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“Do I dare disturb the universe?” J. Robert Oppenheimer’s rise and fall
erupt in this kaleidoscopic play exploring questions of faith, con-
science, and the consequences of the never-ending pursuit of knowl-
edge. Act One: Math. The fevered wartime drive to build the first nu-
clear weapon, by a collection of previously academic theoretical physi-
cists, many of them Jews fleeing Hitler’s Germany. Success turns to
horror when “the Gadget” is dropped, first on Hiroshima, then Naga-
saki.Act Two:Aftermath. Oppenheimer confronts his conscience; Rus-
sia turns from ally to enemy. The Red scare is in full swing as we shift to
the courtroom. Oppenheimer’s wife, Kitty, drinks; J. Edgar Hoover
does the dance of the seven veils; and the Father of the Atomic Bomb
has his security clearance revoked, cast out of the world he helped
create. In a flash that is the end of his life, J. Robert Oppenheimer
paces the desert of the Trinity Test Site, wrestling with his memories
and one scary, sexy, unpredictable demon: Lilith, Hebrew mythology’s
first woman, cast out of Eden for refusing to behave. Hissing in his ear,
she goads him to admit what he refuses to acknowledge: an anger that
mirrors her own. “Oppie” is haunted by actions, decisions, and a trinity
of women—mother, wife Kitty, and lover, Jean Tatlock. Her suicide is
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“Do I dare dis turb the uni verse?”
— T.S. Eliot, The Love Song of J. Al fred Prufrock
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IM POR TANT BILLING AND CREDIT RE QUIRE MENTS

All pro duc ers of the Play must give credit to the Author of the Play in all 
pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with per for mances of the Play and in
all in stances in which the ti tle of the Play ap pears for pur poses of ad ver -
tis ing, pub li ciz ing or oth er wise ex ploit ing the Play and/or a pro duc tion.
The name of the Author must also ap pear on a sep a rate line, on which no 
other name ap pears, im me di ately fol low ing the ti tle, and must ap pear in
size of type not less than fifty per cent (50%) the size of the ti tle type.
Bio graph i cal in for ma tion on the Author, if in cluded in the playbook, may 
be used in all pro grams. In all pro grams this no tice must ap pear:

“Pro duced by spe cial ar range ment with
THE DRA MATIC PUB LISHING COM PANY of Woodstock, Il li nois”

All pro duc ers of the Play must in clude the fol low ing ac knowl edg ments
on the ti tle page of all pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with per for -
mances of the Play and on all ad ver tis ing and pro mo tional ma te ri als:

“Or i ginally de vel oped and pre sented by Frank Thea tre,
Min ne ap o lis, Min ne sota, Ar tis tic Di rec tor, Wendy Knox.”

“Or i ginally pro duced by Cincinnati Play house in the Park,
Edward Stern, Pro ducing Ar tis tic Di rec tor,

Buzz Ward, Ex ec u tive Di rec tor.”
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The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer world pre m -
iered at the Cincinnati Play house in the Park (Ed Stern,
Pro ducing Ar tis tic Di rec tor; Buzz Ward, Ex ec u tive Di rec -
tor), March 22, 2003. It was di rected by Mark Wing-
Davey; the set de sign was by Douglas Stein; the cos tume
de sign was by Catherine Zuber; the light ing de sign was by
Da vid Weiner; the sound de sign was by Marc Gwinn; the
video de sign was by Rupert Bohle; the dramaturg was
Kathleen Tobin; and the pro duc tion stage man ager was
Jennifer Mor row. The cast was as fol lows: 

J. Rob ert Oppenheimer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Curzon Dobell
Lilith . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Ju dith Hawking
Young Sci en tist / Strauss, etc. . . . . . . . . . . . Ja son Bowcutt
Rabi / J .Ed gar Hoo ver, etc. . . . . . . . . . Mi chael Pem ber ton
Teller / Lansdale, etc. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Ste ven Rattazzi
Kitty Oppenheimer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Blaire Chan dler
Jean Tatlock / Nurse / Mother, etc.. . . . . Car o lyn Baeumler
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The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer was com mis -
sioned with pub lic funds from the In di vid ual Art ists Pro -
gram of the New York State Coun cil on the Arts, and writ -
ten dur ing a Jerome Fel low ship at the Play wrights Cen ter
in Min ne ap o lis.

