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During the Wrld Wars, few wonen held politica
of fices or fought in conbat, so they were |l argely excluded
fromthe decision-making and fighting associated with
wagi ng war. Sonme wonen, however, chose staging war as a
way to present their opinions in a public forum engage
critics and audi ences in debates about political issues,
and inspire spectators to action. This dissertation
exam nes wonen’s war plays in the United States from 1913-

1947 and how t hey may be considered part of a national



di scourse on war and peace and/or illustrative of wonen’s
concerns. These plays were performances of patriotism
di ssent, grief, and the desire for social change. To
study these plays, their production histories, their
engagenent with contenporary causes, and their critical
receptions is to understand how sone wonen used
playwriting as a public practice and a political platform
during tumul tuous tines.

The first half of the dissertation exam nes Wrld \War
| plays and the second is concerned with World War |1
Each chapter is anchored by in-depth case studies of
pl ays, consisting of discussions of selected scripts,
their production histories, and their critical receptions.
One principal argunent is that these plays are inportant
as public expressions of wonen’s political opinions about
a topic usually regarded as a nmal e concern, not that these
pl ays necessarily should be included in a mainstream
literary canon or revived onstage today. Particul ar
attention is paid to the ways wonen’s war pl ays generated
di scourse—about political and social issues, about gender,
about national identity, and about theatre' s relationship

to society.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Pr ol ogue

JOAN: WAs | outside of it? | don't want to be—

not so far. This is ny city, too. | can't
just watch it on TV. | want to do
sonething. But this is all I know how to
do. Wrds. | can’t think of anything

el se.

NI CK: ( Wonderingly) That's okay. They' re your

tool s.*

On Decenber 4, 2001, exactly twelve weeks after the
Septenber 11 terrorist attacks on the Wrld Trade Center
and Pentagon, the first play about the collapse of the
Wrld Trade Center Towers opened in New York. Anne
Nel son, a first-tine playwight and faculty nmenber of the
Col unbi a Graduate School of Journalism was conm ssioned
by the Flea Theatre to wite a play based on her
experiences helping a fire captain conpose eul ogies for

his fallen men. Her play, The GQuys, was a fictionalized

' Anne Nel son, The Guys (New York: Random House Trade
Paper backs, 2002) 45. Subsequent references to this script will be
cited parenthetically.



account of this work, with the character of Joan roughly
based on Nel son, and Ni ck nodel ed after the captain. The
speech cited above expresses Joan’'s need to be an active
participant in the events surrounding her, and her use of
witing to fulfill that desire. For Joan, witing

provi des a generative outlet for her need to be useful.
For Nel son, witing The GQuys becane a form of activism
hel ping a struggling off-off Broadway theatre near G ound
Zero stay open by presenting a play the theatre and the
community found rel evant (xxi-xxii, xxix-xxx). The Flea
Theatre al so reserved a bl ock of seats for firefighters
and Port Authority police officers and gave free

nei ghbor hood performances as conmunity outreach (62, 65).
Nel son observes “the comrent | heard nost often from New
Yorkers [who attended the production] was ‘You put what |
was feeling into words’”(62). Just as Nick says of Joan’s
wor ds, Nel son’s eul ogi es and play were her tools she used
to “do sonmething” to help her conmunity in a tinme of
crisis.

In the fall of 2003, | decided to assign The Guys to
my Introduction to Theatre classes. Early in the senester
| teach a unit on Theatre and Society, and | try to nmake
the case for the inportance of theatre, arguing that

performance has the ability to illum nate the human

2



condi ti on and comment upon pressing social issues and
political events. In the past | suspected that | was

|l osing the battle; nmy nost ardent Way Art Matters speeches
seened to fail to nove nost of my students, particularly
if we read a classic text as our first play. | chose The
Guys for its topicality rather than its literary

sophi stication and was astonished at its reception in ny
cl asses. Di scussing the play on and around the second
anni versary of 9/11, students were eager to share their
observations and opinions. Mst were engaged, even
excited by what they had read, and it was accessible to

t he sizabl e nunber of class nenbers who had never read a
pl ay before this assignnent. Students related concepts

| i ke enpathy and catharsis to their own reading
experiences with a |l evel of understanding | had never seen

when | had assigned QCedi pus Rex as a starting point. This

script spoke to ny students because many found it close to
their own experiences, nenories, and feelings. | doubt |
will teach The Guys ten years fromnow, but at this
particular time, this play is nmeaningful to nmy students
because it is rooted in an historical event that they
regard as a watershed nonment in their own consci ousness of
nati onal and international affairs. Some students told ne

that the experience of reading this play caused themto

3



initiate conversations with friends, roonmates, and famly
menbers about both the text and the ways Septenber 11 had
affected themas individuals and the United States as a
whol e. One worman even told ne that she gave her script to
her father, who works as a firefighter, and that he in
turn passed the script along to other nen in his conpany
to read.

| begin this study with Nelson’s play, its original
production history, and my own experiences using it as a
pedagogi cal tool because this contenporary exanple
paral l el s key ideas relevant to a study of past plays
witten in tinmes of historical crisis. First of all, the
topicality of The GQuys, the enthusiasmit generates now in
nmy classroom and the acknowl edgnment that it probably wll
not nerit inclusion on ny syllabi in a few years are
simlar to audience interest in plays witten during other
conflicts like the World Wars and the obscurity of nost
such plays today.” Many war plays are greeted with
i nterest when the events that inspire themare current or

part of the recent past and fall out of favor with

? The Quys, strictly speaking, is not a war play since the
Septenber 11 attacks were initiated by a terrorist organization
rat her than another nation, but subsequent events such as the
i nvasi ons of Afghanistan and Irag were acts of war in response to or
conflated with 9/11, and so the play can be considered as part of the
di scourse surroundi ng these wars.



audi ences when the events that inspired them pass or are
di stant nenories.

Schol ars have negl ected many war pl ays since
traditionally nost theatre historians and critics of
dramatic literature focus on “canonical” plays and ignore
trends in dramatic witing and play production which do
not produce such works. To scholars interested in the
theatre as a reflexive and vital part of social and
cultural history, such an approach is nyopic because it
over | ooks plays and productions that can illum nate
popul ar opi nions and concerns during an historical era.
For exanple, the World War | dramas by Anerican authors
whi ch are nost often considered to be works of |asting
literary inport are both post-war pieces: Edna St. Vincent

MIlay's Aria da Capo (1919) and What Price dJory (1924)

by Maxwel | Anderson and Laurence Stallings. Yet there
were many nore war plays witten and produced prior to and
during the United States’ involvenent in Wrld War |. As
Ronal d H. Wainscott notes, “Traditional analysis of
postwar Anerican drama assunes the war was all but ignored

until What Price ory,” yet he counts twenty-eight plays

whi ch were professionally produced in New York between the
start of the “European War” and the United States’ entry

into the fray and an additional thirty-four nounted during

5



the time the United States was at war. Along with postwar
dramas, Wainscott accounts for at |east 112 professionally
produced plays and revues about World War | from 1914-
1929—n New York alone.® dearly, such a |arge number of
war plays indicate contenporary audi ences were interested
in plays about the subject even if nost of the works are
not well-known today. The handful of famliar plays from

Wrld War | like Aria da Capo and What Price G ory may

arguably be the best dramatic /iterature of their era, but
they only represent a fraction of the theatrical
representations the war engendered and only address a few
of the issues and ideas that mattered to contenporary
audi ences.

| chose the quotation for the epigraph of this
chapter because it al so evokes two other thenes central to
this study. When Joan, who is neither a Wrld Trade
Center survivor nor an official part of the rescue and
recovery efforts, asks if she is “outside of it,” she is
articulating a question often asked regardi ng wonren and
armed conflicts. As discussed in the follow ng section,
wonen as a group have been cast as “outside of” war

regardl ess of the roles they actually play in wartine and

® Ronald H \Wainscott, The Enmergence of Mdern Anerican Theater
1914- 1929 (New Haven and London, Yale UP, 1997) 8.
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subsequently presuned to |ack the authority to wite about
war and peace. In spite of this, sonme wonen have cl ai ned
the right to wite about war. The second idea in the
opening quotation is Joan’s desire to “do sonmething,” to
make a real contribution to society in a tinme of crisis,
and Nick’s assurance that her words are her tools.

bel i eve nost wonen who wote plays about the Wrld Wars

wi th production in mnd were also using their words to “do
sonething,” as activist tools. At a tinme when few wonen
held political offices or fought in conbat, they were

| argel y excluded fromthe decision-making and fighting
associated wth wagi ng war, but sone chose staging war as
a way to present their opinions in a public forum engage
critics and audi ences in debates about political issues,
and inspire spectators to action. These plays were
performances of patriotism dissent, grief, and the desire
for social change. To study these plays, their production
hi stories, their engagenent with contenporary causes, and
their critical receptions is to understand how sonme wonen
used playwiting as a public practice and a political

pl atform during tunul tuous tines.



On Canons and Cannons: The Excl usion of Wnen's

Voi ces on \War

As Lynne Hanl ey observes, *“Canons and cannons have

n 4

nmore in comon than the accident of sounding alike.

Hanl ey draws upon Carol G uber’s Mars and M nerva: Wrld

War | and the Uses of Higher Learning in Anerica (1975) to

argue that the formation of a nodern literary canon in US
colleges was |inked to World War | efforts to train nale
students for war. Part of this training included using
“the liberal arts to instill in American young nen a
conviction of their cultural superiority over the enem es
of the state” by elevating Anglo-Anerican literature and
phi | osophy over the cultural products of belligerent
countries considered US enenmies.” \Wen wartinme jingoism
faded, the preference for Anglo-Anmerican literature

remai ned entrenched. Although Hanl ey believes that ideas
about literary canons in general were reexam ned and
expanded during the 1970s and 1980s, war literature was
usual |y not part of such reevaluations. Witing in 1991,

she found the “literature that creates Anerica s menories

Lynne Hanley, Witing War: Fiction, Gender, and Menory
(Amherst: U of Mssachusetts P, 1991) 18.

° Hanley 18-19. Hanley cites Carol S. Guber, Mrs and
M nerva: World War Il and the Uses of the Higher Learning in America
(Bat on Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1975) 238-239.
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of its wars is, like the literature that girded Anmerican
young nen for World War |, al nost exclusively the product

» 6

of white English and American nen. Over the last ten to
fifteen years an increasing nunber of fem nist scholars

i ke Hanl ey have chal | enged t he excl usi on of working-class
men, nmen of color, and virtually all women from
collections of war literature. The follow ng section

hi ghlights the work of sone of these fem nist scholars,
enphasi zi ng the ways they have theorized the exclusion of
nost wonen’s war literature fromtraditional scholarship
and argued for nore inclusive approaches. The authors |
have sel ected for discussion are the ones | believe offer
t he nost conpelling argunents, and their ideas provide a
foundati on for ny own theories about wonen’s war plays and
why they matter.

Sone critics justify the marginalization of wonen’s
writings about war by maintaining those who man the
cannons, so to speak, are the only ones whose experience
of war matters. In her 1995 essay, “Another Record: A
Different War,” Margaret R Hi gonnet describes her efforts
to find international wonen’s witings about World War |

for an anthol ogy and her discovery of “gatekeeping

® Hanl ey 20.



mechani snms t hat have excluded wonen fromthe record kept

n7

by historians and literary critics. Hi gonnet found that
the “doctrine of separate spheres and an essentialist view
of wonen” along with a tendency by critics to conflate war
and conbat led to a privileging of male conbatants’
experiences of war and the renoval “to the background of
the broad social and econom c nechani sns and heavy | ong-
termcosts of war.”® She sees nmle wartine experiences

as crucial to many critics’ definitions of high noderni sm—
experiences that wonen cannot lay claimto due to a
“schematic view of the battlefront as a place where wonen

9

and other civilians are not.”” Although part of

Hi gonnet’s argunent that wonmen often experienced the
deat h, violence, and privations of war first-hand as the
demarcations of front lines and hone fronts shifted and
blurred in occupied or contested countries is not
particularly applicable to the United States (which fought

very few battles within its own borders during the

twentieth century),® her identification of the privileging

" Margaret Higonnet, “Another Record: A Different War,” Wnen's
Studies Quarterly : 3 & 4 (1995): 94.

® Hi gonnet 86-7.

9

H gonnet 87.

10



of conbat experience over all other types of war know edge
is pertinent to any discussion of war witing.

