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Abstract. The article focuses on Bertolt Brecht's play The Seven Deadly Sins (Die sieben Todsiinden, 1933) and Branden Jacobs-
Jenkins’ Everybody (2017) on the background of the tradition of medieval Morality Theater. Both plays are explicitly derived from
moralities, but the playwrights approach the options of the medieval genre in very different ways and pursue different aims. For
Jacobs-Jenkins, as a postmodern author, both the Brecht theatrical traditions and the adaptation techniques of modern drama are
equally important. It seems fruitful to regard the principles of both authors’ appeal to morality, as well as the parameters of the
genre as such. The analysis of critical sources concerned with the study of medieval religious theatre, and specifically its English
national variant, confirms that moralities, unlike mystery plays or miracles, are characterized by certain flexibility of the system of
images and the plot construction, and necessarily possess such typical features of the genre as allegorism and didacticism. Written
in the 15" century morality Everyman, being probably the most famous dramatic text of this genre, has won its status as a program
work of medieval theatre not through strict following the canon, but as a memorable performance about the principal character’s
encounter with Death, relevant in any epoch. The plot and the allegories of Everyman demonstrate the ability to transform — or be
adapted; as a result, the play’s motifs can be traced both in the 16" century Humanist drama and in the 20% century modernist litera-
ture. Mostly, while adapting Everyman, playwrights seek for a greater psychological depth to the conflict of the play. But Brecht and
Jacobs-Jenkins choose a different path, presenting the main character as “every person” without describing the personal traits in
detail. The article treats both plays — The Seven Deadly Sins and Everybody — as successful dramatic experiments, hardly corresponding
with the original ideas of the medieval genre of Morality Theater.
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Annomayus. B crarbe mbecs B. Bpexra «CeMb cMepTHBIX rpexoB» (Die sieben Todsiinden, 1933) u B. Jxeiiko6c-JxeHKHUHCA
«Besakuii» (Everybody, 2017) paccMaTpuBaioTcs Ha GoHe TpaAUuLUil cpefHeBeKOBOro Mopanute. Obe nbechl SKCIUIUIUTHO BKIIOYAIOT
B ce0f ameanuio K MOPAINTE, OZHAKO HEMELKUN ¥ aMepUKAHCKUM APaMaTypru UCIOIb3YIOT BO3MOXHOCTH CPEAHEBEKOBOTO
>KaHpa [0-Pa3HOMY U C pasnuyHbIMU nenamu. Jns Jxeiko6c-JKeHKUHCA KaK aBTOPa-IIOCTMOZEPHUCTA 3HAYHMMbI U TPALULUU
anuyeckoro Teatpa B. Bpexra, 1 co6CTBeHHO IIpHeMbl COBpeMeHHOM afjanTaluy B fpame. IIpescTaBigercs II0ZOTBOPHbIM pac-
CMOTpeTh IPUHIUIIL 06palieHus 060X aBTOPOB K MOPAIUTE, PABHO KaK U CaMU [IapaMeTphl ZAHHOTO XKaHpa. AHAIN3 UCTOYHU-
KOB, IIOCBSILIIEHHBIX M3yYEHUIO CPEAHEBEKOBOIO PEUTHO3HOIO TeATpa U 0COBEHHO AHITIMICKOTO HALMOHATIBLHOIO €ro BApHUAHTA,
II0Ka3bIBaET, YTO I MOPAIUTE, B OTIMYME OT MUCTEPUU WIM MUPAKISL, XapakTepHa olpefiesieHHas rMOKOCTb, CBI3aHHAL C CU-
cTeMO¥ 06pasoB U [IOCTPOEHUEM CIOXKETa, HO 00sS3aTeNbHBl AJUIErOPUsM U AuzakTuaM. CosganHoe B XV B. MopanuTe «Bcakuit
yenosek» (Everyman), Gyny4u, BEPOSTHO CAMbIM M3BECTHBIM IIPEACTABUTENEM XKaHpPa, obecrnednno cebe IpOrpaMMHBIN CTATYC He
6rarozapst CTpOroMy ClefloBaHUIO KAHOHY, HO B KaueCTBe 3aIllOMUHAIOLIErocs feicTBa o BcTpede YenoBeka co CMePThIO, AKTyalb-
HOro s mo6oro BpemeHu. CrokeT «BCSKOro 4enoBeKa» U IPEACTABIEHHbIE B MOPAIUTE AJIECOPUU MPOSBIIM CIOCOOHOCTH
TPaHCHOPMUPOBATHCS — WM [IOABEPraThCs AAANTALUY; B PE3yIbTaTe€ MOTUBbI IIbECHl MOYKHO [IPOCIEAUTh U B [YMAHUCTUYECKOH
Ipame XVI croneTvs, U B MOJEpPHUCTCKOM nuTeparype XX B. Kak mpasuio, mpu o6paboTkax «BCAKOro 4enoBeka» ApaMaTypru
CTpeMATCs IPUAATh KOHGIUKTY 6obluyo meuxonorudeckyio raybuny. Ho B. Bpext u B. Dxeiiko6c-JI>KeHKUHC B pasHble TOABI
BBIGMPAIOT UHOM MYTh, OCTABISS [EPOsl, MK [EPOVHIO, IMEHHO «BCIKUM» Yel0BEKOM, 6e3 KOHKpeTHU3auuy Xapakrepa. B cratoe
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06e mbecpl — «CeMb CMEPTHBIX IPEXOB» U «BCSKUI» — PACCMATPUBAIOTCS KakK 5GGeKTHBIH ApaMaTHIeCK 3KCIIEPUMEHT, BPSIL 11
COOTBETCTBYIOL M TeM He MeHee UCXOAHbBIM YCTAHOBKAM pa3pabOTaHHOTO B PAMKAX CPeJHEBEKOBOIO TeaTpa )KaHpa MOpPAIUTe.