The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer was orig i nally
de vel oped and pre sented by Frank Thea tre, Min ne ap o lis,
Min ne sota (Ar tis tic Di rec tor Wendy Knox), Feb ru ary 6,
2003, as part of the Play wrights’ Cen ter’s NewStage Di rec -
tions pro gram. It was di rected by Wendy Knox; the set de -
sign was by John Fran cis Bueche; the cos tume de sign was
by Kathy Kohl; the light ing de sign was by Mi chael P.
Kittel; the sound de sign was by Reid Rejsa; the dramaturgs 
were Kathleen Tobin and Beth Cleary, and the pro duc tion
stage man ager was Spencer Put ney. The cast was as fol -
lows:

J. Rob ert Oppenheimer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Phil Kilbourne
Lilith . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Maria Asp
Young Sci en tist / Strauss, etc. . . . . . . . . . . . Pat rick Bailey
Rabi / J.Ed gar Hoo ver, etc. . . . . . . . . . . . Tom Sherohman
Teller / Lansdale, etc. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . John Riedlinger
Kitty Oppenheimer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . An nie Enneking
Jean Tatlock / Nurse / Mother, etc. . . Gwendolyn Schwinke
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The Love Song of J. Rob ert
Oppenheimer
A Play in Two Acts

For 4m., 3w., with dou bling.
 May be ex panded to 7 or more m., 5w.

CHAR AC TERS:

J. ROB ERT OPPENHEIMER . . . . . . . . . . . . em i nent phys i cist,
pos si ble Com mu nist

LILITH . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . pre-Bib li cal demon, the first woman

KITTY OPPENHEIMER. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . wife

JEAN TATLOCK . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . mis tress
     also MOTHER / CEN SOR / RE PORTER / NURSE

SCI EN TIST ONE / RABI
     also GROVES / SE CU RITY ONE / HOO VER

SCI EN TIST TWO / TELLER
     also VOICEOVER / LANSDALE / SE CU RITY TWO

SCI EN TIST THREE / YOUNG SCI EN TIST
   also SOL DIER / BRIT ISH EN VOY / STRAUSS

NOTE: Lilith lives in the walls and ceil ing, crawl ing up and
across chain-link fence, perch ing, seeth ing, lung ing, curl ing
up to sleep, but never touch ing the floor. She is only vis i ble
to Oppenheimer.

Ac tion is con tin u ous: The scene ti tles are for reader/ac tor ori en -
ta tion, and should not be felt by an au di ence, ex cept in tone
shift or light change.

7
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LILITH: “Adam and Lilith never found peace to gether; for
when he wished to lie with her, she took of fense at the
re cum bent po si tion he de manded. ‘Why must I lie be -
neath you?’ she asked. ‘I also was made from dust, and
am there fore your equal.’ Be cause Adam tried to com pel 
her obe di ence by force, Lilith, in a rage, ut tered the
magic name of God, rose into the air and left him.”

— Rob ert Graves and Ra phael Patai,
“He brew My thol ogy”

NOTES ON THE TEXT:

Pas sage from the Bhagavad-Gita trans lated by Barbara
   Stoller Miller.
T.S. Eliot mis quote in the fi nal scene is in ten tional.

PLAY WRIGHT’S NOTES:

Based on the pro duc tions I’ve seen, Act I should run one
hour, Act II fifty min utes. This has been pretty con sis tent.
Lilith is scar ier if she’s some how dam aged, not all-pow er -
ful. She’s also sex ier. For Jean’s sui cide, please have her
dressed not in a slip, but in reg u lar street clothes. This is
not “find me dead and beau ti ful” but some thing much more 
de lib er ate and fright en ing. (The glam or ous Jean in a slip in 
the court room is Oppie’s mem ory of her; the one who com -
mits sui cide is the real woman.) Take care of the com edy,
the sci en tists’ oc ca sional vaude ville, Oppie’s twin kle in the
eye. The pa thos will take care of it self.

