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Actress Tovah Feldshuh takes ‘Golda’s

Balcony’ to Old Globe

Veteran actress portrays Israel’s former Prime Minister

By Pat Launer,  SDNN

Sunday, April 25, 2010
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Actress Tovah Feldshuh as Golda Meir in "Golda's

Balcony." (Photo by Aaron Epstein)

At the age of 50, she birthed a nation.
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Golda Meir, the fourth prime minister of Israel, was instrumental in the founding of the Jewish state.

She was also a fierce fighter, who helped raise millions to fund the fledgling country’s battles, and in

1973, had her finger on the button that would have unleashed a nuclear attack.

Her marriage, her children, her infidelities, her travels, travails and triumphs are all chronicled in the

intense, amusing, instructive and insightful “Golda’s Balcony,” the longest running one-woman show

in Broadway history, which will be presented by The Old Globe from April 28 to May 30.

It was a last-minute substitution. Roger Rees was supposed to open his solo Shakespeare show, “What

You Will: All the World’s His Stage,” during that timeslot. But the Tony Award-winning Welsh actor

had a schedule conflict.

For years, the Globe had been talking to Tovah Feldshuh, the theater’s long-term associate artist since

1980, about coming back to perform in San Diego. From 1980-1981, she appeared in Globe

productions of “The Country Wife,” “Measure for Measure,” “The Two Gentlemen of Verona” and

“Romeo and Juliet,” for which she won a justly deserved Drama-Logue Award for her gorgeous

portrayal of the title ingénue.

Over the course of her career, Feldshuh has earned four Tony Award nominations, four Drama Desk

Awards, four Outer Critics Circle Awards, an Obie Award, the Theatre World Award and the Lucille

Lortel Award for Best Actress for her work on the New York stage, in shows including “Yentl,”

“Saravà!” and “Lend Me A Tenor,” in addition to her most heralded work, in “Golda’s Balcony.”

“God bless Roger Rees!,” crows Feldshuh about the schedule opening. “Luck is when opportunity

meets excellence.”

She was delighted to avail herself of the excellent opportunity. Feldshuh has been inhabiting Golda on

and off for the past six years, portraying the character for cheering audiences around the world.

Becoming Golda

“Golda’s Balcony,” the award-winning, late-life memory play about Israel’s “Iron Lady,” was written

by William Gibson, best known for “The Miracle Worker,” Two for the Seesaw” and the musical

version of Clifford Odets’ “Golden Boy,” Gibson was 89 when he penned the drama in 2003 (he died

in 2008 at age 94).

This was the writer’s second stab at a play about Mrs. Meir. His first effort, “Golda,” premiered on

Broadway in 1977, and starred Anne Bancroft. In the audience during that three-week run was a

young actress who would go on to make the role of Golda uniquely, famously, her own.

Feldshuh opened on Broadway in 2003, and was nominated for a Tony Award for her heart-rending,

bravura performance. But she had been involved with the creation of the play long before.

“I have such ownership of the piece,” the affable actress says. “I was very much involved with the

development of the character. The play was so historic, so erudite, but it started out so dense and dry.

I said, ‘Where’s the emotion? You have to move people! Change all the tenses to the present. It

shouldn’t be like she’s giving a lecture. It should be like she’s making it up on the spot.’ So, the writer

made it more immediate, and I made it more personal.
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“And the brilliant director, Scott Schwartz , came up with the idea that, when I’m on the platform, I’m

in the war. When I’m off the platform, I’m in memory.”

So, in the 85-minute piece, we’re introduced to a 75-year-old, chain-smoking Meir (she died at age

80, in 1978), looking back on her very eventful life: from Kiev, where her father nailed boards to the

windows to keep out the pogroms; to her time in America — as a renegade, schoolteacher, socialist,

Zionist and idealist, who fulfilled her destiny in 1921, moving to The Promised Land and becoming a

major force in the creation of the State of Israel in 1948.

“Israel was really her baby,” says Feldshuh. “But it wasn’t a nine-month gestation; it took 28 years,

from 1920 to 1948. The State was her first-born son, which she nurtured, fed and made grow. She

helped to resurrect the ancient Jewish homeland for the Jews of the 20
th
 century.”

The central, seminal event in the play, that haunts her still, is the Yom Kippur War of 1973, when

Meir faced the most difficult decision of her public life: whether to drop nuclear bombs on her

enemies. As playwright Gibson wrote in the introduction, “the core of my theme was in the question I

put into Golda’s mouth: ‘What happens when idealism becomes power?’”

“It was her life-and-death moment,” Feldshuh says. “Every time thinking or talking about it gets too

rough, she reverts to memory.”

The play’s title has a double meaning in her memory. Golda actually had two balconies: one in Tel

Aviv, with a serene view of the sea, and another in Dimona, the underground home of Israel’s nuclear

reactor. In the Negev, five levels beneath the ground, it was overseen from a control room

observation deck where she spent so much time, the men called it “Golda’s Balcony.”

Money and war

In 1948, David Ben Gurion, who would become Israel’s first Prime Minister, sent Mrs. Meir to

America, to raise money for the war for Israel’s independence.

“She went there with five dollars in her purse,” says Feldshuh, “and came back with 50 million.”

Feldshuh has been studying, portraying and researching the complex, multi-faceted woman for the

past seven years. She even followed Golda’s journey, visiting all the places she’d lived or worked:

Milwaukee, Denver, New York, Israel and Ukraine. And Dimona.