Kartwueeve crosa: ApaMaTyprusd; HEMEeUKHUE ApaMaTypry; aMeépUuKaHCKUE ApaMaTypry; JUTEpaTypHOEe TBOPYECTBO; JIUTEPA-
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Introduction

Branden Jacobs-Jenkins (b. 1984) is a contempo-
rary American playwright who has been presenting his
plays to the public and theatre critics since the 2010s
and received the Pulitzer Prize in 2025 for his play Pur-
pose. Jacobs-Jenkins writes a great deal about the prob-
lems of contemporary society, and considers the tradi-
tion of family drama, to which he assigns his own re-
cent play, to be important for American drama. “Pur-
pose is a play about a Black political family; it’s a family
drama™. Not all of Jacobs-Jenkins’ works, however,
address only current social issues, or could be classi-
fied as “original scripts,” since “a lot of his works are
adaptations of pieces that existed before” [Kelly 2020:
24]. In his play-adaptations, Jacobs-Jenkins draws on
both little-known and highly popular source material.
In his case, moreover, “adaptation” cannot simply be
equated with “translation” or with a “more or less
faithful transfer” [Pavis 1991: 4]. Rather, if we use Pa-
trice Pavis’s terminology, adaptation can be under-
stood in its second dictionary meaning: unlike transla-
tion, it allows for greater freedom and substantial al-
terations to the meaning of the original work [Ibid.]. It
should be noted that Pavis cites Bertolt Brecht’s
Bearbeitungen as examples of precisely this type of
adaptation, Brecht being the author significant for
Jacobs-Jenkins. However, the American playwright is
a prominent figure in contemporary theatre, and his
approach to reworking source texts also draws on
postmodernist strategies. This article uses a compara-
tive-historical approach of literary studies to compare
dramatic works from different eras.

Jacobs-Jenkins’s best-known adaptation is An Oc-
toroon (2014), which for a considerable time was also
his most widely known play. The playwright himself
describes it as an adaptation of The Octoroon (1859), the
eponymous melodrama by the nineteenth-century
Anglo-Irish playwright Dion Boucicault. A later exam-
ple of Jacobs-Jenkins’s engagement with earlier dra-
matic forms is his 2017 play Everybody, a contemporary
adaptation of the famous morality play Everyman.
These two plays demonstrate different approaches to
the reworking of source texts. In the case of An Octo-
roon, Jacobs-Jenkins undertook extensive, almost
scholarly research, which enabled him to reflect on the
conventions of melodrama directly within the play
itself and in subsequent interviews [Jacobs-Jenkins
2015; Kelly 2020]. Regarding Everybody, it makes sense
to raise the question of the generic nature of Jacobs-

'Paulson M. Branden Jacobs-Jenkins on Winning a Pulitzer for
‘Purpose’ // The New York Times. 2025. May 5. URL: https://www.
nytimes.com/by/michael-paulson (mode of access: 12.07.2026).
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Jenkins’ “contemporary morality play”. This, in turn,
requires us to appeal to the traditions of the classical
morality play as a genre of medieval theatre.

Morality Plays as Genre and Tradition:
A Historical and Theoretical Overview

Despite the diversity and controversy surrounding
definitions of the morality play, particularly the Eng-
lish morality play; certain generic features recur con-
sistently in the ongoing scholarly debate over what
might appear to be a straightforward genre of medie-
val theatre. Cited as obligatory parameters are, above
all, the characters of the morality play themselves,
“commonly known as allegorical” [Happé 1999: 42], and
the didactic mode of performance: a morality play
necessarily strives to “prove or demonstrate a moral
point” [Ibid.: 44]. Roy Mackenzie, a scholar of the mo-
rality play, in his work The English Moralities From the
Point of View of Allegory, first published in 1914, chal-
lenges the views that had already become established
by that time and proposes his own definition, placing
the emphasis on the “structure” of the play: “A Morality
is a play, allegorical in structure, which has for its ob-
ject the teaching of some lesson for the guidance of
life, and in which the principal characters are personi-
fied abstractions or highly universalized types” [Mac-
kenzie 1966: 91. The Cambridge Guide to Theatre defines
morality play as “a term used in English for any play
presenting through allegorical personages the struggle
between good and evil for man’s soul... The usage in
the rest of Western Europe, though referring to alle-
gorical action, is not so precise” [Banham 1995: 760].

It is assumed that the “abstract” or, more precise-
ly, “allegorical” figures functioning as dramatic charac-
ters in the morality play not only personify but also
actively wage a struggle for the soul of Man. This is not
so particularly evident in Everyman, written at the end
of the 15™ century and printed several times in the ear-
ly 16" century, though often regarded as the most fa-
mous and representative example of the genre. Yet,
like a number of other surviving medieval morality
plays, it does not bring direct embodiments of good
and evil onto the stage in order to stage a concrete
confrontation between them. Good and evil, in fact,
may instead be represented through good deeds, on
the one hand, and temptations, on the other, or as a
characteristic of human nature itself, that is, of man’s
inability to fulfill the Christian Commandments over
the whole course of his life. According to Robert Pot-
ter, “a concept — what it means to be human - is rep-
resented on the stage... The plot is ritualized, dialecti-
cal, and inevitable: man exists, therefore he falls, nev-
ertheless he is saved” [Potter 1975: 6, 7]. In morality
plays, including Everyman, the plot often centers on
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Man’s encounter with Death (“the theme of the morali-
ty is the Coming of Death” [Happé 1999: 42]), while the
appearance of personified good and evil, virtues and
vices, on stage is optional. Inna Nekrasova, a Russian
scholar of medieval and early modern religious drama,
identifies Death, Virtue, and Faith as the allegorical
figures essential to the plot of Everyman; she also notes
the presence of “the Devil with his helpers” among the
dramatis personae [Nekrasova 2024: 10].

A classic example of the morality play as allegori-
cal and didactic drama might be the lengthy play The
Castle of Perseverance, which, like Everyman, dates from
the 15™ century. Peter Happé examines the state of the
play's surviving text and what is known about how it
was staged. He also discusses how well this particular
work reflects the religious views and moralizing aims
of the Catholic Middle Ages: “these include the Seven
Deadly Sins and the corresponding Seven Virtues, the
World, the Flesh and the Devil, the Four Daughters of
God. The action shows the fall and rise configuration
associated with fallen into sin and being redeemed”
[Happé 1999: 43]. The Castle that gives the play its title
is guarded by the Virtues and besieged by the Sins, yet
the central character — the one whose soul is fought
over throughout his life and on the threshold of
death - is the figure designated as Mankind.