8
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ACT I

(A faint Los Alamos desert dawn. OPPIE ap pears. He
ad dresses the au di ence as though it were his clear ance
board.)

OPPIE. And how should I pre sume?

And how should I be gin?

You have my file be fore you.

I trust this board will take into ac count not only cer tain
po lit i cal as so ci a tions of an im pas sioned youth, but our
needs as a coun try, and what I can do to ward the task at
hand. Cer tainly, I have as so ci a tions with var i ous com -
mu nists, my wife and my brother to name two, and I
have sup ported var i ous causes and been a mem ber of
nearly ev ery com mu nist front group on the West Coast,
but I have never en gaged in any thing even re sem bling
sub ver sive ac tiv i ties.

LILITH (shad ow ing him). ssssssubversssive
OPPIE. I am not ashamed of these po lit i cal lean ings. Only

that they came rather late in life for me. They are a
young man’s pol i tics. I had man aged to re main shock -
ingly ig no rant of…the world and its ways. I read no
news pa pers, never had a ra dio. (Smiles.) I did n’t hear

9
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about the stock-mar ket crash un til a friend told me, six
months af ter.

But events con spired to pull me out of this…life of pure
schol ar ship.
I had rel a tives in Ger many.

I met a woman, to whom I was en gaged for a time,

(JEAN ap pears, shad owy.)

who in tro duced me to var i ous wor thy causes in clud ing
Span ish re lief and the or ga ni za tion of mi grant farm
work ers at home. I con trib uted sums of money be cause I 
could; I never con sid ered join ing the Com mu nist Party
be cause I pre fer to do all of my think ing for my self.

I as sure you, all this is firmly in my past. Now, in time
of war, I only seek to serve my coun try in the way I best 
can. As the head of the lab o ra tory cur rently be ing built
on the spot I sug gested for it, Los Alamos. Beau ti ful
part of the coun try.
Des o late.

Empty.

The site, I have named
Trin ity.

VOICEOVER (whis pered). What’s a Jew do ing nam ing it
Trin ity?

OPPIE. Bat ter my heart, three-person’d God
VOICEOVER. What?
OPPIE. It’s Donne.
YOUNG SCI EN TIST. Oppie?

10 The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer Act I
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OPPIE. What?
YOUNG SCI EN TIST. It’s done.
VOICEOVER. 14 July. Gad get com plete. Should we have

the chap lain here?
SCI EN TIST ONE (RABI). Place your bets, gen tle men.

Will we ig nite the at mo sphere and blow up the world?
Or just the state of New Mex ico?

SCI EN TIST TWO (TELLER). It’s not go ing to ig nite the
at mo sphere! My cal cu la tions prove—

SCI EN TIST THREE (YOUNG). How do you plan to col -
lect?

VOICEOVER. Seven.
Six.
Five.
Four.

(The open ing bars of the “Nut cracker Suite” are heard
over the fi nal num bers.)

Three
Two
One

(Flash of light. A tre men dous ex plo sion.)

YOUNG SCI EN TIST. Is it the end of the world?
OPPIE. Maybe.

(LILITH laughs. She ap pears, teeth first, like the
Cheshire Cat.)

That was the first time I saw your face.

Act I The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer 11
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LILITH. You must ad mit.
It would have been funny.

OPPIE. What?
LILITH. If you had

ig nited the at mo sphere.
Con sumed the world in a fi ery ball.

OPPIE (smiles). We were a lit tle bit afraid.
LILITH. shows what you know.
OPPIE. Yes.

We should have been much more so.

(LILITH makes a click ing noise like a liz ard.)

An ap ple falls and hits a man on the head.
Thus be gins New to nian Phys ics. Which begat The o ret i -
cal Phys ics.
A dis ci pline that ends, with great vi o lence, July 16,
1945. Trin ity.

I think this story is a met a phor. And it is knowl edge
which strikes Sir Isaac on the head.

