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

Born in Brooklyn, New York in 1921, Joseph Papp grew up in a working-
class family with a passion for theater. He began his theater career as a
stage manager at the Henry Street Settlement House, where he witnessed
firsthand the transformative power of theater in underprivileged
communities.
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In the early 1950s, Papp founded the New York Shakespeare Festival
(NYSF),a small off-Broadway company dedicated to producing
Shakespeare's plays in accessible and affordable ways. At first, the NYSF
performed in parks and rented theaters, but in 1962, Papp secured a
permanent home for the company in the former Astor Library on Lafayette
Street in Manhattan, which was renamed the Public Theater.
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The Public Theater

Under Papp's leadership, the Public Theater became a vibrant hub for the
New American Theater movement. Papp's vision was to create a theater
that was open to all, regardless of race, class, or financial means. He
believed that theater should be a vital part of the civic fabric, accessible to
all citizens.

Papp's commitment to accessibility extended beyond ticket prices. He
instituted a policy of free admission to Shakespeare in the Park
productions, which drew vast and diverse audiences to Central Park. These
productions became synonymous with the Public Theater and helped
introduce Shakespeare to a new generation of theatergoers.

Groundbreaking Productions

In addition to its commitment to accessibility, the Public Theater was known
for its adventurous and groundbreaking productions. Papp was not afraid to
take risks and support new and emerging artists. Under his leadership, the
Public Theater produced world premieres of plays by August Wilson, Sam
Shepard, Ntozake Shange, and many others.

Papp also championed the work of experimental theater companies, such
as the Living Theatre and the Open Theatre. These companies pushed the
boundaries of traditional theater and helped to shape the future of
American drama.

The Legacy of Joe Papp

Joe Papp died in 1991, but his legacy continues to shape American theater.
The Public Theater remains one of the most important and influential



theater companies in the world, and its commitment to accessibility and
artistic excellence serves as a model for other theaters.

Papp's vision of a theater that is open to all has inspired generations of
artists and audiences. His work helped to democratize American theater
and make it a more inclusive and vibrant art form.

Joseph Papp was a visionary leader who transformed American theater.
His commitment to accessibility, his support for new and emerging artists,
and his groundbreaking productions have left an indelible mark on the
cultural landscape of New York City and the world. Joe Papp's legacy as a
champion of the public and as a pioneer of the American theater will
continue to inspire for years to come.
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