For scholars of medieval drama, the broader sys-
tem of imagery in morality plays, extending beyond
allegorical figures, has long been a subject of debate:
“every other existing English morality... contains also
types, or individuals, or both” [Mackenzie 1966: 8],
“they use characters which represent types or abstrac-
tions” [Happé 1999: 42]. This composite, or one might
say “hybrid,” system of imagery is not, in fact, a viola-
tion of the genre’s conventions in the morality play,
but rather a kind of advantage: it allows for fairly free
variation in theme, content, and even moral conclu-
sions, since the morality play is not bound as tightly to
a fixed narrative foundation as the mystery play, the
leading genre of religious drama. Barry Unsworth,
author of the contemporary British novel Morality Play
(1995), builds the plot of his work around the decision
of a troupe of fourteenth-century players to perform
for their audience “The Play of Thomas Wells,” a story
drawn from actual town life. Before our eyes, the pro-
duction shifts in meaning, acquires new details, and,
in effect, demonstrates the very movement of the mo-
rality play toward the genres of early modern theatre,
genres no longer constrained by the conventions of
allegorical representation:

“In a play with no written words much will de-
pend on impulse and suggestion” [Unsworth 2014: 156];

“We all have played the Morality, when we call the
one who strays from the path Everyman or Mankind or
the King of Life. And the Virtues and the Vices battle
for his soul. So we make him a Figure for all. But it is
the same battle in each separate soul, in ours and in
that of the woman who robbed Thomas Wells and
killed him. It is a very old form of play and the one that
will endure longest” [Unsworth 2014: 66].

An authentic medieval morality play and its per-
formers would hardly have set themselves the bold
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goal of incorporating a psychological, let alone a detec-
tive, element into the performance, as Barry Unsworth
does in his novel. Yet the authors of morality plays,
most of whom remain unknown to us, could neverthe-
less have felt themselves fairly free in choosing and
shaping a particular dramatic allegorical action: to
show the life of Man and his struggle with sin from
birth to his departure from this world, or only the
moment of the character's encounter with Death; to
heighten or lessen the degree of conventionality; to
make the work as generalized and symbolic as possi-
ble, or to add elements of concrete specificity (the lat-
ter being more characteristic of the later morality
plays of the 16" century), and so on. That said, the mo-
rality play was, of course, never “realistic” in the modern
sense of the word.

The cast of Everyman includes, alongside Death,
Faith, and Confession / Repentance, personified quali-
ties such as Strength / Strengthe, Knowledge, Beauty /
Beaute, and Five Wits / Fyve Wyttes. It also includes
figures that are less abstract and instead represent the
protagonist’s earthly relationships: Kindreds, Cousin,
and Fellowship, whom Everyman encounters in turn
and asks for help. Finally, God, too, appears as a char-
acter in this particular play. The protagonist Everyman
represents a type of character — a generalization, but
not an abstraction — found in nearly all surviving mo-
rality plays: Everyman “is identical with Mankind,
Man or Humanum Genus... a representative of human
race” [Mackenzie 1966: 5]. W. A. Davenport points to
an advantage of the designation “Everyman” over oth-
er versions of the name: it lies precisely in its capacity
to address each individual member of the audience:
“The strength of Everyman as a play is that it deals with
the common case” [Davenport 1982: 3].

Importantly, attention in the best-known English
morality plays, and above all in Everyman, is focused
not on sins existing separately and in the abstract, but
on the principal character, in whose very nature sin-
fulness is already present (not predetermined, since
what is at stake is free choice). Robert Potter argues
that “the deadly sins are quite probably the ancestors
of the mankind figures, the representative central
characters of the moralities” [Potter 1975: 28]. In Eve-
ryman, the action is simple to the point of transparen-
cy: it begins at the moment, always unexpected for
“everyman”, when Death appears before Man, and it
ends with the character’s actual death, his descent into
the grave and into the world beyond. Yet this is a for-
tunate ending: salvation is possible. We never do learn
any details about the protagonist's life itself, his dan-
gerous sinful inclinations, for instance. He is truly an
ordinary man, one who lives without thinking of his
final hour, and who finds it hard and frightening when
that hour arrives. M. Banham considers Everyman as
“a picture of man’s realization in the last moments of
his life of what is necessary for salvation” [Banham
1995: 699].

The universality of Everyman as a morality play
thus lies not in strict adherence to a rigid generic canon
(even assuming such a rigid canon existed by the end
of the 15" century), but rather in a certain flexibility in
the interpretation and representation of man and the



world. It is difficult to insist here on the play’s purely
comic potential, although, as the Cambridge Guide to
Theatre notes, “traditional criticism views the morality
plays as a comic genre” [Banham 1995: 704]. The pic-
ture of the world shaped by the morality play is a dis-
tinctly medieval one, bound up above all with religion,
and many scholars have noted the unity of worldview
embodied across the various genres of European reli-
gious drama (“The modus of being of God; the modus
of being of man” [Andreev 1989: 164]). The point is that
the generic forms of medieval theatre, religious in
origin, were not sharply opposed to one another but
worked toward a single aim: to acquaint the audience
with the events of Scripture and to instill in them a
morality that had already been worked out. Particular-
ly curious is the convergence of genres that would
seem, at first glance, to have clearly defined bounda-
ries, such as the mystery play and the morality play, on
English soil in particular, where mystery plays were
grouped into cycles and their productions “were spe-
cifically timed to coincide with the feast of Corpus
Christi” [Gorbunov 2014: 775].

“The Corpus Christi play and the morality play
may be seen as two manifestations of the same dra-
matic purpose. For both, life and history are a process.
Both present man as a divine, fallen, redeemed crea-
ture, and do so in such a way as to suggest to the
members of the audience that they are participants in
the process” [Potter 1975: 8]. It is assumed that the
“macro-history” of humankind, as established by the
Bible and depicted in the mystery plays, and the “chal-
lenges” of individual human life and death that define
the content of the morality play, convey one and the
same dynamic of fall and rise, a parallel that extends
even to their composition. Introducing Russian readers
to a new translation of the York cycle of mystery plays,
A. N. Gorbunov notes, for instance, that the Biblical
history in the dramatic cycle, though traced from the
Creation of the world to the Last Judgment, begins
with a play about the fall, the very first fall from grace,
that of Lucifer from heaven: “The grandiose epic con-
ception of the cycle required a fitting beginning, akin
to the opening of an epic... Such a beginning is found
in the York cycle. It opens with plays whose plot re-
counts the creation of the world and of man, and the
fall of the first humans... The first play of the cycle is
The Creation, and the Fall of Lucifer... In composing it, the
anonymous author followed medieval interpretations
according to which the fall of the angels and with it the
origin of evil, occurred even before the creation of the
world. Strictly speaking, the Bible says nothing about
this. For this reason, the interpreters, reflecting on the
subject, drew on Old Testament apocrypha and the
pronouncements of the Church Fathers” [Gorbunov
2014: 784].