The Ap ple of course its time-hon ored stand-in since Eve, 
the first woman, plucked one from the Tree of Knowl -
edge. And that first sweet bite led to en light en ment.
Ban ish ment from the Gar den. And even tual death.

LILITH. Sssssssssshhhheeee wass not the firsst.
OPPIE (smiles). The early He brew tra di tion holds that there 

was an other woman, be fore Eve. Made from earth, like
Adam. Lilith.

LILITH. Lilit. Lillitû.* Lamashtû. Astarté. Ardat-lili
OPPIE (over laps). *But she would not be have.

12 The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer Act I
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LILITH. I dared dis turb the Uni verse. God re voked my
ssecurity clear ance.

OPPIE. So God cast her out.
LILITH. I left.
OPPIE. Made a new one. Eve.
LILITH. From whom all you mis er a ble crea tures are de -

scended.

And now here you are again.
A bunch of Jews in the desert.
Ar guing es o teric points.

SCI EN TIST ONE. You see, it is writ ten
SCI EN TIST TWO. It is eas ier for a camel to pass through

the eye of a nee dle
SCI EN TIST THREE. Than to ig nite the earth’s at mo -

sphere. (Beat.)
SCI EN TIST TWO (con cerned).

Or a very thick piece of yarn.
Through the eye of a nee dle.

LILITH. What leads a kind man. A gen tle man. A scholar.
To make the big gest ex plo sion the world has ever seen?

OPPIE. I had a…con tin u ing, smol der ing fury about the
treat ment of Jews in Ger many.

LILITH. Ssmoldering.

20th CEN TURY

(Sound of a train. OPPIE and GROVES in a train com -
part ment.)

Act I The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer 13
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OPPIE (smil ing). Let us go then, you and I. The Gen eral
and the Sci en tist. Still within the speed of the 20th Cen -
tury…

GROVES. Strange name for a train, I al ways thought.
OPPIE. Hur tling to ward an un cer tain des ti na tion
GROVES. New York City. Though now that you men tion

it, I would call that an un cer tain des ti na tion. (Beat. He
tries to fig ure out if this is the joke OPPIE was mak ing.)
You un der stand, Dr. Oppenheimer, se cu rity is our num -
ber-one pri or ity.

OPPIE. I thought get ting the thing built was your pri or ity.
GROVES. Well, yes, of course—
OPPIE. Then you’ve got to change the way things are be -

ing run. You can’t just com part men tal ize these peo ple,
have them toil ing away in ig no rance. Sci en tific dis cov -
ery is built upon the free flow of ideas. You never know 
where the win ning no tion is go ing to come from. Some -
times the most un likely of sources.

GROVES. Dr. Oppenheimer, we sim ply can’t have this
top-se cret in for ma tion be ing dis cussed out in the open—

OPPIE. YES YOU CAN— If. In stead of iso lat ing each
man. Iso late us all. The en tire lab o ra tory is top se cret.
But within this her metic seal—no se crets. Ev ery one is
work ing on the same prob lem. Give me thirty sci en tists,
with com plete free dom of dis cus sion, and we can make
this thing for you.

GROVES. We can’t tell them any thing about the pro ject
un til they’ve agreed to work on it. Do you think you can 
re cruit un der those cir cum stances?

OPPIE. Yes. I be lieve I can.
LILITH. cocky bastard, aren’tcha?
OPPIE. Just prac ti cal.

14 The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer Act I
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Re port to a post of fice box in New Mex ico. Dis ap pear.
And I got them.
Armed with noth ing but the ever-grow ing list of lu mi -
nar ies in at ten dance.
Fermi
Bethe
all our bright est grad u ate stu dents
even tu ally the thing had a grav i ta tional pull of its own.

LILITH. Cre ating a new star sys tem?
OPPIE. No. Just…a world.
LILITH. A world pow ered by fury.
OPPIE. Our own world.
LILITH. The fury of the small.
OPPIE. A world of pure dis cov ery.
LILITH. The fury of the cast-out.

(RABI and OPPIE, walk ing the per im e ter fence at Los
Alamos.)