When femnist literary critics confront the Anglo-
Ameri can canon(s) of war literature, one of the nost

prom nent books they critique is Paul Fussell’s The G eat

War and Modern Menory (1975). This book starts with the

prem se that “the current idea of ‘the Great War’ derives
primarily frominmges of the trenches in France and
Belgium” so he limts his consideration of World War | to
the activities of the British infantry on the Wstern
Front."™ Hanley observes, “Fussell and the critics and

ant hol ogi sts he draws on stake out a territory for war
l[iterature that excludes every account but that of the
literate, British or American soldier,” and that “[w onen

» 12

are nowhere to be seen. Hanl ey bel i eves the deliberate
erasure of wonen in Fussell’s work is necessary if one
seeks to nythol ogize “soldiers as the tragic victinms of

war” as Fussell does; he calls his work an “el egi ac

 Hawaii was a territory when the attack on Pearl Harbor

occurred in 1941. The only exanple of an invasion of the continental
United States in the twentieth century by a foreign army which caused
civilian deaths on US soil was in 1916, when Franci sco (Pancho) Villa
and about 500 nen raided Col unbus, New Mexico, killing 10 civilians
and 14 Anerican soldiers, according to R Ernest Dupuy and Trevor N.
Dupuy, The Encyclopedia of MIlitary History from 3800 to Present (NY:
Har per and Row, 1977) 1012.

" Paul Fussell, The Great War and Mbdern Menory (1975; Oxford:
Oxford UP, 2000) xi.

> Hanl ey 30-31.
11



comrentary” rather than a history.” While Fussell |aments
t he sensel ess sl aughter of young infantrynen, Hanl ey
argues such an approach “ignore[s] the devastation w eaked
by war on wonen, children, civilians, the |and, buildings,
bri dges, communi cations, the entire fabric of famly,

» 14 I

social and civilized life. bel i eve that wars can be
remenbered in such a way that avoids an either/or

di chotony, that it is possible to feel synpathy for conmon
soldiers killed or wounded in conbat as well as to insist
that the grave inpact of war upon others not be dism ssed
as nere “coll ateral damage” or accorded a secondary status
in public discourse.

Anot her fem ni st scholar who critiques Fussell’s
project is Claire M Tylee. 1In her article, “’The G eat
VWar in Modern Menory’: Wiat |s Being Repressed?,” Tyl ee,

I i ke Hanl ey, argues that Fussell excludes the experiences
of wonmen and non-white soldiers.”™ Tylee also objects to
Fussell’s concentration on nenoirists and “poets of very

high literary consciousness” since these nmen are usually

part of an educated elite and because nenvirs and poens

13

Hanl ey 31 and Fussell 338.
" Hanl ey 31.

 Caire M Tylee, “’The Great War in Mdern Menory’: What is
Bei ng Repressed? “ Wnen's Studies Quarterly : 3 & 4 (1995): 66-67.

12



are not “cultural forns that involve a group rather than
an individual and which may articul ate several points of

VI ew. » 16

Tyl ee advocat es studyi ng songs, plays, and filns
to see “what is being repressed” and al so because these
forms ask the audi ence “to engage rather than
contenplate.” Tylee ends her piece with a short

exam nation of three plays by African American wonen about
t he experiences of black soldiers in Wrld War | (plays
that I will discuss in Chapter 3, as well) to denonstrate

what Fussel|l’s text suppresses.

The Great War and Moddern Menory still nmatters as a

subject of femnist literary criticismover a quarter-
century after its publication because it is a “senmnal”
work that has inspired other literary critics witing
about war. My use of the over-used and abused term
“semnal” is deliberate here because of its connotation of
mal e reproduction. Oher male critics and schol ars have
used Fussell’s ideas and net hodol ogy for their own
inquiries into war and literature w thout exam ning his

bi ases regardi ng gender. Also, as nentioned in ny

di scussion of Hi ggonet’s article, wonen’s witings about

® Tylee 68. The phrase “poets of very high literary
consci ousness” is qtd. fromFussell’s Preface, ix. Ironically,
Fussel | devotes a chapter of his book to “Theater of War,” but it
shows how the | anguage of the theatre nay be applied to war and how
sone British participants in WN saw thensel ves as actors in a play
rat her than considering how the war inspired playwiting.

13



war are often overl ooked due to a privileging of conbat
experience. Anong the existing books on theatre and war,
t he nost obvious articulation of this prejudice occurs in

J.WFenn's 1992 Levitating the Pentagon: Evolutions in the

Anmeri can Theatre of the Vietnam VWar Era when Fenn affirns

the value of plays witten by and about mal e soldiers by
stating that the “significant dramas” about Vietnam “were
witten by playwights who had sone firsthand experience
of the war, either the ex-conbatants thenselves, or those
who had personal or professional associations with them”
He believes these “dramatists offer the nost profound

i nsights concerning the ordeal and its consequences for

» 17

both the veterans and their society. I nterestingly
enough, Fenn never questions his assertion that
veteran/ pl aywights are best qualified to assess the
consequences of the war for the “society” or the “hone
community” that the soldiers face when they return from
the war, nor does he | ook for patterns in plays that are
not about the nen who fought—presumably because they are

not anong “the significant dramas.” Although |I am ending

nmy study before the Vietnam War era, Fenn's book serves as

' Jeffrey W Fenn, Levitating the Pentagon: Evolutions in the
Aneri can Theatre of the Vietnam War Era (Newark: U of Del aware P,
1992): 12.

14



a rem nder of the privileging of conbat experience that so

many witers, editors, and critics take for granted.
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Proj ect Overview and Review of Literature

As nmentioned in the first section of this chapter,
theatre historians and critics of dramatic |literature have
traditionally ignored war plays due to their topicality.
There is a recent trend towards studying war in theatre
schol arshi p, but even so, when war plays are studied or
collected in anthol ogies, plays by fenale dramati sts are
of ten excluded or underrepresented (the 1999 ant hol ogy War

Pl ays by Wonen: An International Anthology is a notable

exception). Therefore, a study of wonen’s war plays wll
add to the small but grow ng body of theatre schol arship
on war as well as add to the work of fem nist scholars
I i ke Hanl ey and Hi ggonet who are recovering wonen’ s war
writings but who do not devote much attention to theatre
and dramatic literature. Wiile nost of the plays | include
in this work have | argely been forgotten, many of them
recei ved substantial critical or popular attention when
t hey opened, and others are valuable as part of a cultural
hi story of wonen and war.

| f knowl edge of war is expanded to include nore than
conbat experience, then how m ght war plays by wonen be

defi ned? Based upon ny readings, | have fornulated a
16



wor ki ng definition for wonen’s war plays. They include
any play witten or co-witten by a female dranati st that
falls into one or nore of the follow ng four categories.
First, war plays nmay advocate participation in an arned
conflict, pronote patriotismto a nation in wartinme, or
denounce the policies or tactics of a mlitary foe. A
second category is the opposite of the first: antiwar

pl ays that protest specific armed conflicts between
nations or decry war in general. A third category of war
pl ays consists of works that take as their subject wonen’s
roles in warti me—whether on the front |lines or the hone
front. The final category of war plays focuses on war’s
effects on individuals or society as a whole, including
sol diers’ experiences during or after mlitary service
and/or the effects of their participation on their
famlies or communities; the experiences of civilians

i nprisoned, killed, injured, forced to | eave their hones,
or otherwise altered by war; and the aftereffects of a
conflict on subsequent generations.

This definition of “war” is conprehensive enough to
account for a broad spectrum of responses to arned
conflicts and acknow edges that wars involve whol e
societies. However, | amexcluding fromny definition

commonpl ace uses of the word “war” and other mlitary
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terms if they are not linked to arned hostile conflicts
bet ween nations or civil wars—subjects such as class or
gang warfare, the “War on Poverty,” the “War on Drugs,” or
the so-called Battle Between the Sexes—as the inclusion of
all possible struggl es between opposing forces woul d
dilute the nmeaning of “war” beyond useful ness. Therefore,
while | do consider pacifist dramas, Hol ocaust plays, and
pl ays about nucl ear destruction to be “war plays,” nmany

pl ays about viol ence, political struggles, or conflicts
bet ween denographi c groups are not within the scope of ny
definition.

Since nost wars pit nations agai nst each other, war
is usually an international phenonenon as well as an
occasion for stressing national identity. One fundanental
consideration for a study of war-related subject matter is
whet her such a project should be national or international
in scope. Looking at existing books on theatre and war
can reveal how other scholars have decided to frame their
studies. Sone topics, such as the Hol ocaust, seemto
argue inherently for an international treatnent, as
religious/ethnic identity—not national citizenship or
political affiliation—was a defining characteristic that
mar ked nost Jewi sh victins, and the event itself sparked a

gl obal Diaspora. Therefore, it is unsurprising that
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El i nor Fuch’s 1987 Pl ays of the Hol ocaust: An

| nternati onal Anthol ogy, as well as two

historical/critical studies of Hol ocaust drama, Robert

Skl oot’s The Darkness We Carry: The Dranm of the Hol ocaust

(1988) and Edward R Isser’s Stages of Annihilation:

Theatrical Representations of the Hol ocaust (1997), are
all concerned with worl dw de theatrical responses to the
Hol ocaust . *

Sonme authors witing about other conflicts choose to
limt their works to one nation, or to foreground one
country’s experiences against a survey of other nation’s
responses to a war. For exanple, the 1985 drama ant hol ogy

Coming to Terns: Anerican Plays and the Vi et nam War,

i ntroduced by Janes Reston, Jr., and Levitating the

Pent agon: Evolutions in the Anerican Theatre of the

Vi et nam War Era (1992), a historical/critical book by J. W

Fenn both define their subjects as US theatri cal
representations of the Vietnam War." Furthernore, both

Reston and Fenn indicate in their introductions that the

¥ El'i nor Fuch, Plays of the Hol ocaust: An |nternational

Ant hol ogy (New York: Theatre Comuni cations G oup, 1987); Robert

Skl oot, The Darkness We Carry: The Drama of the Hol ocaust (Madison: U
of Wsconsin P, 1988); and Edward R |sser, Stages of Annihilation:
Theatrical Representations of the Hol ocaust (Madison: Fairleigh

Di cki nson UP, 1997).

¥ Janmes Reston, Jr., Introduction, Conming to Terns: Anerican
Plays & The Vietnam War (New York: Theatre Comuni cati ons G oup,
1985) .
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divisiveness in United States society caused (or
exacerbated) by Vietnam nmade the theatre an excellent site
for exploring issues of “Anerican” identity and cul tural

upheaval. Nora M Alter’s Vietnam Protest Theatre: The

Tel evision War On Stage (1996) is especially concerned

with Vietnam protest theatre in the United States, but she

wites,
A main argunent of this book is conparative:
namely, that in order to grasp the Anmerican
theatrical response to “its” war critically and
inits full conplexity one nust step outside the
national and linguistic borders of the United
States and | ook at the response that canme from
the rest of the world.”

Alter’s prem se is conpelling, as her approach argues that

“artists and intellectuals . . . have the capacity to

forge a community of response, a resistance to war across

» 21

national and |inguistic borders. However, Alter
carefully limts her topic to only “Vietnam Protest
Theatre, as opposed to other types of narrative (e.g.,

those involving the returning Vietnamvet, or various

® Nora M Alter, Vietnam Protest Plays: The Tel evision War on
Stage (Bloom ngton: Indiana UP, 1996) xxii .

2 Alter xx.
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apol ogia for the war) [her enphasis]” and “Vi et nam Pr ot est
Theatre witten and perforned while the war was still
bei ng waged [her enphasis].” By narrow ng her subject
and time span, Alter is able to wi den her geographic scope

w thout sacrificing depth of analysis. |In contrast, the

critical anthology Acts of War: The Representation of

Mlitary Conflict on the British Stage and Tel evi sion

Since 1945 (1996), includes a wi de range of essays

concerning war and perfornmance over nore than a half-
century.*” To bal ance the book’s broad topic and tine-
frame, editors Tony Howard and John Stokes limted their
anthology to only British works and even defined “British”
as exclusive of North Ireland and its persistent
conflicts. Although sonme of these books are organized
around national responses to war in performance and
dramatic literature while others select an international
perspective, all of them highlight some conmmonal ity of
identity or experience, even if critiquing the
constructedness of a category such as “Anerican.”

