
Joe Papp: The Public and the Greatest
Theater Story Ever Told

In the annals of American theater, few figures loom larger than Joe Papp.
As the founder and artistic director of the New York Shakespeare Festival,
later renamed the Public Theater, Papp revolutionized the way theater was
produced and presented in the United States. His commitment to making
theater accessible to all, regardless of background or income, was
unwavering, and his legacy continues to inspire countless artists and
theatergoers today.
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Early Life and Career

Joseph Papp was born in Brooklyn, New York, on June 22, 1921. He was
the son of Hungarian immigrants, and his family struggled financially during
the Great Depression. Despite these challenges, Papp developed a
passion for theater at a young age. He attended the American Academy of
Dramatic Arts and began his career as an actor, appearing in Broadway
productions such as "The Glass Menagerie."

In 1954, Papp founded the New York Shakespeare Festival with the
mission of bringing free Shakespearean productions to the people of New
York City. The festival's first production was "Julius Caesar," which was
performed in Central Park. The production was a critical and popular
success, and Papp's vision for a theater that was open to all began to take
shape.

The Public Theater
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In 1967, the New York Shakespeare Festival moved into its permanent
home in the Astor Place Playhouse, which was renamed the Public
Theater. The Public quickly became a hub for groundbreaking theater,
showcasing the work of some of the most important artists of the time,
including Sam Shepard, David Mamet, and August Wilson.

Papp's commitment to diversity and inclusion was evident in all aspects of
the Public's work. He established the Mobile Theater Unit, which brought
free performances to underserved communities throughout New York City.
He also created the Shakespeare in the Schools program, which
introduced young people to the works of Shakespeare and other classic
playwrights.

Joe Papp's Legacy

Joe Papp died in 1991, but his legacy continues to live on. The Public
Theater remains one of the most important theaters in the world, producing
both classic and contemporary works. Papp's commitment to making
theater accessible to all has inspired countless artists and theatergoers,
and his work continues to shape the American theater landscape today.

The Book: Joe Papp: The Public and the Greatest Theater Story Ever
Told

The book "Joe Papp: The Public and the Greatest Theater Story Ever Told"
is the definitive biography of the legendary theater producer. Written by
journalist and biographer Robert Cohen, the book draws on extensive
research and interviews with Papp's family, friends, and colleagues.

The book provides a fascinating behind-the-scenes look at the Public
Theater's early years and explores Papp's relationships with some of the



most important artists of his time. Cohen also delves into Papp's personal
life, including his struggles with addiction and his complex relationships
with women.

"Joe Papp: The Public and the Greatest Theater Story Ever Told" is a must-
read for anyone interested in the history of American theater or the life of
one of its most influential figures. It is a story of passion, perseverance, and
the transformative power of art.

Joe Papp was a visionary leader who transformed the American theater
landscape. His commitment to making theater accessible to all was
unwavering, and his legacy continues to inspire countless artists and
theatergoers today. "Joe Papp: The Public and the Greatest Theater Story
Ever Told" is the definitive biography of this legendary figure, providing a
fascinating glimpse into his life and work.
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