RABI. I sup pose this is all part of a rich his tor i cal tra di tion.
OPPIE. This, Isador?
RABI. At very reg u lar in ter vals, there’s a panic, and Jews

are ac cused of poi son ing the wells. (OPPIE nods.)
Once a cen tury, like clock work.

OPPIE. I did not think it would hap pen in this one.
RABI. Cho sen Peo ple, huh?
OPPIE. So they say.
LILITH. Cho sen for the Po grom. To bake your bread on

your very back as you leave one not a home for an other
not a home.

You know what God does to his Fa vor ites.

Act I The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer 15
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He does a Job on them.

oppie oppie oppie.

I could see this com ing a cen tury away.
OPPIE (to LILITH). It’s al most funny. In the Ger man uni -

ver sity sys tem, all the Jews were forced into The o ret i cal
Phys ics. The un fash ion able end of the University. Less
pres tige, less pay. Now the great est minds in the world
are com ing to us, ref u gees. Thoughts smok ing out of
their heads.

RABI. Those Na zis have signed their own death war rant. 

(LILITH purrs.)

If we can just make the damn thing work.
Be fore they do.

(A SOL DIER ap proaches RABI.)

SOL DIER. Dr. Rabbi?
RABI. Rabi!

(Out.)

MOTHER’S HANDS

OPPIE. Lying awake at night, I think of…many things.
Mostly the crit i cal mass of fis sion able ma te rial. The crit -
i cal mass of sci en tists. Fis sion able minds. Will we be
able to trans late The ory into Prac tice? In time—?

Some times I re mem ber

16 The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer Act I
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my mother’s hands
smooth ing down my hair.
With the soft kidskin gloves she al ways wore. To cover
a…de fect in her right hand. It was not fully formed.
Missing three fin gers.
We never dis cussed it. It just…was.
Soft gloves touch ing my face. smooth ing down my hair.
Sending me off to Dr. Adler’s School for Eth i cal Cul -
ture. (Smiles.)

Eth i cal…Cul ture.
How young we all were.
To be lieve in such…pos si bil i ties.

(MOTHER ap pears. Takes off a large, broad-brimmed
pic ture hat. Takes off one glove. Is about to take off the
other. OPPIE turns to see her. She dis ap pears.)

Once Dr. Adler brought a ge ol o gist in to speak to my
form. And this man brought with him a great iron con -
trap tion, much like a large ice chip per, and a box of un -
as sum ing-look ing round brown rocks, only slightly
larger than a fist.
He rested one care fully in the con trap tion, brought the
han dle down with a sharp CRACK, and there lay the ge -
ode, in two halves, in ner cav ern of crys tals spar kling in
the first light it had ever seen.
I…laughed aloud. With the shock of it. The truth of it.
And I knew. I had got to look harder. To know what was 
in side things.
Min er al ogy was my first love.
It set me on a rather di rect path…to here.

Act I The Love Song of J. Rob ert Oppenheimer 17
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Los Alamos.
Where they ques tion my as so ci a tions. Read my mail.
Lis ten to ev ery phone call. Lis ten at the key hole till I
think I will go mad.

KITTY AND THE SE CU RITY MAN

(The Oppenheimer home, Los Alamos. KITTY keeps a
man on the door step.)

KITTY. I sup pose I have to ask you in.
LANSDALE. Well, I don’t think you want to leave me

stand ing on your door step—
KITTY. ah but I do.
LANSDALE. Ahem. I have quite a few ques tions to ask

you, ac tu ally. About your hus band.
KITTY (smil ing). Which one?
LANSDALE. Well, now that you bring that up, all of

them.
KITTY. In that case I sup pose I have to ask you in.

(She dis ap pears. LANSDALE looks puz zled for a mo -
ment. There is the sound of a cock tail shaker. He fol lows 
af ter her, gin gerly.)

LANSDALE. Uh, thank you for tak ing the time, Mrs.
Oppenheimer—

KITTY (re ap pear ing). Mar tini?
LANSDALE. All right.

Not the type to serve tea, then?
KITTY. I sup pose it was your re mark able pow ers of ob ser -

va tion that landed you this se cu rity job.
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