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The Promising Animal

 “Don Juan obviously abuses the institution of promising. But what 
does this abuse signify about promising itself? The scandal of seduction seems 
to be fundamentally tied to the scandal of the broken promise. Don Juan is 
the myth of scandal precisely to the extent that it is the myth of violation: the 
violation not of women but of promises made to them: in particular, promises 
of marriage.”
     —Shoshana Felman, “The Promising 

Animal,” in The Scandal of the Speaking Body.

Between Body and Language, or, What is an Act?

  “Man is a political animal,” as Aristotle said, already defining man 
by the very specificity of his acts. But it was Nietzsche, characterizing man 
not as a “political animal” but as a promising animal (which is, of course, not 
without relation to the “political animal”), who defined what is human more 
specifically not by acts but by speech acts; and not simply by speech acts but 
by the essentially paradoxical and problematic nature of the speech act: “Is that 
not man’s true problem?” ....
  If the language act turns out thus to be at the root of tragedy, it proves 
to be in just the same way – as Moliere’s Don Juan attests – at the root of comedy. 
The tragic and the comic both stem in fact from the relation between language 
and body: a relation consisting at once of incongruity and of inseparability. 
The speaking body is scandalous precisely to the extent that its performance is, 
necessarily, either tragic or comic.”
     —Shoshana Felman, “Knowledge and 
    Pleasure,” in The Scandal of the Speaking Body.

 Don Juan (holding a gold coin): Take it, here it is... Take it, I tell 
	 you.	But	blaspheme	first.
 Pauper: No sir, I’d rather die of hunger.
    —From Moliere’s Don Juan: The pauper scene 

ignited such an uproar at the premiere that it was dropped after opening night.

‘Inequality is a Choice,’ by Nicholas Kristof, NY Times, 2 May 2015

 The eruptions in Baltimore have been tied, in complex ways, to 
frustrations at American inequality, and a new measure of the economic gaps 
arrived earlier this year:
 It turns out that the Wall Street bonus pool in 2014 was roughly twice 
the total annual earnings of all Americans working full time at the federal 
minimum wage.
 You read that right: Just the annual bonuses for just the sliver of 
Americans who work just in finance just in New York City dwarfed the 
combined year-round earnings of all Americans earning the federal minimum 
wage….

The Seducer Seduced: Giving His Hand

“The last symbolic gesture in Don Juan’s fantastic execution is that of the fatal 
contact of his hand with the statue’s:
 STATUE: Give me your hand.
 DON JUAN: Here it is.
 The gesture accomplishes and crowns the poetic justice of the 
punishment, since “to give one’s hand” also means “to marry,” and since Don 
Juan’s transgression consisted precisely in giving his hand over and over, in 
being “a marrier at every hand.”
 The fantastic conclusion thus unfolds as a sort of dialectic between 
gift and debt. If Don Juan dies, symbolically, for not having kept his promises, 
for not having respected his debts, for having refused to give in return, he dies 
no less through what he gives. Don Juan, who gives food, who gives his hand, 
who gives his word, dies while giving food, his hand, his word to the statue of 
death.
 STATUE: Stop, Don Juan: You gave me your word yesterday to come 
 eat with me.

If the only word Don Juan keeps is the word he gives to the statue, is it because 
only death can seduce the seducer?”
    —Shoshana Felman, “The Perversion of 

Promising,” in The Scandal of the Speaking Body.
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Director’s Note
 The legend of Don Juan emerged in Renaissance Spain. In 1616 Gabriel Tellez, a 
friar who published under the name Tirso de Molina, wrote El Burlador de Sevilla y convidado 
di piedra (The Playboy of Seville, or Supper with a Statue). The Spanish Don Juan is a man who 
single-mindedly chases sensuality and pleasure – the masculine drive incarnate.  Spanish 
society offered him a world in which women were cloistered and the loss of their chastity 
equaled the loss of their families’ honor.
 Moliere wrote Don Juan in the period of his great “dark plays”: Tartuffe (1664), and 
The Misanthrope (1666), both of which, like his Don Juan, assault the hypocrisy so fashionable 
at court in his day. Moliere himself played the part of Sganarelle, the wily servant who sees 
through the debauchery of the aristocracy, and yet must cater to their decadence to survive. 
Don Juan may be a serial marrier and irresistible lover, but that is not as intriguing as his skill 
at lying.  He reads people and says what they want to hear.  
 No Don Juan, however, is as famous as Mozart’s Don Giovanni. The librettist, 
Lorenzo da Ponte, was born of Jewish parents, but studied for the priesthood.  As Signore 
Abbate da Ponte, he held teaching posts, wrote poems, and loved women, until he was 
accused of adultery and exiled in 1779.  Years later he approached Mozart with the idea of 
writing this opera.  Mozart wanted him to emphasize all the serious dramatic events, but Da 
Ponte wanted to capture the comedy.  And thus this incredible hybrid was born –an operatic 
masterpiece with the power of folk tales, revenge tragedies, and erotic chases. Mozart’s 
music rises to such sublimity that it’s as if heaven and earth were opening up.
 The Don Juan Project imports scenes from the opera into the world of the play.  We 
created a montage in which the play and opera talk to each other. Sometimes you experience 
them discretely, at other moments they merge, and at times, they transform into something 
altogether new. Through clown work we sought to uncover the roots of this Dionysian tale in 
commedia and bacchanalian rituals of life. Women today are a new breed.  We’ve fashioned 
a Don Juan for our time. Our hero, or perhaps anti-hero, Don Juan, flees from commitment, 
relationship, and most of all, from time itself. Perhaps that’s why, four centuries later, his 
doomed bid to defy time still rivets us.  We are all invited to sup, one day, with a stone statue, 
no matter how quick our tongue, how fast our moves.
 No one can flee time. Theater is where we exist in time together. We delight to 
share the surprise, magic, and mystery of The Don Juan Project with you.
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