My first decision about this project was to determ ne

if I was going to focus on national or international

2 Tony Howard and John Stokes, eds., Acts of War: The
Representation of Mlitary Conflict on the British Stage and
Tel evision Since 1945 (Al dershot, Hants, England: Scolar, 1996).
Despite the book’s title, sone of the essays include discussions of
plays witten or perforned before 1945.
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responses to war. | decided to limt this project to the
United States for several reasons. First, wars tend to
i nspire discussion about national identity and val ues, and
even if such characteristics are nore nythic than
material, their political value should not be
underestimated. Therefore, |ooking at ways nati onal
identities are perforned on stage in wartinme can
illumnate how a society tries to define itself.
Additionally, the United States had a different experience
of war in the twentieth century than nost other countries
involved in the sane conflicts, since its battles were
fought “over there” rather than within the conti nental
United States. Finally, the diversity of ideologica
convictions, ethnicities, class affiliations, and
aesthetic sensibilities represented by wonen who have
witten war plays in the United States argues that this
subject matter is already conplex and nulti-faceted even
if it islimted to a single country. | would find it
i npossible to call any one of these playwights
“representative” of Anerican wonmen dramatists in an
i nternational study.

| have chosen as ny tine frane 1913-1947 since these
years correspond to nost war plays witten and perforned

in the United States before, during, after, and between
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Wrld War | and Wrld War Il. Additionally, this tinme span
allows for two breaks in American wonen’s twenti eth-
century war plays: 1) relatively few war plays were
witten by US wonen from 1948 until the 1960s Vi et nam War
made war and peace urgent issues again, and 2) war plays
witten during and i medi ately after the Wrld Wars were
contenporary with or just after first wave femnism while
|ater, Vietnamera plays coincided with fem nism s second
wave. Therefore, the thirty-four year tine frame | have
chosen includes contenporary responses to the World Wars
and al so enconpasses a tine of intense change for American
wonen, as they won the right to vote, worked outside their
homes in | arge nunbers, and experienced a regressive post-
WN'| backl ash agai nst fenal e i ndependence.

| intend to exam ne wonen’s war plays from 1913-1947
and the ways they m ght be considered part of a national
di scourse on war and peace and/or illustrative of wonen’s
concerns. In order to do this, | amusing a conbination
of chronol ogy and thematic considerations to organize ny
wor k. Chapters will situate the dramas of particul ar
periods into sociohistorical contexts that foreground
wonen’ s historical experiences of war (or antiwar

activities).
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Each chapter will be anchored by in-depth case
studi es of plays, consisting of discussions of selected
scripts and their production histories and critical
receptions. This structure is nodeled to sonme extent on

Nora M Alter’s Vietnam Protest Theatre, and her caveat

t hat
No claimis made . . . that Vi etnam Protest
Theatre was great or even good theatre, nor even
that it was politically effective. But, |ike
all interesting art, it does provide eye-opening
glinpses into the relationship between culture
and politics, theory and practice,” *

provided ne with a way to begin thinking about the

gqualities to consider as | eval uated which plays nade the

best candi dates for case studies. Wiile there are sone

wonen’s war plays that | do think are “good” froma

literary standpoint, and sone nmay have had sone rea

political effect—tillian Hellman’s anti-fascist play Wtch

on the Rhine, for exanple, is often credited w th making

Anericans nore inclined to support Anmerican entry into
Wrld War 11—+ amnore interested in these plays as public
expressions of wonen’s political opinions about a topic

usually regarded as a nale concern than as candi dates for

2 Alter xx.
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inclusion in a mainstreamliterary canon or as “proof”
that art can alter history.

| amespecially interested in the ways wonen’ s war
pl ays generated di scourse—about political and soci al
i ssues, about gender, about national identity, and about
theatre’s relationship to society. Criticismprovides
much of the primary witten evidence of the plays’
relationship to and engagenent with broader discourses
about war, peace, and other issues, and so | devote
considerable attention to published reviews and ot her
critical witings in nost case studies. There is an irony
to this, however, since nost nmainstreamcritics were well -
educated white males and their evaluations of wonen's war
pl ays reflect their own positionalites and preconceptions.
Whenever | have found alternate sites of criticism |ike
fan mail, letters to editors, or articles in non-
mai nstream publications | have tried to include them In
a few cases | have found little or no criticismabout a
play and its production; in those cases | enphasize
i nstead how the war play dramatized political current
events.

My sel ection of plays for nmy case studi es depended in
part on what sort of production histories | uncovered.

However, selection of plays as case studi es was not
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automatically determ ned by which plays have the nost
extant criticismor enjoyed the |ongest runs. Wthin each
section as well as throughout the dissertation as a whol e,
| hope to bal ance recovering plays about which little is
known with adding to the existing scholarship on better-
known pl ays, to select plays whose authors and/or subjects
represent the experiences of different races and cl asses,
and to pick plays with outstanding literary or fem nist
nmerits. Thi s enphasis on race, class, and gender (and
other identity markers) is associated with nateri al
femnism and is the theoretical lens | bring to nmy work;
however, | want to acknow edge that wonen from 1913-1947
were not working within this particular femnist

tradition, and indeed, not all the dramatists nor all of
the plays are even femnist at all.

The net hodol ogy | have followed could be terned
“dramaturgi cal” because it is simlar to many of the
processes | enmploy in ny work as a dramaturg. Finding
appropriate scripts and wi nnowi ng them down to a
manageabl e nunber is not unlike the work of a literary
manager. O course, in this case ny goal was not to
actual ly produce the scripts, and the works | gathered had
to meet certain criteria (femal e authored, Anmerican war

plays witten between 1913-1947) to even be included for
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consideration. But like a literary manager trying to
shape a season, | wanted to pick plays that were of
different genres, illumnated different ideas (albeit al
general |y about war, peace, and society), presented
di fferent ideological points of view, represented
diversity (at least as far as ethnicity, region, and
class, since all of the playwights are wonen), and seened
worthwhile. The last criterion is of course the nost
subj ecti ve.

Once | selected ny case studies, | approached themin
a way that was rather |ike production dramaturgy: | read
the plays carefully and cl osely, making notes about
i ssues, ideas, and inages that seened to be interesting,
characteristic, or even problematic; researched their
production histories, with an enphasis on the plays’
original productions; read critical evaluations of the
pl ays and productions; and performed background research
to illumnate issues and gain a deeper historical
understanding of the world of the play and the author’s
wor | d.

OGscar Brockett says one of dramaturgy’s goal s:

is to pronote integration of the know edge and
perception | earned fromtheatre history,

dramatic literature, and theory with the skills
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and expertise needed to realize the potential of
a particular script in a particular production
in a particular tinme and place for a particular
audi ence. *
Brockett’s discussion of the ways theatre history, theory,
and dramatic literature may integrated in dramaturgical
practice may al so be applied to ny research and worki ng
nmet hods on this dissertation. The difference, of course,
is that nmy dramaturgy is not applied to the staging of a
particul ar production here (although |I did perform
dramaturgi cal work on a theatrical production of Watch on
the Rhine a few years ago, and many of the ideas found in
my case study on Lillian Hell man were al so expressed in
different ways in nmy |obby displays, programnotes, and
conversations with the cast and director for that show).
Instead, | inmagine as ny audience readers interested in
theatre history, dramatic literature, wonen’s literature,
war, peace, and cultural history. It is my hope that this
wor k m ght provide ny “audi ence nenbers” with historical
exanpl es of theatre as activist engagenent with political
and social issues that may be applied to their own

intellectual and creative work as schol ars, teachers,

* Oscar Brockett, “Dramaturgy in Education,” Dramaturgy in
Anerican Theatre: A Sourcebook, ed. Susan Jonas, Geoff Proehl, and
M chael Lupu (New York: Harcourt, 1997) 42.
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witers, artists, or activists in their own particul ar
times and places. In this way, dramaturgical schol arship
m ght be applied in a straightforward fashion towards a
production of one of the plays discussed in this text, but
could al so inform productive work in the classroom in
scholarly and creative witing, or in new political works
of art.

Most books that address theatre and war are recent
works. There are only a few sources specifically about
theatre, wonen, and war, particularly during the Wrld

War s. VWar Pl ays by Wonen: An International Anthol ogy,

edited by Claire M Tylee with El aine Turner and Agnes
Cardinal, (1999) is closest in subject matter to ny
project, and has good introductions to the plays contained
in the volunme and a checklist of published plays by wonen
relevant to Wrld War |I. This work’s international scope
and its enphasis on how war plays can be used for soci al
change are interesting and useful. However, it is
primarily an ant hol ogy of plays, not a critical and
hi storical work, and there are quite a few om ssions in
t he checkli st.

Two articles which are very simlar to the type of
project | amundertaking in nmy World War | chapters are

Frances Di odato Bzowski’'s related articles on wonen and
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war pageantry, “‘Torchbearers of the Earth : Wnen,
Pageantry, and World War |,” (1995) and “‘ Torchbearers of
the Earth’: Wnen and Pageantry Between the World
Wars”(1995).% Bzowski argues that “pageantry, unlike the
theatre, was accepted as a proper endeavor for respectable
m ddl e- and upper-class wonen” and that as wonen dom nated
this genre of community performance during the teens and
twenties in the United States, they used it “to illustrate
their own specific gender concerns about mlitarismand
patriarchy.”* Although | do not generally include pageants
as “plays” in ny study (and the idea that theatre was not
“a proper endeavor” for wonen in WN nakes ne nore
interested in the work of female dramatists), these
articles are still valuable as nodel s because they are
concerned with American wonen’s uses of performance to
express antiwar or patriotic sentinents. Furthernore,

part of Bzowski’s nethodology is to provide a brief
cultural history that hel ps to contextualize wonen' s war

pageants and wonmen’s war work within the discourses of war

*® Frances Diodato Bzowski, “‘Torchbearers of the Earth’

Worren, Pageantry, and World War |.” Journal of American Drama and
Theatre 7 (Spring 1995) 88-111; and “* Torchbearers of the Earth’
Worren and Pageantry Between the World Wars.” Journal of Anerican
Drama _and Theatre 7 (Fall 1995) 58-78.
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and peace in the United States during the teens and
twenties. Her discussions of specific pageants are
situated within | arger considerations of both pageantry
and politics before, during, and after World War 1. This
is simlar to the way | discuss wonen’s war plays within
the contexts of their historical/political noments. Al so,
Bzowski’ s observations that npost wonen’s pageants were
about peace until the sinking of the Lusitania (when nost
wonen began to stage patriotic pageants instead) and that
after the war wonen renewed their efforts to prevent war
are simlar to trends | have noticed in women’s World War
| era playwiting. Bzowski’'s articles are unlike ny own
work in one major way: she scarcely nmentions the reception
of wonen’ s peace pageants, which | believe is crucial —+f
pageants (or in ny case plays) are assuned to have
pedagogi cal and political value (as Bzowski argues), then
| believe the critical or popul ar responses such
per f or mances generated needs to be consi der ed.

A sophisticated discussion of fem nismand the

Hol ocaust is found in Vivian M Patraka’s Spectacul ar

Suffering: Theatre, Fascism and the Hol ocaust (1999).%

Patraka s book is a conplex consideration of what

 Vivian M Patraka, Spectacular Suffering: Theatre, Fascism
and the Hol ocaust (Bl ooni ngton: |ndiana UP, 1999).
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constitutes a “Hol ocaust performative” through | ooking at
divers representations from plays and sol o perfornance

pi eces to Hol ocaust nuseuns. |n one chapter she
interrogates the ways femnist critiques are problenmatized
but not rendered extinct by the enormty of the “goneness”
of the Hol ocaust. O nore imediate use to ny project is
her chapter “Realism Gender, and Historical Crisis,”

whi ch of fers an excellent analysis of the gender

relationships at work in Lillian Hellman’s Watch on the

Rhi ne. Al though much of Patraka's book is outside ny era,

| was inspired by the way Patraka all owed both her passion

for femnist theory and her conpassion for all Hol ocaust

victinms and survivors to informher smart and savvy worKk.
Two recent books were nodels for ny case studies.