The traditions of medieval religious theatre faced
very different fates as humanist theatre began to gain
prominence in the 16" century. The mystery play, in
particular, proved largely incompatible with Renais-
sance theatre. It was taken up again much later, nota-
bly by the Romantics, and gained renewed interest in
the 20™ century, when literature began to return to its
sacred origins. The morality play, by contrast, was
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different. Inna Nekrasova describes it as “the most
intellectual genre of medieval theatre,” and it contin-
ued to attract learned authors into the 16" century
[Nekrasova 2024: 80]. In England, for various reasons
and unlike in some other European countries, the mo-
rality play did not survive “in pure form” as a theatrical
genre into Shakespeare’s time. Its allegorical tradi-
tions, however, found their way into other genres,
where they were incorporated to varying degrees into
their structures. Robert Potter examines the traditions
of the morality play and their development across the
history of early modern European theatre in detail in
The English Morality Play: Origins, History, and Influence of
a Dramatic Tradition (1975). More recently, I. A. Nekra-
sova has explored the reception of medieval religious
drama in European culture.

The “classic” status of the most famous morality
play belongs to Everyman, which has inspired a long
succession of adaptations. Its remarkable afterlife,
reflected in the number and variety of authors who
have returned to the play, may be connected to the
clarity of its plot and the simplicity of its central charac-
ter. For later writers, Everyman thus became a kind of
invariant of the morality play. As psychological charac-
terization gained greater importance in European
theatre, adaptations of Everyman gave the protagonist
greater complexity, provided more specific details
about his circumstances, and combined allegorical
imagery with greater verisimilitude. Remarkably, a
play rooted in medieval morality proved capable of
adapting to radical shifts in mentality. The morality
play attracted renewed interest among modernists at
the beginning of the 20" century and continues to in-
spire contemporary writers into the 21% century. In his
Dictionary of the Theatre, Patrice Pavis identifies
T. S. Eliot, W. B. Yeats, Bertolt Brecht, and Hugo von
Hofmannsthal among the playwrights who drew on
the traditions of the morality play in the first half of
the 20™ century [Pavis 1991: 194].

The first version of the play The Hour Glass (1904)
by W.B.Yeats “was subtitled A Morality... Besides
sharing the premise of a situation — the sudden coming
of death — The Hour Glass echoes Everyman in many
informative ways” [Potter 1975: 228]. It should be not-
ed, however, that Yeats’ principal character is not “eve-
ryman” but Wise man, and in his skepticism he calls to
mind another medieval scholar instead, Faust. Yet the
tradition of the morality play still asserts itself even in
this version (Yeats later reworked the play, deliberately
removing its “imitative” relationship to the morality
play). Faced with death and the swiftly running grains
of sand, Wise Man turns to faith, and it is enlighten-
ment, not his former “wisdom,” that carries him into
the other world. An elaborated plot likewise accompa-
nies the character’s final hours in Hugo von Hof-
mannsthal’s play Jedermann (1911), whose very title
brings it as close as possible to Everyman.

It would, of course, be incorrect to compare the
experiments of the leading modernist writers with the
“late” morality plays of 16®-century European humanists,
which only slightly diverged from the “canon.” Never-
theless, one can conclude, on the whole, that drama
created within the tradition of the morality play moves
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away from its original schematic simplicity toward a
more complex figure of “everyman,” gaining greater
specificity and psychological depth in its system of
characters. In its representation of the world, such
drama may turn toward “real life,” even toward a form
of historicism, or construct its own mythologized
worldview, far removed from the simplified Catholi-
cism of the original medieval play. Yet neither Bertolt
Brecht nor Branden Jacobs-Jenkins follows the trajec-
tory described above: greater individualization of the
character accompanied by increasing psychological
and philosophical depth of conflict.

B.Jacobs-Jenkins’ Everybody

Branden Jacobs-Jenkins’ 2017 play-adaptation
Everybody is a work in which a 21%-century author
turns to Everyman, the medieval morality play that is
“one of the earliest recorded plays in the English lan-
guage” [Jacobs-Jenkins 2018: 8]. The author designates
his own play not as a morality play, but as “presented
in the manner of a morality play” — a phrase that al-
most entirely reproduces the opening line as it appears
in reprint editions of Everyman [Ibid.: 7; Everyman 1903:
1]. The adaptation employs the structure that is tradi-
tional for a classical morality play, dividing the action
into short scenes with their own titles or even annota-
tions (The Summoning, “And That’'s When 1 Woke
Up..”, Friendship, The Journey, etc.). The allegorical
component of the play’s system of characters is also
declared: “Some people in this play are not going to
play people” [Jacobs-Jenkins 2018: 9].

Regarding the play’s characters, what stands out
despite the many striking changes in the adaptation, is
Jacobs-Jenkins’s reluctance to make them more specific
than those in the original. On the contrary, he heightens
the generality characteristic of the morality play, as
already indicated by the change in the title from Eve-
ryman to Everybody. Jacobs-Jenkins had employed a
similar strategy in an earlier adaptation, transforming
Dion Boucicault’s The Octoroon into An Octoroon and
thereby increasing the title’s indeterminacy. The title
Everybody can be understood in the context of contem-
porary political correctness: the “everyman” figure is
stripped not only of a name, specific age, and social
status, but also of gender, unlike the protagonist of
Everyman. Moreover, Everybody and the other “some-
bodies” periodically called onto the stage from the au-
dience seem to resist individualization altogether. In
some scenes performed “in the dark,” even the voices
heard from the stage are designated simply as A, B, C,
and D.

