,AS 

A scene from "The Last Cyclist." The 1944 
absurdist comedy was banned in the 
Terezin ghetto, where Jews were forced 
to live before being transported to death 
camps. Alexander Jorgensen

Svenk's 1944 dark, slapstick comedy 
takes a well-worn refrain - Jews as bicy
cl\sts - and uses it to dress down the 
Nazis and the culture of scapegoating that 
enabled their rise before World War II. In 
his telling, the "cyclists," aka the Jews, are 
targeted as the cause of everything that's 
wrong with the world. 

Karel Svenk's play uses an allegory that has bicyclists stand in for Jews. It was a common 

"Because 'The Last Cyclist' i,<; a com
edy, I think it's easier for people to see and 
absorb and be moved by and maybe even 
be disarmed by," says Patz, 81. 

She launched her efforts to revive 
Svenk's play in the 1990s. Her work was 
staged in 2013 at New York's West End The
ater in a production directed by Edward 
Einhorn. 

In 2017, Patz and Einhorn filmed the 
play, with music by-composer Stephen Fei
genbaum, in front of a live audience at La 
MaMa experimental theater in New York. 
The broadcast TV premiere is Sunday on 
Thirteen/PBS. (Note: An earlier scheduled 
premiere was rescheduled from Tuesday 
due to technical difficulties.) 

way of illustrating scapegoating in Europe. Alexander Jorgensen

Naomi Patz reconstructed "The Last 
Cyclist" using the memories of a surviving 
cast member and descriptions from other 
survivors. Norman Patz

Svenk wrote and rehearsed "The Last 
Cyclist" in 1944. He died at28 years old,· 
just weeks before the end of the war in 
Europe. Found photo