Nora M Alter’s Vietnam Protest Pl ays: The Tel evi si on War

on Stage (1997) and J. Ellen Gainor’s Susan daspell in

Context: Anmerican Theatre, Culture, and Politics, 1915-48

(2001).* Alter’s basic nethodol ogy for her case studies is
to conmbine her own interpretation of plays wth nunerous
references to contenporary reviews, and she al so provides

sonme information on the dramas’ production histories. She

® J. Ellen Gainor: Susan daspell in Context: Anmerican
Theatre, Culture, and Politics, 1915-48 (Ann Arbor: U of M chigan P,
2001).
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carefully considers how subject positions such as race and
gender operate in the plays she exam nes; for instance,
she wites about the way the soldiers in Viet Rock are
“gendered” as fenmale during basic training in order to
break them down as individual “nmen,” and in her conclusion
she devotes nearly three pages to a discussion of race in

Adri enne Kennedy’s An Evening with Dead Essex (1973).

Al t hough | am not exam ning Vietnamplays in this work,
Alter provided ne with an excellent working nodel. J.

Ell en Gainor’s book covers all of Susan d aspell’s plays,
not only those directly concerned with war, and | read her
book considerably after | started this project, but | was
excited by her work because it is an excellent exanpl e of
the ways literary criticism theatre history, and a deep
know edge of a tinme period can be conbined into a

sati sfying exam nation of plays and their productions.

Gai nor offers close readings of daspell’s plays woven
together with rich historical context that enlivens her
analysis of the literature and consi derations of
reviewers’ evaluations of the works. Her analysis of

G aspell’s play Inheritors is particularly relevant to ny

work, and is discussed in Chapter Three.

Charles M Carpenter’s book Playwights Confront the

Nucl ear Age, 1945-1964 surveys a nunber of plays about
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nucl ear weapons, but he seens dism ssive of plays that are
nei t her nodernist nor realistic, such as E=nt® a Living
Newspaper.”® His book’s chief strength is its description
and di scussion of so many plays on the sane thene, but
nost of themare nuch later than the plays | exam ne, and
sonme of his case studies are not, in nmy opinion, very

i nsi ghtful.

Two di ssertations have been particularly useful to ny
project. Valerie Beth Mangnumis “American Attitudes
Towards War as Reflected in Anerican Drama, 1773-1946"
(1947) surveys war plays from Revol utionary tinmes through
1945-46, and is a good summary of plays (nostly in New
York or on Broadway) by both male and femal e authors. Her
di scussion of theatre in her own time is the nost val uabl e
part of this work for me. Robert David Hostetter’s “The
Ameri can Nucl ear Theatre, 1946-1984” is principally
concerned with nuclear plays fromthe 1980s, but he
i ncludes a thoughtful analysis of Hallie Flanagan’s 1946
E=nt? too0.

There is a growi ng body of work in other disciplines

like history and literature that considers wonen’s

® Carpenter, Charles A. Dramatists and the Bonb: American and
British Playwights Confront the Nuclear Age, 1945-1964.
Contributions in Drama and Theatre Studies 91. Westport, CT and
London: Greenwood, 1999).
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contributions to war and peace. While such sources are
not directly related to theatre, they hel ped ne connect
wonen’ s war plays with other ways wonen participated in
war and antiwar activities. One book which was useful to

me is Harriet Hyman Al onso’'s Peace as a Wnan’s |Issue: A

Hi story of the U S. Mvenent for World Peace and Wnen’'s

Ri ghts (1993), because it nmakes explicit connections

bet ween wonen’s i ssues and pacifismthroughout American

hi story, with an enphasis on suffrage-pacifists and

f emi ni st - peace activists.®™ Wiile not all wonen dranatists
who wrote about war were femnists or pacifists, many
enbraced one or both of these identities. A historical
under st andi ng of the connections between wonen’s issues
and peace novenents is crucial for contextualizing nuch of

this drama, and Peace as a Wnen’s |ssue provides a good

survey of this material. O her books witten about wonen’s
peace organi zations in the US include Carrie A Foster’s

The Wonen and the Warriors: The U.S. Section of the

VWnen's International League for Peace and Freedom 1915-

*® Harriet Hyman Al onso, Peace as a Wman's |ssue: A History of

the U S. Movenent for Wrld Peace and Whnen’s Rights, (Syracuse:
Syracuse UP, 1993).
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1946 (1995),* and Amy Swerdlow s Wnen Strike for Peace:

Traditi onal Mtherhood and Radical Politics in the 1960s

(1993).% Al though these three books only address some of
t he dozens of women’s peace organizations in the United
States throughout the twentieth century, together they
docunent sone of the nost significant groups, and all are
witten in a scholarly fashion.

Anot her work that caused ne to think about wonen and

activismis Barbara J. Steinson’s Anerican Wnen's

Activismin Wrld War |. Steinson’s book docunments wonen’ s

war related activities—both in peace organizations and in
war preparedness and relief work—and shows how both types
of activists often used traditional conceptions of wonen
as maternal and nurturing to claima “special relationship
to war” and further their own causes.® \hat inpresses ne
about Steinson’s book is that it acknow edges different
sorts of wonen’s wartinme efforts and does not |imt itself
to the works of pacifists alone. Sonme of the plays | have

included in the World War 1l chapters are not particularly

® Carrie A Foster, The Wonen and the Warriors: The U.S.
Section of the Winen’s International League for Peace and Freedom
1915- 1946 (Syracuse: Syracuse UP, 1995).

2 Any Swerdl ow, Wonen Strike for Peace: Traditional Mtherhood
and Radical Politics in the 1960s (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1993).
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appealing to ne, as they are pro-war and/or anti-fem nist,
but I think it is inmportant for femnist scholars to
grapple with wonmen’s works that are not in accordance with
our own tines and viewpoints if those texts can help
illum nate the ways gender was constructed or construed in
earlier eras.

Finally, there are many books that help to illum nate
the i ssues or background ideas found in one particul ar
case study. M final case study on E=nt’, for instance,
is indebted to two cultural histories of nuclear war and

its attendant anxieties: Paul S. Boyer’'s By the Bonb’s

Early Light: Anerican Thought and Culture at the Dawn of

the Atom c Age (1985) and Spencer R Wart’s Nucl ear Fear:

A Hi story of Inmages (1988).* Boyer’s book is a rich

anal ysis of the atom c bonb’s i npact on Anerican

consci ousness 1945-50, and Weart's traces cul tural
constructions of the atom nuclear energy, and existenti al
fears over several decades. Wile it would be inpractical
to list here all of the sources that were useful for one

case study or chapter, there are many works that are not

* Paul S. Boyer, By the Bonb's Early Light: American Thought
and Culture at the Dawn of the Atom c Age (New York: Pantheon, 1985).
Spencer R Weart, Nuclear Fear: A History of |Inmages (Canbridge MA:
Harvard UP, 1988).
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specifically about war and theatre, but help flesh out the
context for an era or issue.

The next four chapters in this dissertation each
address plays of a particular era and are al so sonewhat
linked by their themes or political objectives. Chapter
Two, Pacifist Plays of the Isolationist Era, contains two
cases studies: an exam nation of several antiwar plays by

Beul ah Marie Dix and War Brides by Marion Craig Wentworth,

These pl ays argued agai nst war and nost depl oyed
i deal i stic notions of notherhood and womanhood in support
of peace during the period just before the United States
entered World War |. Chapter Three, “Wiat ‘twas all for?”:
Pl ays for Postwar Social Change, contains three case
studies: a consideration of three short plays about
African Anerican soldiers, tw plays by fenal e nenbers of
the Provincetown Players, and a fol k play, Sun-Up. These
pl ays, witten and/or perfornmed between 1918 and 1923,
were all perforned in little theatres or schools and
argued for peace, racial equality, freedom of expression,
and ot her progressive post-Wrld War | social changes.
Chapters Four and Five are concerned with World War
Il plays. Chapter Four, “Shaken Qut of the Magnolias”:
Plays to Mobilize America, contains two case studies. The

first addresses Lillian Hell man’s anti-fasci st dranmas, and
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the second | ooks at two conedi es that encouraged
enlistrment: of nmen to fight and of wonen to work at new
occupations. These plays are from 1941-1944, before and
during US participation in Wrld War |11, and are plays

t hat support the war effort. Chapter Five, “A Period of
Retrogression”: Plays to Reconvert and Reconstruct Postwar
Society, has three case studies. The first addresses two
pl ays about returning soldiers and their w ves or

sweet hearts; these plays argue for a return to traditional
roles for wonen in light of their partners’ urgent
readj ust mrent needs. The second case study exam nes the
postwar housing crunch and the difficulties facing
returning African Anmerican soldiers, and the third is
about a Living Newspaper on the issue of atom c energy.
These plays from 1944-47 address the fears and anxieties
many peopl e experi enced about change and post-Wrld War 11
society. As a whole, the chapters in this study cover
maj or trends in society and playwiting, but the specific
i ssues covered are the ones found in the plays thensel ves.
Sone aspects of the American experience of the Wirld Wars
(l'i ke wonmen serving in the mlitary as WACs and WAVES, or
t he detai nment of German and Japanese Anericans as “eneny
aliens,” for instance) are therefore not addressed if they

were not dramatized in the plays of the period.
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| believe ny project can be a useful addition to
twentieth century Anerican theatre history and criticism
Si nce nost sources on theatre and war were published
within the last ten years, theatre and war seens to be an
energing field (or sub-field) of theatre scholarship and a
consi deration of wonen’s war plays wll dovetail with this
work as well as conpl enent recent schol arship energing
fromfields |ike English, literature, and history that
center around wonen’s war witings or wartinme activities.
Wonen have successfully used theatre to give voice to
their political convictions in a discourse dom nated by
men. VWile during the Wrld Wars few wonen were engaged in
waging war in a traditional sense, sone were staging their
i deas about war and peace on a variety of different
fronts. These playwights were concerned with big issues,
and their plays are the tools they used to try to nmake
peopl e think, make people act, and nmake a difference in

their communities and their world.
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Chapt er Two:

Paci fist Plays of the Isolationist Era

HOFFMAN:  We are goi ng away—the best of us—+o be
shot, nost likely. Don’t you suppose we
want to send sone parts of ourselves into

the future since we can’'t |live ourselves? .

HEDW G [ aka Joan] (Nodding slowy.) “Wat.
to breed a soldier for the Enpire, to
restock the land? [ Fiercely.] And for what?
For food for the next generation s cannon?
Oh, it is an insult to our wonmanhood! You
violate all that makes narriage sacred!’
Marion Craig Wentworth’ s phenonenal |y popul ar 1915

vaudeville playlet War Brides electrified audi ences across

the United States by debunking the romantic notion of “war
bri des” and exposing the suffering and hardshi ps nmany
wonen experience during wartinme. Hedw g (her name was
changed to the nore neutral -soundi ng “Joan” when the
script was produced) is a plucky peasant wonman and Hof f man

is a lieutenant who scolds her for discouraging other

" Marion Craig Wentworth, War Brides (New York: Century, 1915)
32-33. Al subsequent references to this script will be cited
parent hetical ly.
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young wonen frommarrying for patriotismrather than |ove.

Hedw g/ Joan rejects his argunments by invoking the sanctity

of marriage, a socially endorsed notion (although her

menti ons of breeding and stocking are blunt comnparisons of

not her hood with ani mal husbandry). But the rest of the

speech reveal s nore revol utionary sentinents:
Are we wonen never to get up out of the dust?
You never asked us if we wanted this war: yet
you ask us to gather in the crops, cut the wood,
keep the world going, drudge and sl ave, and wai't
and agoni ze, | ose our all, and go on bearing
nore men—and nore—+to be shot down! |f we breed
the nmen for you, why don’'t you let us say what
is to beconme of thenf (33)

The second part of the speech also exhibits concern for

t he value of wonen’s | abor and a desire for political

efficacy. Like many war plays, Wentworth’s dranma |inks

i ssues of war and peace to other political and soci al

concerns. Along with many other plays of this era, War

Bri des argues agai nst war—and by extension, agai nst

Anerican involvemrent in Wrld War |

Qpposition to war generally or for the United States
specifically were widely held views in 1915, and these

convi ctions underscore the plays discussed in this
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chapter. In War Brides, Marion Craig Wentworth al so

depl oys gender to nmake her argunents, depicting the
effects of mlitarismon nothers and their children. This
shrewd strategy appeals to conservative tastes and
provi des a cover for her nore controversial contentions.
As Harriet Hyman Al onso observes, appeals to notherhood
have perneated fem nist peace activists’ discourse
t hroughout the twentieth century because it provides an
“acceptabl e context” and grants wonen “a uni que position
t hat nen cannot share and therefore cannot really argue
against.”” Like other progressive reforners, fenale
suffragi sts and peace activists used essentiali st
argunment s about gender as essential tools for change.