Jacobs-Jenkins offers an intriguing staging de-
vice meant to make the conversation about death gen-
uinely apply to everyone: actor, spectator, person
alike. In the Signature Theater production, roles were
deliberately not fixed to particular members of the
troupe from the outset, and a lottery was announced
as part of the performance: “in this play, it is specified
that the actors’ roles from this point forward be decided
by lottery every night. This is done in an attempt to
more closely thematize the randomness of death while
also destabilizing your preconceived notions about
identity” [Jacobs-Jenkins 2018: 19]. On any given day of
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the production, the central role might be performed by
a man or a woman, a white or a Black member of the
cast, the oldest or the youngest member of the ensem-
ble, and so on. But this same “randomness” extends to
the parts of Death or Knowledge, Friendship or Kin-
ship as well, and the masks once used in medieval mo-
rality plays for allegorical figures now neither hinder
nor help improvisation by “just anyone” who happens
to take them on.

Emphatic theatricality, rather than changes to
the plot, is the artistic device Jacobs-Jenkins chooses
to make the play genuinely contemporary. Everybody
restores the comic potential that the morality play Eve-
ryman had left almost entirely untapped, opening in-
stead with a thoroughly Brechtian Prologue that estab-
lishes distance between the action and the performers.
Jacobs-Jenkins had already used this kind of Brechtian
commentary on the events unfolding onstage in An
Octoroon, having the characters themselves step out-
side their roles in ways incompatible with “verisimili-
tude,” so that they seem to inhabit the space of
Brecht's epic theatre: “But I guess I worry about the
whole thing becoming too Brechtian?” [Jacobs-Jenkins
2015: 43].

In the Prologue to Everybody, a character called
the Usher appears (replacing the Messenger of the
original version) and, acting as a theatre attendant,
spends a fair amount of time explaining how one
ought to behave in the theatre: “all cell phones are off,”
one shouldn't rustle the wrapper “of a cough drop,
hard candy or bonbon,” and shouldn't let jingle “some
sort of purse or coat filled with a lot of loose change”
[Jacobs-Jenkins 2018: 7—8]. At some point the audience
may begin to feel that the host's joke has gone on too
long, and that the performance is taking an unreasona-
bly long time to start because of explanations and
apologies about some “sort of medical condition”. Yet
it is precisely this intrusiveness on the part of the host-
character that prompts the audience to recall that the
coming performance is a moral play, and the Pro-
logue’s moralizing already demonstrates, quite delib-
erately and not without sarcasm, the didactic pathos
of the work.

The playwright uses the Prologue (in this, too, re-
sembling the earlier An Octoroon) to display his own
scholarly groundwork on the generic nature of the
morality play, and even in the field of comparative
drama - in playful form, of course, but nonetheless
developed and grounded in contemporary theatre
studies. The Usher in the Prologue includes himself
among “we, scholars,” and the author, in effect, offers
us his own reflections on the nature of dramatic adap-
tation: his play is secondary, but does an original even
exist?

USHER. This is Everybody, which is a play. It's
based on another play from the fifteenth century called
Everyman, which is one of the earliest recorded plays in
the English language. Now, for a while we — or, you
know, scholars - thought that this play was sort of
collectively authored by a bunch of monks who loved to
put on plays for each other in Old Timey England, but
we now know it was, in all likelihood, itself an adapta-
tion of a slightly different, Dutch play called Elckerlijk —



or Den Speyghel der Salicheyt van Elckerlijk <..> And it
also seems like this Dutch play <...> was itself based on
a Buddhist fable — and who even knows where the
Buddhists were getting their fables, so! [Jacobs-
Jenkins 2018: 8—9].

Such a significant, if not infinite, number of in-
terpretations of a long-standing story about a Person’s
encounter with Death enables a modern author, with-
out significantly changing the logic of the plot, to talk
about the meaning of life and death from the point of
view of current theories and ideas, including theatrical
ones. Compositionally, Jacobs-Jenkins builds his play
by alternating “traditional” scenes-meetings of Every-
body with allegorical figures and scenes “in the dark”,
where the characters, or voices hidden under the let-
ters, turn to the theories of dreams and talk about the
theatricality of the universe. Finally, the play also con-
tains “choral” scenes, marked as “a Chorus,” though
these actually consist of monologues by a character,
and there is no real paradox here: the chorus, as in
Greek tragedy, can serve a commentating function,
and one might again recall the alienating possibilities
of Brechtian songs.

Jacobs-Jenkins draws extensively on contempo-
rary theatrical technique: “voices” may be pre-
recorded, and in the monologue scenes Everybody can
simultaneously be both speaker and listener: “it is
somehow Everybody’s voice coming out of Somebody’s
mouth: a lip-synch” [Jacobs-Jenkins 2018: 21]. A “non-
human voice” also becomes a defining characteristic of
God’s speech in the play. God, as both character and
category, offers a field for experimentation in Jacobs-
Jenkins’ play more broadly. As already noted, not every
classical morality play dared to bring the figure of the
Creator onto the stage; in Everyman, this mystical su-
perforce does appear, and God, directly from the
stage, pronounces judgment on man and mankind.

God speaketh

I perceive here in my Majesty

How that all creatures be to me unkind,

Living without dread in worldly prosperity; <....>

Every man liveth so after his own pleasure,

And yet of their life they be nothing sure [Every-
man 1903: 2].

In the contemporary morality play, the role of
God is listed among the Dramatis personae, but no
separate performer, determined by lottery, is desig-
nated for it: the part of “God” is played by the same
actor as the Usher, and to switch between roles what is
needed is not a mask, but once again a voice:

“God,” who is unseen, speaks through the Usher.
“God’s” voice is non-human.

“GOD”. THIS IS “GOD”.

There is laughter in the audience. <....>

FOR WHY SHOULD LAUGHTER COME WHEN I
REVEAL MYSELF? [Jacobs-Jenkins 2018: 10-11].