According to the play, the bombs were loaded on planes that were awaiting Meir’s order to take off,

when Henry Kissinger and Richard Nixon, confident that Meir would carry out her threat to wipe out

Egypt and Syria rather than yield to its adversaries, supplied Israel with the additional aircraft it

needed to defend itself with conventional weapons.

“The bombs definitely existed in 1973,” Feldshuh asserts. “The one thing in the play that Gibson

conjectured is whether or not those planes were actually armed.”

Tovah and Golda and beyond

Feldshuh is endlessly fascinated by Golda; this play spawned two Golda-themed concerts, a book and
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a DVD. She acquired the rights to “Golda’s Balcony” in 2008. Now she travels around with the piece,

which is booked through 2011.

Actress Tovah Feldshuh. (Photo by

Gino Domenico)

She comes with her “mighty little production company,” and her makeup and costumes, which

include a fat suit, pendulous breasts, leggings that simulate bulging varicose veins and the phlebitis

that plagued Meir; aging makeup and a false nose sculpted from a death-mask of Golda’s face.

Though Golda is something of an obsession for Feldshuh, she’s not, by any means, her only notable

character portrayal.

Last year, she appeared on Broadway in “Irena’s Vow,” another fact-based dramatization, about a

Polish Roman Catholic who managed to hide 12 Jews in the cellar of a house occupied by a German

major. Over the years, Feldshuh has tackled an impressive array of uncompromising onstage women:

Diana Vreeland, Sarah Bernhardt, Stella Adler, Sophie Tucker, Katharine Hepburn and three queens

of Henry VIII.

On the small screen, she won her first Emmy nomination for her portrayal of the Czech freedom

fighter, Helena, in “Holocaust.” Another Emmy nod was for her regular character on “Law and

Order,” defense attorney Danielle Melnick, whom she patterns after her late father, a “hard-hitting

litigator.” Her film work has included “A Walk on the Moon,” “Lady in the Water” and “Kissing

Jessica Stein,” for which she won a Golden Satellite Award as Best Supporting Actress.

Feldshuh has also been honored for her philanthropy. She’s active with Seeds of Peace, a Maine camp

for youth from far-flung lands of conflict, that fosters interaction, empowerment and leadership. She’s
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received an Eleanor Roosevelt Humanitas Award, the Town Hall Foundation’s Friends of the Arts

Award, the Israel Peace Medal, and an Honorary Doctorate from Yeshiva University. She’s been

celebrated by the Holocaust and Human Rights Education Center, the Friar’s Club (she’s sung there

and at Carnegie Hall), and the America Israel Cultural Foundation, which bestowed on her its first

“Theater Arts Award.”

And on May 24 (at the tail-end of her run at the Globe), she and her husband of 33 years, Andrew

Harris Levy, will fly to New York to be feted by the Lower East Side Tenement Museum.

A lifelong resident of New York who grew up in the upscale Westchester community of Scarsdale,

Feldshuh is fluent in English, French, Italian and “prayer-book Hebrew.” After majoring in philosophy

at Sarah Lawrence College, she wanted to go on to Juilliard to study acting, but her father refused to

allow her to attend a “trade school.” She began her career at the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis,

where she was awarded the McKnight Fellowship in Acting.

The rest of her family is quite accomplished, too. Her father, husband and son are all Harvard alumni;

her daughter is a physics major at MIT. Her brother, David Feldshuh, who was nominated for a

Pulitzer for his searing drama, “Miss Evers’ Boys,” is an M.D./Ph.D. who heads theater at Cornell

during the week and is an emergency room physician on weekends.

Golda and the Globe

Feldshuh has spent a good deal of her stage career in solo shows. Her first, “Tocah: A Rush Hour

Revue,” was actually created during her time at the Globe, decades ago. Characters from that first

effort still appear in her later concert pieces: “Tovah: Out of Her Mind!” and “Tovah Crossovah.” She

also starred as the legendary Tallulah Bankhead in her own creation, “Tallulah Hallelujah!,” which

USA Today named one of the Ten Best Plays of 2000.

Her most recent concert is “Mining Golda: My Journey to Golda Meir,” in which Feldshuh gives “the

inside scoop, the underbelly of the character and how she changed my life.”
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Old Globe to present Tovah Feldshuh in 'Golda's
Balcony'
March 5, 2010 |  3:35 pm

Four-time Tony nominee Tovah Feldshuh will star in "Golda's

Balcony," William Gibson's drama about former Israeli Prime

Minister Golda Meir, which will open in May at the Old Globe in

San Diego.

Globe executive producer Lou Spisto says the production will

replace Roger Rees' solo show, "What You Will," which was

canceled because of conflicts with Rees' schedule.

"Golda's Balcony" -- the longest-running one-woman show in

Broadway history -- traces Meir's journey from Russian

immigrant to international political figure. Feldshuh received a

2004 Tony nomination for best actress for her work in the

original production.

An associate artist of the Globe, Feldshuh has appeared at the

theater in four previous shows. She has won four Drama Desk

Awards, an Obie and other honors during a decades-long stage

career that includes appearances in "Yentl," "Lend Me a Tenor"

and "Irena's Vow."

Her extensive movie and television credits include Emmy-nominated performances as a Czech

freedom fighter in the "Holocaust" miniseries and defense attorney Danielle Melnick on the NBC

series "Law & Order." 

"Golda's Balcony" will run May 1-30.

-- Karen Wada
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