The two case studies in this chapter address peace
plays witten by wonen. The first section discusses
Beul ah Marie Dix’s antiwar dramas, including two that were

on Broadway, Across the Border (1914) and Mol och (1915).

The second | ooks at the phenonenon of War Brides, a

vaudevill e sensation. None of these plays is set in a
particular nation. They do not debate specific mlitary

obj ectives. |Instead, these plays are concerned with war’s

? Harriet Hyman Alonso. Peace as a Wnan's Issue: A History of

the U.S. Movenent for Wrrld Peace and Wonen’s Ri ghts, Syracuse
St udi es on Peace and Conflict Resolution Ser. (Syracuse: Syracuse UP
1993) 10-12.
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effects on Everyman and Everywonan: on sol diers, on
famlies, on wonen and children. They plead for peace by
showi ng the human costs of conflict. The antiwar stance
t hese plays adopt mirrored the prevailing sentinments of
nost Anmericans during this tine.

Before the United States declared war on April 6,
1917, the vast majority of Americans wanted their country
to remain neutral or to support Allied efforts through the
sale of mlitary supplies, but not to enter the war as a
belligerent nation. The sinking of the British passenger
ship Lusitania on May 7, 1915 by a Gernman submari ne—whi ch
killed approxi mtely 1200 people, 128 of whom were
American citizens (including the powerful theatrical
producer Charles Frohman)-hel ped to solidify American
publ i c opinion agai nst “barbarous” Germany, yet public
outcry did not translate into a nandate to enter the war.
As Thomas A. Bailey and Paul B. Ryan observe, nost
American citizens wanted a dipl omati ¢ condemati on of the
“massacre,” such as “to demand from Ger many di savowal [ of
future sinkings of civilian ships], apology, and the

payment of an indemmity,” but “did not clanor for war.”®

° Thomas A. Bailey and Paul B. Ryan, The Lusitania Disaster: An
Epi sode in Mddern Warfare and Di pl omacy (NY: Macmllan, 1975) 234-
235.
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Furthernore, President Wodrow Wl son's reelection in 1916
was at |east partially based on the slogan, “He kept us
out of war.” Not surprisingly, nost plays from 1914 to
early 1917 were antiwar plays, although sonme critics after
the Lusitania incident were scornful of plays that they
felt advocated “Peace at Any Price.”

Al t hough peace organi zations existed in the United
States prior to the outbreak of World War | in Europe,
(many traced their origins to nineteenth century
abolitionist activities), the start of the war in the
sumrer of 1914 reinvigorated and enl arged the peace
novenent and renewed calls to try arbitration or other
di plomatic nmeans to end the fighting. Another post-1914
devel opnent within the peace novenent was the expansion of
wonen’s roles in such groups. According to Barbara J.

Stei nson, wonen after 1914 “supplied nmuch of the

| eadershi p, enthusiasm and determ nation, and perforned
much of the difficult, but unrecognized, behind-the-scenes
organi zati onal work that nade the existence of peace

n 4

or gani zati ons possi bl e. Furt hernore, many wonen want ed
to formtheir own peace organizations rather than | abor in

mal e- dom nated ones. Sone of these wonen’ s groups,

‘* Barbara J. Steinson, American Wonmen’s Activismin World War |,

Modern Anmerican History Ser. (New York and London: Garland, 1982) 1.
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especially the Woinan’s Peace Party, were afraid that
hostile international affairs would derail their efforts
to win fermal e suffrage; these organi zations took as their
m ssions the pronotion of both pacifismand wonen’s
rights.® Wmen’ s groups—whet her they had conservative or
i beral views about suffrage and ot her wonen’s rights and
roles in society—dsually took advantage of w despread
essentialist views of womanhood and not her hood as anti -

vi ol ent and concerned with the preservation of children’s
lives to claimnoral authority on the subject of peace, as
previously discussed.® Al though not all Anmericans, and not
all wonmen, were in favor of peace or neutrality during the
period 1914-1917, the overwhelmng majority of people held
antiwar views, and pacifismwas particularly w despread
anong Anerican wonen.

G ven such antiwar sentinents, it is hardly
surprising that femal e-authored plays in the United States
about war between 1913-1917 were pacifist. Wat is
per haps nore extraordinary is that wonmen were witing
pl ays and getting them produced at all. In her

di ssertation on “New Wnen” dramatists in the United

°* Al onso, 56.

° Steinson denonstrates throughout her book femal e how activists
enpl oyed traditional conceptions of wonen to further their causes.
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States, Sherry Engle descri bes how wonen playwights and
productions of their works went from being relative
rarities in the 1890s to “attaining credibility with
managers and the public by 1910,” and that they “bl ooned”
in the decade 1910-1920." In 1914, playwight El eanor
Gat es sai d:
Sone one asked nme how | accounted for the
“irruption of wonen dramatists” during the past
few years. Well, I’ve irrupted nyself pretty
recently and | inmagine the sanme expl anation
could be applied to nost of us. Wnen are
beginning to do their owmn work in the world.
| nstead of sone man reading a play to them while
they criticised, suggested changes, and hel ped
himlick it into shape, they are witing their
own pl ays.°®
During the Progressive Era, nore and nore wonen began to
“do their own work” outside the donestic sphere, both for
pay and in volunteer organizations such as peace and

pr epar edness novenents. Wnen who wote plays during the

" Sherry Darlene Engle, “New Wonen Dramatists in Arerica, 1890-
1920: Martha Morton and Madel ei ne Lucette Ryley,” diss., U of Texas
at Austin, 1996, 98-102. The reference to the “bloom ng” of women
dramatists during the teens is froman article, “Native Drama Gai ni ng
by Wonen Witing Plays,” Sun and New York Herald 14 Mar. 1920: 7:6.

*“Plans a Big Hotel for Mdthers and Children Only,” New York
Times 4 Jan. 1914: 4, qtd. by Engle 101.
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teens were not the first do so, but they were anong a
pi oneering generation of female playwights. Although
sonme of these wonen witers wote |ight, popular plays
that catered to predonmi nately fenal e audi ences, many wote
serious plays utilizing sonme of the sane thenes and
subject matter as their male counterparts. Wen it cane
to witing plays about World War |, wonmen dramati sts were
anong the first to tackle this subject matter.

Possibly the earliest war play to be produced in the
United States after Europe entered Wrld War | was Katrina

Trask’s In the Vanguard. Published in 1913, Trask’s play

prem ered on October 12, 1914 at the Acadeny of Misic in
Nor t hanpt on, Massachusetts, under the direction of Bertram

Harri son and Jessie Bonstelle. In the Vanquard was al so

produced in Rochester and Detroit in Decenber of 1914, but
it does not seemto have had a professional production in
New York City.

In the Vanguard opens with young wonen di scussi ng war

and declaring that they want to marry mlitary heroes.
The play follows Elsa, who thinks war is “glorious” and
her beau, Philip, who becones a soldier. Philip seens to
be the very nodel of a valiant and gallant sol dier,

di stinguishing hinmself in battle and al so preventing his

conrades fromtaking liberties with the daughter of the
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eneny household with which they are billeted, until he
speaks to “The Eneny,” a dying soldier. The dying man
convinces Philip that they are both engaged i n whol esal e
murder. Wen Philip offers to get nedical assistance for
The Eneny, the wounded man | aughs and remarks, “Blow a man
to pieces in the nane of patriotism and then try to patch
the pieces together in the nanme of humanity. |It’s really
comi ¢ when you think about it.”° Shaken by the

encounter, Philip decides to relinquish a pronotion to the
rank of Captain and requests that he be permtted to serve
the remai nder of his tour of duty as a private carrying
the colors. He returns honme to discover his friends,
famly, and enployers are ashaned of his actions and want
to di sassociate thenselves fromhim Only Elsa (who has
heard a “Voice of Prophecy” which convinced her that
wor ki ng for a universal “Brotherhood” was superior to
fighting wars) and M. Geart, a wealthy villager wth
unpopul ar views on peace, support Philip. That is enough,
however, for the happy and idealistic couple; Elsa
exclainms to Philip that “the new order /s dawni ng upon the

earth—and you are in the vanguard!” (139).

° Katrina Trask, In the Vanguard (New York: Macnillan, 1913)
84. Subsequent references to this script will be cited
parent hetical ly.
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The reviews for In the Vanguard | argely agree that

the play lacks dramatic action and is better read than
enacted. Sone reviewers praise Trask’s nessage even if
t hey di sparage her dramatic technique. The [Rochester?]

Post Express says the drama is “really a sernon,” and The

Detroit Tribune concludes, “while ‘In the Vanguard’ is a

val uabl e contribution to the peace novenent, it is not
dr ans. » 10
One of the nost interesting reviews of In the

Vangquard, by W J. Black of the Detroit Journal, is worth

quoting and di scussing at sone |ength because it bl anes
many of the drama’ s weaknesses on the gender of its author
and director and takes issue with the aspects of war that
are not depicted. Black’s review of this play is a
reveal i ng exanpl e of the biases and preconceptions about
gender and war that circulate in many such revi ews of
wonen’s plays. Black wites of war:

Not Checkoff [sic] . . . nor Ibsen, nor Shaw

coul d exhaust this idea in one of their

mast erpieces. In their hands war would drip its

' Post Express 11 December 1914 and “‘In the Vanguard’ at the
Garrick,” Detroit Tribune 15 Decenber 1914. Both of these clippings
are in the Kathleen Conegys Scrapbook, NYPL Performng Arts
Col I ecti on.
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bl ood, and the nost nurderous would recoil at
the sinple dramatic climxes.

From the outset, Black places Trask in an inpossible
condition, conparing her new play to hypothetical war
pl ays penned by the great masters of nodern realism

Bl ack’s idea that in the hands of these nen “war would

drip its blood” is not even particularly accurate; Shaw s

Arns and the Man, for instance, nocks the ways both

genders romanticize warfare. Having established |bsen,

Chekhov, and Shaw as nodel s of unflinching realism Bl ack

pai nts Trask and director Jessie Bonstelle as too

“fem nine” (read sentinmental and ill-informed) to handl e

t he subj ect of war:
But here we encounter two gentle fem nine m nds,
t he wi dow of Spencer Trask and our own bel oved
Jessie Bonstelle. “In the Vanguard” is reveal ed
in their hands as a pleasing mracle or norality
play . . . . the femnine way is the fem nine
way. Such a pretty scene was the opening with
the girls gaily making garlands for their

enlisted heroes in uniformat the church door

" W J. Black, “‘In the Vanguard at the Garrick,” Detroit
Journal 15 Decenber 1914, in the Kathleen Conmegys Scrapbook, NYPL
Performng Arts Coll ection.
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VWhat an opportunity was here? The blare
of bugles, the ponp and circunstance of war, the
“Tranp, tranmp, tranp” and the “runbl e of the
di stant druni all could have been utilized .
War, war! This was a theme to raise the roof
w th. “Shenandoah” coul d have been outdone wth
its colorful alarms. In the procession the
bl ood-red enbl ens, the mai med, the pensioned,
t he heroes, the nedals, the ceneteries, the
Menorial days, the stench and glory. The
farthest peanut gallery m ght roar that
patriotismof which it has al nost a nonopoly.
Then the contrast.
Bl ack’ s effusive decl arations of what a war play shoul d be
eclipse his descriptions of what the playwight actually
presented. He does not seemto appreciate that Trask’'s
“pretty scene” of girls bedecking their soldier boys with
fl owers hel ps to show that wonmen who idolize nmen in
uniformare also share noral responsibility for pronoting
war—a poi nt many wonen authors include in their plays.
For the nost part, this reviewer avoids judging the
pl aywight’'s dramatic skill (or ineptitude) but attributes
its flaws to its conception and direction by “gentle

fem nine mnds.” Black does concede that he agrees with

52



Trask’s politics if not her dramaturgical sensibilities at
t he conclusion of the review, when he calls the play:
a significant and dramatic portrayal of
the crime of war, and a plea for peace, a
dramatization of Ms. Trask’s book, which is
being wdely read. W may cry aloud for a
dramati st. Heaven send us an | bsen or a
Checkoff! Lacking them Heaven speed this
production, for the world needs this nmessage,
whet her uttered from stage or book or forum
Black’s reviewis the earliest exanple of a thene that
reoccurs frequently with wonen’s war plays, (which are
overwhel m ngly critiqued by male reviewers): blamng the
aut hor’ s gender rather than her skill or ideol ogical slant
when the play does not satisfy the reviewer’'s tastes.