For 21%-century theatre, existing in a society
maximally tolerant of diverse religious beliefs, the
figure of God onstage is, of course, a challenge. It is
precisely here that the boundary lies which reveals

133

GLOBAL LITERATURE POETICS

how far removed we are from the worldview of the
15" century. This is not a religious drama anymore,
and today’s audience is not one united by a shared
Catholic worldview. And while the story of an encoun-
ter with death retains an enduring universalism even
with its allegorical figures, a conversation about God
in a play that is not on a mythological theme presents a
certain problem. Jacobs-Jenkins resolves this problem
by shifting the existence of “GOD” into the realm of the
permissible. The word itself is only ever written in
quotation marks, whether it appears in stage direc-
tions or in characters’ lines. And almost every charac-
ter (somebodies) asks again: So “God” is real?”; “Actual-
ly, it depends on your definition of ‘real” [Jacobs-
Jenkins 2018: 30]. The reality of the divine presence,
despite the assurances of “God’s” assistant named
Death, likewise remains up to “everybody” to decide
for themselves. And although Everybody hastens to
prepare a report — “some sort of presentation”: “I want
to do a good job for “God” [Ibid.: 17], “which, I think
means talking about all bad things that I've done but
also, I think, the good things I did” [Ibid.: 30] — moral
criteria are never defined, and the play’s central con-
cerns move further and further away from the domain
of morality as it goes on.

The structure of the morality play grows more
complex with new elements, such as philosophical
interior monologues and “internal dialogues” of the
protagonist. Against this backdrop, the more familiar
scenes, the encounters and conversations with Friend-
ship or Kinship should pose no difficulty for audience
comprehension, and in fact become especially enter-
taining, not least thanks to the use of contemporary
colloquial English. Jacobs-Jenkins does not substan-
tially reduce the number of encounters: in the original,
Everyman asked for company on his journey to the
afterlife from Fellowship, Kindreds, Cousin, and
Goods, and, disillusioned with earthly goods and
bonds, recalled Good Deeds, who had already been
leading him toward Knowledge and Confession.

In Everybody, conversations with “friends” and
“family” lead not so much to an awareness of one’s
solitude in the face of death, as to an awareness of
humanity’s existential solitude in life as a whole;
earthly bonds turn out to be nothing more than a set of
familiar clichés, and in fact a kind of deception:

FRIENDSHIP. Oh, man! I miss you! What is going
on? You seem a little depressed! Is it still the election?
Is it the weather? Is it Global Warming? Is it impending
threat of Nuclear War? Or is it just politics? Is it identi-
ty politics? Or is it your job? <...> You can tell me any-
thing. <....> I would die for you! [Jacobs-Jenkins 2018:
23-24].

However, in the modern version, Good Deeds
and Confession, whose role was to set a person on the
righteous path and look after their soul, are replaced
by the appearance of a figure called Love, who is pre-
pared to actually accompany Everybody into the grave.
Quite literally at the last moment, without being asked
or invited, yet another allegorical figure appears, Evil,
and the character descends into the grave together
with both good and evil, the outcome of their battle
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left unknown. A reevaluation of values takes place in
both the old and new morality play, though in Jacobs-
Jenkins’ version there is almost no talk of sinfulness,
and no one voices any regret over humanity’s fall:

GOOD DEEDS.

Everyman, I am sorry of your fall.

And fain would I help you, and I were able [Eve-
ryman 1903: 24].

As M. P. Alekseev wrote of the medieval morality
play, sinners are torn “from the embrace of ‘evil” by
“repentance, sincere contrition, confession, complete
submission to the ‘heavenly powers” [Alekseev 1984:
333]. In the modern play, Everybody reconsiders his
life before death, assuming, of course, that Death ac-
tually came to him in reality, and not merely in a
dream or only in the theatre. One review of a contem-
porary production wittily observed: “Something is in-
evitably lost in adapting the material for a modern
audience that has outgrown its fear and awe of hellfire
and damnation™. The element of chance and uncer-
tainty, on which Jacobs-Jenkins’ play insists so heavily,
is present in every person’s life and, on the whole, re-
lieves them of a sense of responsibility for their ac-
tions. It is not just that the “quality of fear” has
changed. The author of Everybody, while giving striking-
ly theatrical form to problems relevant to every genera-
tion, is far from seeking to accuse anyone, and just as
far from offering recommendations on how to live
(and die) “correctly” in this world. As a result, the
modernized morality play is stripped of what is per-
haps its most constant, and arguably its principal,
quality: didacticism. Branden Jacobs-Jenkins success-
fully subjects the medieval drama not so much to adap-
tation as to deconstruction; in our view, however, one
cannot really speak of the postmodern version of the
morality play as being genuinely self-sufficient as a
genre.

Bertolt Brecht’s Seven Deadly Sins

The play The Seven Deadly Sins (Die sieben Todsiin-
den, 1933) is an unusual work both within Brecht’s
theatre and within the musical theatre tradition to
which it belongs. It was created jointly by Kurt Weill
and Bertolt Brecht, although the prominence given to
the composer and librettist varies between produc-
tions, as does the genre designation. The work is most
commonly described as “the ballet with singing by
Kurt Weill, texts by Bertolt Brecht.” The original Ger-
man title is considerably longer: “Bertolt Brecht, Die
sieben Todsiinden der Kleinbiirger, Ballet chanté for singer,
dancer, male quartet and orchestra, music by Kurt
Weill”. The first production took place in Paris, when
both authors were already living in exile outside Nazi
Germany. The text of this “ballet-opera” was later
translated into English, among others, by W. H. Au-
den, under the title The Seven Deadly Sins of the Petty
Bourgeoisie [Brecht’s Works in English].

'Stacio M. Off Broadway Review: ‘Everybody’ by Branden Jacobs-
Jenkins // Variety. 2017. Feb. 21. URL: https://variety.com/2017/legit/
reviews/everybody-review-play-branden-jacobs-jenkins-
1201992736/ (mode of access: 15.07.2026).
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The Seven Deadly Sins, at least in its textual, or
song-based, component, does not claim to be called a
morality play. Nevertheless, Brecht’s turn to traditions
descending from religious medieval theatre is in itself
noteworthy. Nor was this necessarily his only such
engagement: scholars note that after the war, while
living in Austria, the playwright was preparing a pro-
duction of the Salzburg Dance of Death (Der Salzburger
Totentanz, 1949), reworking for this purpose Hugo von
Hofmannsthal’s Jedermann [Schumacher 1988: 185; Pot-
ter 1975: 244].