Wiile In the Vanguard may not be a particularly well -

witten drama, sone ot her war plays by wonen were admred
for their craftsmanship as well as (or in spite of) their
political themes. One of the nost professional of the
early war-play witers was Beul ah Marie D x, who was al so
a dedicated pacifist and prolific witer. Like Trask, she
woul d sonetinmes be criticized for her gendered point of

vi ew about war, but unlike Trask, D x saw her work
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performed professionally in New York and the object of

nore critical attention.

Beul ah Marie D x’s Antiwar Plays

Beul ah Marie Dix (1876-1970) is the nost inportant
and prolific of the American wonen who wote peace pl ays
during the early days of World War |. Her status as an
establ i shed professional playwight and novelist, her use
of deep historical research to informher witing, and
commtnment to peace activism nade her the best-known and

nost influential female author to wite about war from

1914-1917 in the United States. Her plays Across the
Border (1914) and Mol och (1915) surprised audi ences
because she depicted war as a brutal and futil e endeavor
rat her than a nobl e cause. For Dix, taking the ronmance out
of war was a deliberate nove: she had already achieved
consi derabl e success as an author of historical romances,
but changed her witing dramatically and strategically in
response to the events of her tine.

D x was a Radcliffe-educated aut hor who had achi eved
pr of essi onal success as a witer well before 1914. She
credits her college education with inspiring her to wite

pl ays, “when | was groping for a new neans of expression,
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| . . . found [at the Radcliffe Idler Club] a little stage

» 12

t hat demanded pl ays. Witing for this group inspired
her to |l ook to the past for material. |In 1895 school
authorities decreed that wonen playing nmen’s roles were
forbidden to dress in pants, so the wonen conprom sed by
sporting gymasi um bl ooners until sonme of the students
“suggested that we wite our own plays, and . . . why not
lay themin a kni ckerbockered period and thus solve the
vexati ous problem of male costume?”® Hence, nost of
Dix’s plays fromher university days and many | ater ones

were set in the Cavalier period, including her first

publ i shed play, Ccely's Cavalier.

After graduation, Dix wote plays in collaboration
with Evelyn Greenleaf Sutherland until her friend s death
in 1908, and many of these plays were historical dranas.
She al so published a collection of six one-acts in 1910

called Allison's Lad and OGher Mrtial |Interludes, and

wrote several historical novels and children's books.
D x’ s daughter, Evelyn G eenleaf Flebbe Scott, states that

hi storical romance was an extrenely popul ar genre in the

Beul ah Di x Fl ebbe, “Reminiscences of a Radcliffe
Pl ayw i ght,” What W Found at Radcliffe (Boston: MG ath-Sherill,
n.d. but c. 1920) 23.

¥ Fl ebbe 21.
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1890s and early 1900s and that her nother’s early works
wer e
romantic in the sense of swashbuckling, never
sugary, and they were historically exact.
Mot her was serious about research, which she
felt many of her peers of either sex were not.
Possets, poignards, or pomander boxes were not
wrongly set in a page she wote. "

The plays contained in the Allison’s Lad collection

reflect Dix’s love of historical period and evi dence her
keen eye for detail; however, unlike her l|later pacifist
wor ks they often celebrate male sacrifice and mlitary
valor. Many of these plays involve the dramatic device
voi x du sang—an innate attraction towards bl ood

rel ati ves®+to explain why inprisoned or entrapped nmen
decide to place strangers’ wel fare above their own, or

ot herw se include plots revol ving around nen who willingly
die to save their conrades or civilians. Chivalrous and
full of martial derring-do, these plays are radically

different fromthe plays Dix would wite from 1914- 1916,

“ Evelyn F. Scott, Hollywood Wen Silents Were Golden (NY:
MG awHi ||, 1972) 15.

'  Oscar G Brockett and Franklin J. Hildy, History of the
Theatre, 9" ed. (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2003) 249.
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and are at odds with Scott’s assertion that pacifismwas
her nother’s “nbst passionate crusade.”™
What may have influenced Dix's shift fromglorifying
martial exploits to condeming themin her witing? First
of all, her daughter credits D x’s voracious appetite for
hi storical research with inform ng her about the realities
of actual wars:
She knew better than nost women, nost witers,
and nost readers of the period, that fighting
woul d be hell even if it got |labeled “a war to
end wars” or “a just cause.” In her mnd,
t hanks to her research, were all those sordid
facts it was not going to be patriotic to speak
about for years (though she did)—nanely, that
| ooting, sadism rape, massacre, and systenmatic
starvation were not weapons nerely of a depraved
eneny; and that all of it was futile."
Faced with the prospect of a world at war, D x probably
deci ded to abandon romantic fictions that valorized

fighting.

*  Scott 209.

Y Scott 40.
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D x's personal life was |ikely another factor that
affected her witing. She married George M Fl ebbe in
1910, a Gernman immgrant and inporter of European books.
Wth a German- Anerican spouse and a social circle that now
i ncl uded her husbands’ German friends, Dix was |likely
sensitive to the ways popular opinion in the United States
vilified Germans as brutish “Huns” and suspected German-
Americans of disloyalty. D x' s daughter wites of the
era:

[ Because of] the anti-German feeling of the tinme
Your next door nei ghbor of years m ght
actually believe that the whole German arny
spent its tinme chopping off babies’ hands or
i mpaling themon hel net spikes. Men who offered
any contradiction got sent to jail. Daschunds
were stoned. ™
In nearly all of Dix's antiwar plays, she shows how
exaggerated reports of foreign atrocities are used by both
warring parties to justify their owmn mlitary actions or
she depicts civilian sufferings at the hands of supposedly

friendly soldiers.

¥ Scott 44.
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Dix protested Wrld War | by witing both plays for
both the professional stage and for schools. Scott wites
of Dix’s activism

Up to 1916, she did what she coul d about the
war. At the risk of being | abel ed pro-Gernman,
she wote two strenuously antiwar plays, Ml och

and Across the Border. She even dared to claim

that today’s enemnmy can be tonorrow s ally .
They did not make noney—ot in the days of
Nurse Edith Cavell and the Lusitania.”
Scott’s anal ysis of why these plays were not profitable is

not conpletely on the mark. Across the Border was

produced before either event |isted above took place, and
Mol och opened after the May 7, 1915 sinking of the
Lusi tani a but before Cavell’s death on Cctober 12, 1915.

In general, Across the Border received nore favorable

reviews than Ml och, did, possibly due to Anerican outrage
over the Lusitania. WMny factors, however, can account

for a play’s financial profit or loss, including the size

¥ Scott 45. Nurse Edith Cavell was an English nurse who
hel ped wounded Al lied prisoners in occupi ed Bel gium escape and was
executed by a German firing squad. According to Stewart Hal ey Ross,
Cavel | 's case was anong the incidents that increased pro-war
sentiment in the US, and she was even conpared by a New York Tines
witer to a nodern Antigone. Stewart Hal sey Ross, Propaganda for
WaAr: How the United States Was Conditioned to Fight the Geat War of
1914-1918 (Jefferson, NC. MFarl and, 1996) 70-71.
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of the theatre (Across the Border played in a particularly

smal | house), cast size, technical budget, marketing, and
| ength of run, anong other things. Audience support for
Dix's politics was likely favorable to m xed. While nost
Anmericans wanted to remain neutral, pro-war propaganda,
particularly reports of German atrocities against Bel gi an
civilians, was circulated in the United States al nost as
soon as war broke out in Europe. As early as Septenber

1914, a New York Tines editorial said this would be “the

first press agents’ war” and that all the belligerent
nations naturally desired to enlist the synpathies of the
United States.®” It is also true that fromthe beginning
British propaganda was nore effective at winning the
support of Anerican citizens than were German efforts.
D x’s peace politics were widely shared in 1914 and | ess
popul ar but still prevalent in 1916; however, if her works
were perceived as pro-CGerman they would likely not find
many synpat heti c audi ences.

Dix tried to avoid partisanship in her plays,
refusing give specific nationalities to her protagonists.

In the Princess Theatre playbill for Across the Border was

a note that the “people in the play speak English, but

® Ross 2.
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they are no nore neant to be English than they are neant
to be Austrian, French, German, or Russian.” Likew se,
she created “Everyperson” characters in Ml och, which
irritated at | east one reviewer: “The author has chosen to
desi gnate her characters as ‘A Man—Robert,’” ‘Hs Wfe—
Kat herine,” and so on, and the contending armes are ‘the
foreigners’ and ‘our nmen.’ The inpersonality of the dranma
hurts it imreasurably.” This critic argues that nore
specific characters interest audiences nore than “nerely a

21

man of sonme nanel ess nation.” D x’s characters and the
somewhat episodic nature of her plays (particularly Across

the Border) are actually simlar to elenents of Gernman

expressioni st drama, although it is uncertain whether Dix
or her audi ences were aware of this literary novenent as

early as 1914-15. To a nodern reader, however, D Xx’'s

bl endi ng of realism and expressionistic-like devices may

make her plays nore interesting.

Across the Border has realistic elenents, but it is

probably best characterized as a dreamplay. 1In the first
scene, a group of soldiers, including nunerous wounded,
are holed up in a hut, cut off fromtheir conpatriots and

surrounded by eneny troops. The Junior Lieutenant

21

Heywood Broun, “‘Modloch’ Makes Plea for Peace,” New York
Tri bune 21 Sept. 1915.
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volunteers to attenpt to reach reinforcenents, despite the
heavy odds against him Rifle shots are heard soon after.
The next scene takes place in a cottage designated as “The
Place of Quiet.” The Junior Lieutenant enters the cottage
and takes a small boy hostage, but is disarnmed and
interrogated by the Master of the House. Throughout his
narrative, the |lieutenant describes his country’ s actions

» 22

as being carried out in “the name of humanity, yet he
catal ogues a long string of horrors he has w tnessed,

i ncluding strategic starvation and bonbi ng of civilians
and the nolestation of a young girl and summary execution
of her grief-crazed father. Wen the Master of the House
comments that perhaps little can be expected of “clever

heat hen,” the Juni or Lieutenant defends his nation as a
Christian | and and asserts that, “we are fighting in God s
cause, and He is always on our side, for we are al ways
right” (40). Once talk turns to religion, the Junior

Li eutenant realizes that his head wound is worse than he

t hought; he has “crossed the border” (42). He recognizes
The Grl in the cottage as literally the girl of his

dreans, and is distressed that she shrinks fromhim The

* Beulah Marie Dix, Across the Border: A Play of the Present
(London: Methuen, 1915) 29. Subsequent references to this script
will be cited parenthetically.

62



Mast er of the House | eads himout of the cottage and tells
the young man he wi Il make hi m under st and.

The third scene, in “The Place of Wnds,” is rather
| i ke Ebenezer Scrooge’ s journeys with the various

Christmas ghosts in Charles Dickens’ A Christnas Carol:

The Master of the House shows the Junior Lieutenant the
consequences of his actions during his mlitary career.
Throughout, the lieutenant is freezing (a rem nder of the
m sery inflicted on civilians burned out of their hones)
and tortured by the sounds of the wind, which seens to be
conprised of mllions of people crying, scream ng—what the
Master of the House calls “the wail of the world” (66),
and whose vol une increases when “you are naki ng your

ri ghteous wars” (67). The Junior Lieutenant begs to be
given a chance to go back and tell people what he has

di scovered. He awakes in a field hospital, nortally
wounded, and tries to nmake hinself heard over the other
injured soldiers, including The Man Who Prays and the Man
Who Curses. He is unable to make anyone listen to his
message, but The Grl appears and tells himhe can join
her in The Place of Quiet since he has at least tried to
redeem hi nsel f and save ot hers.

Across the Border opened at the Princess Theatre in

New York on Novenber 24, 1914, along with three other one-
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act plays. It was the first war play to be produced in
New York after hostilities began in Europe, and before it
ended its New York run it had al so been produced in Boston

and Chicago. A short story version of Across the Border

was published in Good Housekeeping in February of 1915,

the same nonth the play was published by the London firm
Met huen and Conpany. Although it may not have “nmade
nmoney” according to Scott, it would be hard to termthis
play a failure since it received favorable reviews, was
produced in at least three cities, and was published in
two different formats. Certainly, this play generated

di scussion, nost of it positive. In August of 1915, Vogue

call ed Across the Border the “best play that has thus far

been inspired by the European War.”* The New York Tinmes

call ed Across the Border “as el aborate and anbitious a

work as it has fallen to the Princess to present since
this small playhouse opened its doors,” and said it was “a

voice raised in the theatre against the nonstrous horror

n 24 1]

and i nfany of war. Theatre Arts Magazine called it “a

realistic and highly inmaginative arraignnent of the folly,

cruelty, and horror of war” and judged it to be

® Vogue 15 August 1915, in a scrapbook in the Robi nson Locke
Coll ection, Series 3, Vol. 368, NYPL Performing Arts Collection.

# “Four One-Act Plays at the Princess Theatre,” New York Times
25 Nov. 1914 : 11:1.
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“i npressive and wort hy. Drama critic Hector Turnbull,

of the New York Tribune, found this play particularly

prai seworthy, calling it:
undoubtedly a playl et of power, and one
who has seen it . . . will find food for
reflection for along tinme, as it is well-nigh
inpossible torid one’s mnd of its stirring
effect. . . . It is a play that makes itself
felt at once by the sincerity of its thene and
the admrable manner in which it is witten and
constructed. *
The criticismof this play hints at its effectiveness as
both a piece of witing and a perforned work. For the
small Princess Theatre, this play was an especially
“el aborate and anbitious” play to nount, but the
production was “inpressive and worthy.” It is inpossible
to know when Turnbull wites of the play’s “stirring
effect” whether his subjective reaction to the play was an
enotion shared by npost audi ence nenbers, but the positive
tone of nost reviews suggests the play was well -received

by spectators. Perhaps encouraged by those who found

® “ The New Pl ays,” Theatre Arts Magazi ne January 1915: 44.

*® Hector Turnbull, “Four New Plays at the Princess,” New York
Tri bune 25 Nov. 1914.
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Across the Border to be a “playlet of power,” Di x began

work on a second, |onger antiwar play, Mol och.

The title is a biblical reference to a Phoenician god
to whom parents sacrificed their children, but which is
used netaphorically to stand for the god of war who exacts
a terrible tribute fromthose who foll ow his ways
Despite this allegorical title and (as di scussed
previously) Dix's disinclination to specify her
characters’ nationalities, Mdloch is far nore realistic

than Across the Border. Witten in “a Prologue, three

acts and an Epilogue,” Ml och follows a fam |y before,
during, and after a war. The prologue is set in a
country-house and introduces the famly: the parents,
Robert and Katherine; their small boy Roland who is
frightened by a picture-book illustration whose caption
reads, “They made the children pass through the fire to
Mol och;”* Phil, the family friend, a doctor who saved the
child s life once, and who is engaged to the nman’s sister,
Gertrude; the man’s brother Basil and the girls who are
“sweet on him” and so forth. By the end of the prol ogue,
war has been declared and Phil, who is a foreigner, is

asked by the village to |l eave. The first act,

 Beulah Marie Dix, Mloch (New York: Knopf, 1916) 7.
Subsequent references to this script will be cited parenthetically.
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“Mobilization,” opens wth wonmen maki ng nosegays and
tal ki ng about handsone soldiers. Robert and Basil decide
to join the services and Gertrude resolves to repudiate
her love for Phil in favor of her |ove for her country.

The second and third acts of the play are filled with
wartime horrors. The famly, unable to evacuate their
town house because little Roland has typhoid, finds their
home filled with eneny soldiers. One of them a
Li eutenant, is revealed to be Phil’s cousin, and is kind
towards the famly; however, their servant Martha kills
the young officer in his sleep to avenge the deaths of her
sister and young niece and infant nephew. Martha is
dragged into the street and shot as a warning to the
nei ghbors, and the famly’s house is burned. Roland dies
in the cold and Robert, receiving news of his son’s death,
becones a heavy drinker and a cruel officer. He threatens
to torture a captured eneny aviator (Phil) and is only
prevented by Katherine (now a nurse) who recogni zes Phi
and helps himto swallow a suicide capsule. Robert also
shoots a young, recently conscripted sol dier who does not
want to kill. D x said that in Mloch she

tried to show how endl ess and purposel ess war
really is when stripped of its inmaginary

gl anour; how it changes nen’s very natures and
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bequeaths a | egacy of hate to little children
Men who before war were touched by the
sufferings of a nanel ess dog in war becone so
changed and brutalized that they do not stop at
t he nost savage deeds.”
Thr oughout the play, wartine rules and codes of conduct
are nentioned, and then broken. 1In the epilogue, | abeled

“the Fruits of Victory,” Basil is in a wheelchair, Robert
is an al coholic in poor health, the countryside has been
razed, and the country-house has been stripped of nost of
its furnishings. The roof |eaks, and there is talk of new
taxes. The only hopeful note is that Katherine has
adopted an or phan boy whose father was killed by Robert’s
men. Then, in what one reviewer termed “Socratean

» 29

i rony, news cones that the nation will now go to war

agai n—against their forner allies and in alliance with the
recent eneny. Od stories of foreign atrocities are
recycled with the new foes as the villains, and Robert

decl ares pessim stically, “As |long as nen are nen,

there’' Il be fighting”(93).

#® “Mss Dix Talks of Her New Play,” Chicago Daily News 15 May
1915.

29

Percy Hanmmond, “‘ Mol och’ at Powers; News of the Stage,”
Chi cago Tri bune 23 May 1915.
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Mol och opened at the New Ansterdam Theatre in New
York on Septenber 20, 1915, and had previously been
produced (in May) in Ceveland and Chicago. Chicago
readi ng audi ences al so had a chance to read the play in

The Chi cago Heral d, which purchased serialization rights

to the play in 1915. A piece in the New York Tel egraph on

the play’s opening in Ceveland reports tel egrans that
descri be the audience “following it with breathless
» 30

attention and receiving it with tunul tuous appl ause.

After its New York debut, the Boston Evening Transcri pt

called the play a “Vivid Picturing of Physical Destruction
and the Mral Warping Wought by Warfare.”® Al though a
pl ot synopsis of Ml och mght give the inpression that the
play’s depictions of wartime travails and atrocities are

heavy- handed, Percy Hammond of the Chicago Tribune found:

M ss Beul ah Di x’ s thorough aversion to war has
led to few excesses in witing about it in
“Moloch.” . . . . Perhaps it is for this reason
that the play wavers on the rimof success
fiscally and as propaganda—though the experts

assert that its unrelieved mark of pessimsmis

® “Moloch A Great Success,” New York Tel egraph 12 May 1915.

“Mss Dix’s New Play,” Boston Evening Transcript 21 Sept.
1915, in a scrapbook in the Robinson Locke Collection, Series 3, Vol.
368, NYPL Performing Arts Coll ection.
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its handi cap. Her honesty “wears no di sguise
nor ornanment”—an unprofitable virtue in the
theatre. Even the dial ogue of “Mdl och” has a
straightforward colloquial quality w thout showy
smartness or epigrama sacrifice to sheer
naturalness inimcal to large royalties
It is just a picture of war as it is seen by a
worman who broods over its nadness and
devastation, and who is able to wite of it
tragically and equitably.*
Many critics fault wonen who wite war plays with | acking
authenticity. Interestingly, Hammond considers Di x's play
to be so realistic that she jeopardi zes her box office.

New York Tribune critic Heywood Broun wote a nuch

less flattering review of Mdl och. He calls Mloch “peace
propaganda froma femal e viewpoint, which is so irritating
that it blinded us to many nerits in a drama which
contains much which is altogether fine.” Broun’s use of
the term“fenmal e viewpoint” here can be interpreted as his
conviction that D x |acks an “innate” understandi ng of the
i nes drawn between justifiable and unacceptabl e viol ence

in wartinme. He vehenently objects to Dix's juxtaposition

32

Hammond n. pag.

70



of two scenes of Robert’s noral decline: the torturing of

a prisoner and the execution of a young recruit who is

reluctant to fight:

It was in this scene that the woman’s hand was
thrust out of the play and into our face.

To shoot a whinpering mutineer must have seened
to her all of a piece with the torturing of a
prisoner. In our view one thing was decidedly
“not cricket” while the other was sonething

whi ch any men of our acquai ntance woul d do and

not dream of either.

Broun finds Dix's thesis repugnant, asking:

how anybody can watch the Great War and
see fat vices fry away in the fire and stil
t hink that no good can conme fromconflict. Wen
“Mol och” draws its indictnent against war it
draws an indictnment too, we think, against
courage, against sacrifice and agai nst
patriotism. . . . If you feel about war as
Beul ah Di x does you will probably Iike her play.
We hate her viewpoint, but we have much

» 33

adm ration for her workmanship.

33

Broun n. pag.
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Broun’s criticismis of Mdloch, with its disparaging
remar ks about “a woman’s hand” and his protestations that
men woul d not hesitate to shoot a dissenter, is echoed in
anot her review that |ikew se faults D x’s gendered
vi ewpoi nt and her perceived | ack of understanding of the

“manly virtues” of war. The Dramatic Mrror calls Ml och

“t he handi work of hysterical wonmanhood . . . [which] has
failed to interpret the noral of silent devotion to duty .
and the glory of heroic inmolation upon the altar of

n 34

patriotism Criticisms such as these, while certainly
sexist, probably also reflect fears that the United States
woul d be drawn into the conflict and the critics’ desire
to fight a “just war” in that eventuality.

After World War |, the United States renewed its
desire to be a neutral, pacifist nation, and plays |ike
Mol och were sonetinmes reevaluated. In a brief letter to

Dix from Frances W Spague of Boston, Mssachusetts,

Spague wites of finding a reference to Across the Border

in one of her old diaries and includes a clipping about

Mol och from “the [Boston Evening?] Transcript”:

And “Mol och,” by Beulah Marie D x Fl ebbe, when

produced by Hol brook Blinn and George Tyl er, was

“ “First Nighter,” Dramatic Mrror 22 Sept. 1915: 8 qtd. in
WAi nscott 11-12.
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so far frombeing “pretty-pretty” that people
were carried out in a faint after nearly every
performance! Ms. Flebbe was called “coarse”
and “hysterical” for being the first to get away
fromthe idea of war as a chocol ate sol dier
nmusi cal conedy. Today, rather belatedly, nmany
critics say her “Ml och” was the best thing to
cone out of the World War.*
Al t hough reading this play today it is hard to inagine
audi ence nmenbers “carried out in a faint,” this clipping
and the other reviews discussed docunent this play’s
power—+to frighten, disgust, or instill admration.

Al t hough Di x had two plays on Broadway during 1914-
1915, she also wwote several short antiwar plays during
the sane tinme period that were unlikely to ever receive
any professional productions or generate any royalties.

Bet ween March 1915 and April 1916, D x published four

pl ays and one pageant under the auspices of the Anerican
School Peace League. This organization pronoted the
annual observation of a Peace Day on May 18, whose purpose

was to instill:

® Ts. Frances W Sprague to Beul ah Marie Dix, n.d., and
unsourced clipping, Beulah D x Fl ebbe Papers at the Knight Library,
Uni versity of O egon.
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into the mnds of young people the great |aws of
human br ot herhood, to point out the historical
significance of the progressive neasures naking
for world peace, adopted by the two Hague
conferences, and to enphasi ze the Anerican idea
of peace through justice.™®
To hel p achi eve these goals the plays could be perforned
wi t hout paynent of royalties by schools or other groups of
school -aged children. In The Eneny (1915), recomrended
for secondary school boys, a youth who wants to vol unt eer
for mlitary service cones to the realization that a
captured eneny soldier is really “just |ike any other
chap,” and rethinks his decision to enlist.® In A Pageant
of Peace (1915), recomrended for el enentary school
students, a series of allegorical characters show what
happens when War takes nmen fromtheir famlies and
communities. Eventually Peace and Justice displace War,
whil e Wsdom Prosperity, and Social Justice drive away
Crinme, Fam ne, and Pestilence. One of the nobst surprising
aspects of this play is that D x specifies that Peace is

to be played by “the tallest and manliest boy in the

*® Fannie Fern Andrews (Secretary of the American School Peace

League), preface to both Beulah Marie Dix’s The Eneny and A Pageant
of Peace (Boston: American School Peace League, 1915).