The “dance of death,” as both a performance form
and a subject matter that is largely visual, is not neces-
sarily part of the morality play about “everyman.” Never-
theless, such a possibility did exist, and in his own
adaptation, Jacobs-Jenkins devotes an entire scene,
no.13, to a frightening dance: “La Dance Macabre.
Skeletons dance macabre in a landscape of pure light
and sound” [Jacobs-Jenkins 2018: 46]. In Brecht’s
work, The Dance of Death, unlike The Seven Deadly Sins,
was meant to become a full-fledged production of his
epic theatre, reaching back through Jedermann directly
to Everyman, yet aimed, in Brechtian fashion, at an
ideological dispute with the current state of society.
The author of The English Morality Play holds that the
morality play is, from the outset, comparable to “con-
temporary ideological drama,” in the sense that “its
primary function is to demonstrate and therefore to
verify Christian doctrine” [Potter 1975: 244]. The dif-
ferences between the specific “doctrines” that a drama
with a didactic aim seeks to establish as the sole cor-
rect ones are, for the genre itself, immaterial; accord-
ingly, drawing specific parallels with Brecht also
seems permissible. In Peter Happé’s view, one can
compare Brecht’s theatre even to the manner of acting
of medieval performers, who clearly understood which
type of character they aimed to expose (for example,
when playing Power): “in some ways such playing an-
ticipates Brechtian alienation techniques in that the
actor is separated from his role” [Happé 1999: 13].

Without venturing such far-reaching parallels
between one of the greatest innovators of twentieth-
century theatre and medieval drama, it would be more
productive to turn directly to The Seven Deadly Sins. In
this play, the heroine, Anna, passes through tempta-
tion by the deadly sins: Sloth, Pride, Anger, Gluttony,
Lust, Covetousness, and Envy. No allegorical figures
appear onstage; instead, Anna’s story is told through
choreography and seven song-scenes (in addition to a
prologue and epilogue), one for each of the “deadly
sins”. The very concept of the deadly sins took shape
within medieval Christianity, and one might expect
that, in the morality play as a genre of didactic litera-
ture, the image of the seven deadly sins and the virtues
opposing them would be actively drawn upon: in the
course of “uniform dialogic scenes... personified alle-
gories, bearers of good or evil, appeared before Man
one after another” [Nekrasova 2024: 10]. In fact, as
already noted, the morality play does not always artic-
ulate and depict the sins of Everyman: in order to sink
into the vanity of the world, it is enough simply to con-
sign the care of one's soul to oblivion. In Everyman,
Good Deeds, representing the good principle within



a person, mentions sins only in general terms, without
dividing or naming them.

GOOD DEEDS.

Here I lie cold in the ground,;

Thy sins have me so sore bound,

That I cannot stir [Everyman 1903: 23].

However, to guide the medieval spectator toward
the right path in life, early morality plays, dating from
the 14 century onward, often relied on a more direct
device: setting sins and virtues plainly against each
other. This same device also appears in an even earlier
form of medieval religious drama, the Pater Noster
play. As Martin Banham writes in The Cambridge Guide
to Theatre, “The Pater Noster play is first heard of in
1388... No texts survive” [Banham 1995: 699]. According
to Potter [Potter 1975: 24], plays based on the Lord’s
Prayer continued to be performed in York until the end
of the 16™ century, alongside the Corpus Christi cycle
of mystery plays: “in the absence of texts the question
of the nature of the Pater Noster plays has provoked
much speculation, particularly in its possible relations
to the origins of the morality play” [Ibid.: 25]. In this
case, what matters is not the dramatic component,
since the plays themselves have not survived, but the
moralizing one. The prayer, like the play presumably,
does not enumerate either sins or virtues, but instead
indicates the paths of resisting sin in the life of every
Christian: “The penitent repeating the prayer could
fortify his soul against all the deadly sins, for which
theologians discovered cures implicit in the Lord’s
Prayer. These remedia are the prayer’s seven distinct
petitions (1. hallowed be thy name, 2.thy kingdom
come, 3. thy will be done, 4. give us daily bread, 5. for-
give us as we forgive, 6. lead us not into temptation, 7.
deliver us from evil)” [Ibid.: 22] (the capitalization and
italics are reproduced as they appear in the cited
source — E. D.).

Anna, the heroine of The Seven Deadly Sins, can be
perceived, if not as an Everyman figure, then as “Eve-
rywoman”; what works toward this typicality is not so
much the name itself as the presence onstage of two
characters: Anna I and Anna II. In terms of perfor-
mance, the two actresses are responsible for the vocal
and dance parts, respectively. The heroine’s doubling
is more difficult to understand in terms of the rela-
tionships between the characters: the two Annas are
sisters, yet at the same time they are one and the same
person.

Annal:

Meine Schwester ist schon, ich bin praktisch.
Sie ist etwas verriickt, ich bin bei Verstand.
Wir sind eigentlich nicht zwei Personen.
Sondern nur eine einzige.

Wir heifSen beide Anna [Brecht 1933].

Anna I, to whom the verbal, or song-based, part
of the role is given, continually urges the second Anna
to avoid temptation and not to fall into one sin or
another. Yet in Brecht's interpretation, the “sins” of a
person in contemporary society are far from as clear-
cut as in the didactic scheme of Christian medieval
times. The purpose for which Anna / the two Annas set
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out on their journey is to earn as much money as pos-
sible for their family of parents and brothers (“we’ll
send them all our money as we make it”). Whatever
gets in the way of earning more money is precisely the
“sin”: don’t give in to pride if, while dancing in a caba-
ret, you need to cater to the audience’s tastes; don’t fall
into anger at the sight of injustice, since that will cost
you money; don’t yield to lust by sharing your money
with a young lover — better to let a rich man pay for
you instead, and so on: “Halte dich zuriick, Anna, denn
du weifdt, wohin die Ubeherrschtheit fithrt” [Brecht
1933]. The two Annas appear not merely as two sides of
one coin, and not so much as reason and feeling, but
as light and darkness contending for a single soul. On
the poster for the Moscow Helikon Opera’s current
production of The Seven Deadly Sins, a single woman is
depicted in two contrasting guises, in which one can
discern a nun and a temptress, as though masks were
being exchanged, very much in the spirit of the masks
worn by allegorical figures in the morality play [Sem'
smertnykh grekhov]. In medieval performance, masks
could signal a shift between white and black, between
sins and virtues, between good turning to evil and
back again. In Brecht’s theatre, one might likewise
recall the doubling / opposition of Shen Te and Shui Ta
from The Good Woman of Sezuan (Der gute Mensch von
Sezuan, 1943).

Even more layered in terms of the theatrical tra-
ditions it draws on, both operatic and tragic, is the
figure of the Family in the play: this is a chorus in
which all four vocal parts, including the mother of the
family, are given to male voices. The family is ex-
tremely “concerned” that their daughter (used in the
singular) should be industrious and virtuous:

Anna geht es gut.

Sie verdient jetzt endlich.

Sie hat einen Kontrakt als Solotinzerin.
Danach darf sie nicht mehr essen, was
Sie will und wann sie will.

Das wird schwer sein fiir unsere Anna,
Denn sie ist doch so sehr verfressen.
Ach, wenn sie sich da nur an den
Kontrakt halt... [Brecht 1933].

The image of the Family is executed in the spirit
of the depiction of philistinism in German literature,
but it does not contradict the figure of Kindreds in the
morality play either, where relatives likewise did not
really seek to support the protagonist (in Jacobs-
Jenkins’ modern version, Kindreds are similarly re-
placed by Family) and looked out for themselves in-
stead. Having sent their daughter off to earn money,
and reproaching Anna for laziness and greed, the family
expects nothing from her but money for “a little home
down by the Mississippi” (“mit denen man ein kleines
Haus baut”). Walter Benjamin, commenting on the
poems of Bertolt Brecht's collection Hauspostille (1927),
which is likewise saturated with religious symbolism,
traces the origins of these “sermons” to a petit-
bourgeois psychology that substitutes the highest con-
cepts (God, the people, the homeland, the bride) with-
out either false or genuine shame [Benjamin 2025: 83—
871. The feelings of “the people” in The Seven Deadly Sins
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of the Petty Bourgeoisie are analogous.

The “American” chronotope of Brecht’s “ballet
with singing” deserves a discussion of its own. The
morality play is not a genre that invites reflection on
landscape: for Everyman, the chronotope might be de-
scribed as “always” and “everywhere,” or rather, at any
time, in any place. Ballet, too, has its own limitations
when it comes to representing landscape, though fair-
ly stable conventions do exist for the traditional, and
generally abstract, staging of a ballet performance.
Brecht, for his part, is well known for frequently using
“exotic” geographical markers as a device of estrange-
ment, and the gangster-ridden Chicago of The Resisti-
ble Rise of Arturo Ui (Der Aufstieg des Arturo Ui, 1954—1956)
is understood to stand for Hitler's Germany. The song-
libretto of The Seven Deadly Sins offers no scenery in its
stage directions, and the action of the journey is repre-
sented visually through choreography alone, yet the
setting of Anna’s life, her wanderings, temptations,
and sufferings, is clearly defined through the songs
themselves: it is America.

The play’s seven scenes correspond to seven
American cities: Anna's hometown, “somewhere in
Louisiana”, goes unnamed, and the journey continues
through Memphis, Los Angeles, Philadelphia, Boston,
Baltimore, and San Francisco. The sins, like the heroine’s
places of work, end up each tied to a city of tempta-
tion. At the time of writing the piece, Brecht was al-
ready an exile from his own country, seeking a place to
live and work in various cities, though still within Eu-
rope; his American emigration still lay ahead, in the
1940s. In his biographical study Leben Brechts (1978),
Ernst Schumacher describes Brecht's difficult process
of self-definition in America: the country did not em-
brace the German author's work, and Brecht himself
was dissatisfied with his place in American society and
in Hollywood filmmaking [Schumacher 1988: 160-161].
This period also produced poems about America that
seem to continue the “survey of cities” begun in The
Seven Deadly Sins. The famous poem On Thinking about
Hell (Nachdenkend iiber die Holle, 1941) takes up the
theme of hell on earth, where “hell” is not necessarily a
physically unbearable life, but rather the falseness and
soullessness concealed behind luxurious facades:

“Nachdenkend, wie ich hore, iiber die Holle

Fand mein Bruder Shelley, sie sei ein Ort

Gleichend ungefih der Stadt London. Ich

Der nich nicht in London lebe, sondern in Los
Angeles

Finde, nachdenkend iiber die Hélle, sie muf}

HcTOouHUKH

Noch mehr Los Angeles Gleichen” [Brecht 1941].

“The anarchy of bourgeois society is an infernal
one”, states Walter Benjamin, following Brecht’s logic
[Benjamin 2025: 89]. The heroine’s return to the
dreamed-of “little home” clearly brings to the fore, in
the play’s finale, the theme of death, so central to the
morality play.

Comparing the approaches of different authors
to the morality play tradition, it is worth noting that
the contemporary American writer, in his adaptation,
seeks to move away from the “Englishness” of the me-
dieval original, not only leaving the setting unspecified
but even speaking of the story’s origins as uncertain.
Brecht, by contrast, chooses for his work “based on the
morality play” a quite specific country and an easily
identifiable time period, yet the work nonetheless
opens onto a discussion and presentation of universal
problems and character types. In this sense, it would
be interesting to compare Brecht's version with the
treatment of Everyman by his kindred contemporaries
T.S. Eliot and W. B. Yeats, though that should be a
subject for a separate study.

Conclusion

The traditions of the medieval morality play have
been revived in modern literature since the early 20™
century and continue to appear productive up to the
present day. They are drawn upon by writers of both
prose and drama, representing various movements
and cultures across different languages. Audiences are
offered the latest productions of the authentic Every-
man, notably on the London stage. As this study has
shown, the morality play serves as a foundation for
present-day adaptations.

The stability of the morality play as a genre, however,
is less straightforward than the continuing relevance
of Everyman. At this later stage, the “morality play” can
dispense even with elements once considered essential
to the genre, such as allegory and didacticism. Yet the
themes of humanity and its awareness of its own “sin-
fulness” continue to interest major authors, while the
flexibility of the morality play’s structure allows the
tradition to be adapted and developed in unexpected
dramatic forms. The approaches taken by Bertolt
Brecht and Branden Jacobs-Jenkins thus seem less a
matter of continuity or contrast than expressions of
their individual artistic styles and, at the same time, of
the enduring vitality of Everyman.
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