“  Dix, Eneny, 24.
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school , contradicting popul ar conceptions of “Peace” as
fem nine or weak. This pageant al so suggests that a
country’s true heroes are its explorers, firenen, nurses,
and scientists, rather than soldiers, and it offers as a
nmodel of nations cooperating together the United States’
forty-eight “sovereign states that have lived in peace for
fifty years” (17). The pageant concludes wth peace
lyrics to be sung to the tunes of famliar ball ads,

i ncluding a song based on the patriotic hym “Anerica”
with new lyrics pronoting internationalismby In the
Vanguard aut hor Katrina Trask.

The follow ng year D x published three nore juvenile

peace plays. Were War Cones, recommended for | ower

school grades, is the story of two young children who want
to play at soldiers until the “Dream Lady” shows them
little children |ike thensel ves who are hungry, cold, and
| ost—al | because soldiers on both sides have taken their
homes, |ivestock, and fam |y nenbers away. This peace
play ends with the children deciding to wear Red Cross
arnbands rather than sol dier caps so they can play that

they are helping war victins. The d orious Gne,

recommended for school-girls, centers around a famly of

*® Di x, Pageant of Peace, 12. Subsequent references to this
script will be cited parenthetically.
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wonen who take in refugee wonen, including an eneny
refugee girl. The daughters of both sides |earn they have
| ost their brothers and nmourn together—both for their
brothers’ lives and the fact that wars had “killed the
best” parts of themalready.® Finally, d enency,
recomended “for amateurs,” is a play about a farm woman
who is told by her uncle that she can have “any |iving
thing that’s on the place”® for her birthday present; she
shocks himby electing to shield a captured eneny sol di er
froma lynch nob instead of selecting a horse or cowto
keep for herself. These sinple, didactic skits were
obviously witten and donated to the Anerican School Peace
League as part of Dix's peace activismrather than to
advance her career as a professional playwight.
Neverthel ess, these little plays reiterate many of D x's
themes from her adult pacifist plays.

By md-1916 it seened less likely that the United
States could stay out of World War |, and the
i nternational econom c pressures and trade barriers which

were a by-product of the European war al ong with honegrown

* Beul ah Marie Dix, The dorious Gane (Boston: American School
Peace League, 1916) 23.

“  Beulah Marie Dix, Cemency, (Boston: American School Peace
League, 1916) 12.

76



anti-German prejudices were severely harm ng Beul ah Marie
D x’s husband’s business. After a visit to her friend and
former agent Beatrice de MIle in California, D x decided
to relocate her famly and accept a lucrative job as a
staff witer for Hollywood filnms. Dix wote few plays
after Mol och and her Anmerican School Peace League Pl ays;
the rest of her career was dom nated by her work as a

screenwriter.®

Suf frage and Pacifismon the Vaudeville Stage: Marion

Craig Wentworth’s War Bri des

I n January of 1915, another fenal e-authored anti war
pl ay opened in New York. One critic wote that “No man or
woman interested in history making should fail to see it,
for the drama will be recorded as one of the incidents of
the war destined to play a significant part in influencing

» 42

t he public opinion of the world, and anot her said four

nmonths | ater that the play was “heral ded currently as the

“ Scott 6-8 and 38-45.

“ “\War Brides is Gven Place as Greatest Drana of the Mnent,”
Atlanta Constitution 13 Feb. 1916. NB: Article states it is
reprinting excerpts fromlrnma Dooley’'s “Wrld Has Wnan’'s Message,
and It Is Against All Wars—War Brides’ Geatest Drama of the Mnent,
publ i shed the previous year.
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great est peace play of the century. Thi s play broke
records for attendance and |longevity in theatres where it
pl ayed, had successful national tours, was published three
separate times, and nmade into an acclainmed silent fil m—
whi ch one contenporary reviewer called the second greatest
filmever made. Yet the play, Marion Craig Wentworth's War
Bri des, has not been recorded by historians as a
significant incident of World War | or renenbered as a
great peace play; rather, it is all-but-forgotten. Wile
arguably the enduring literary nmerits of this one-act play
may not be great enough to justify its reclamation from
obscurity, its remarkabl e popul ar success nmake it val uabl e
as a part of a cultural history of wonmen and war.
Just as wonen’s witings about war have been

mar gi nal i zed, popul ar theatre has been ignored or slighted
by nost theatre historians until quite recently. War
Brides played the vaudeville circuit, although it was not
expressly witten for this venue. Wntworth admtted she
had m xed feelings about producing her play in this way:

| have been sonmewhat distressed at having the

pl ayl et done in vaudeville, with all the other

attractions before and after it. There is

sonet hi ng i ncongruous in a trained el ephant

* M nneapolis Journal 24 Apr. 1915. Locke Envel ope, NYPL.
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foll owi ng Nazi nova, [the actress who pl ayed
Joan, the play’s protagonist,] or a blackface
t eam pavi ng the way for Joan and her famly.
However, perhaps this is the best way of getting
it before the people, for the people who go to
vaudevill e theatres have been wonderful ly
responsi ve. *
Wentworth’ s comments about the other offerings surrounding
her play do reflect the variety of material that conprised
an evening’s bill in vaudeville. A programfromB.F
Keith's Pal ace Theatre in New York (the flagship house for
the nost inportant vaudeville circuit in the Eastern US)

froma performance of War Brides shows that nusic, a

novelty act, a bl ackface duo, dance, and an actress

presenting “Bits of Acting” preceded it. War Brides

closed the first half of the show, and the portion after
i nterm ssion included several high-quality stars such as
WI!|l Rogers and the dance team of Pat Rooney, Jr. and
Marion Bent. The next-to-closing act was M and Mme.

Corradini’s Menagerie, a “Wnderful Goup of Trained

“ Carlton W Mles, Unsourced [M nneapolis] clipping 25
Apr. 1915, Locke Envel ope, NYPL.
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Zebras, El ephants, Horses, and Dogs. The program

i ncluded so many vaudeville stars that the managenent
inserted a note to audi ence nenbers not to judge the nerit
of the artists based upon their order on the bill, as was

the common custom Nazinova in War Brides was clearly the

headl i ner, though, and the fact that she played the Pal ace
three weeks in a row before noving to another |ocation on
the Keith circuit attests to the “wonderfully responsive”
(and profitable) reception audi ences gave the play.

But the quotation cited above al so shows how
Wentworth, who was a comm tted socialist, seened to be
torn between her artistic anbitions and her political
conscience. She told an interviewer she was planning to
rewite her drama to make it a full-length play which
could stand alone at “first-class houses” but worried if
she did the piece “may |lose its chance of reaching the
common people, who after all are the ones we should care

most to reach.”* |Indeed, War Brides probably hel ped

di versify vaudevill e audi ences where it played; it was a
much-di scussed “event” which generated enough publicity to

attract patrons who did not regularly attend vaudeville.

* Program B.F. Keith's Palace 8 Feb. 1915 (the third and
final week of War Brides at the Palace), NYPL Clippings File on War
Bri des.

* Mles, n.pag.
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As Alison Kibler discusses in her study of wonmen in
vaudeville, bringing in a female star of the “legitimte”
theatre for a limted engagenent in vaudeville was a
tactic frequently enployed in the early twentieth century
to appeal to wonen audi ences and make vaudeville a nore

“refined” form of popular entertainment.” War Brides

created such a critical and popular buzz that it attracted
patrons of all classes to its perfornmances.

Wiy did this play generate so much di scussion? In
part because of the rather daring ideas the author
espoused. Wentworth argues that wonen’s material and
mat ernal | abors are exploited in wartine for the state’s
benefit, as they take nen’s peacetine jobs and rear their
children al one, while being denied the right to have a
voice in making public policy. Wentworth especially
decries romantic depictions of “war brides” who marry nen
t hey scarcely know, |ikening themto “breeding machi ne[s]”
(31). She credited a newspaper piece with suggesting the
subject matter to her, and the following itemwas printed
in the playbills wherever the show toured: “Press
Clipping: ‘The war brides were cheered wth enthusi asm and

the churches were crowded when the | arge weddi ng parties

“ Aison M Kibler, Rank Ladies: Gender and Cultural Hierarchy
in Arerican Vaudeville, Gender and Anerican Culture Ser. (Chapel
Hill: Uof North Carolina P,1999).
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spoke the cerenony in concert.’”” The insertion of this

press clipping into the program may have been done to show
the situation depicted in the play was inspired by current
events in Europe. Many found the play to be an inportant
comentary on war and gender; one editorial declared “War

Brides is an Uncle Tonis Cabin of wonen’s slavery to

» 48

war , and the president of the New York Association of

» 49

Suffragists called the play “the Magna Carta of Wnan.

Much of WAr Brides’ success was due to a powerfu

performance by actress Alla Nazinova as Joan, a young
pregnant woman who kills herself rather than bear a child
for a war-loving society. Nazinova, who trained at the
Moscow Art Theatre and had made her reputation in the
United States by playing | bsen heroines, had recently been
cast in a serious of weak plays portraying exotic vanps.

In War Brides she saw the opportunity for both a

prof essional and artistic come-back. She called the part
of Joan, a factory girl who marries a peasant farner, “the
greatest role | ever had.” Wen Nazinova had starred in

Hedda Gabl er, she declared, “My anbition is not to nmake ny

® “The Play of War Brides: How Marion Craig Wentworth’s
Power ful Plea has Swept the Country.” Buffalo Express 23 May 1915.
NB: Article states this piece was first published in the Boston Daily
G obe, n.d.

* Gavin Lanbert, Nazinova: A Biography (New York: Alfred A
Knopf, 1997) 173.
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audi ence laugh or cry. | want to feel that when they go

» 50

away, | have made them t hi nk. Simlarly, when she

announced her decision to appear in War Brides, she franed

it as her chance to advocate for wonmen and peace, sayi ng,
“I amnot nerely doing sonething as an actress, but for
t he womanhood of the world . . . . [to protest] the

» 51

m series and brutalities war entails on wonen. In

anot her interview she remnarked,
Wth this little tragedy | aimto be the Jeanne
d’ Arc of peace. The sainted Jeanne bore the red
banner of war and rode in glittering mail, but I
w Il bear the white banner of peace and dress as
mllions of suffering peasant wonmen are dressed
i n Europe. *

Nazi nova’ s conparison of her part with Joan of Arc is

reflected in her character’s nane; originally the

pr ot agoni st was naned Hedw g, but the nane was changed to

Joan—estensibly to keep the play from appearing too

parti san with Gernmani c-soundi ng nanes.

What ever Nazi nova’s notives for playing Joan, War

Brides certainly made people think—er at |east pronpted

¥ Lanmbert 4.
* Lanmbert 172.

> New York Press 24 Jan 1915.
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themto talk and wite and go to the theatre. Less than a

month after War Bri des opened, Nazinova had received

“hundreds of letters of praise fromsuffragi sts and peace

» 53

pr opagandi st s. The G ncinnati Commercial Tribune posed

t he question, “What would be the enotions of Anmerican
mothers if they had to give up their sons to the war god
wi thout the privilege of saying a word to influence the
begi nning or the ending of the war?,” and invited its
readers to answer in hundred-word essays.™ The paper

prom sed the authors of the best responses would receive
free tickets to the play and that Nazi nova woul d serve as
a judge in the contest. Inits initial New York run, War
Brides played for three weeks at the Pal ace in New York,
setting a new record.® At a tine when vaudeville
headl i ners customarily played for one week in a vaudeville

theatre before nmoving on, War Brides often played two or

three weeks at a single theatre on the Keith circuit.™

Most of the performances at the Pal ace sold out—a

* New York Star clipping from17 Feb. 1915 in the Locke
Scrapbook, NYPL.

* Cincinnati Commercial Tribune 14 Nov. 1915. Locke Scrapbook,

NYPL.

* Mles, n. pag. A New York Star clipping from17 Feb. 1915 in
t he Locke Scrapbook, NYPL asserts that Nazinova' s perfornmance was the
“first tinme a dramatic sketch had been held over [a week] in a Keith
theatre.” Lanbert 173, tal ks of Bernhardt doing it first.

® Cincinnati Commercial Tribune 14 Nov. 1915. Locke Scrapbook,

NYPL.
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vaudevill e rarity—and Nazinova' s popularity in this play
even eclipsed the records set by Sarah Bernhardt’s
appearance in vaudeville a decade earlier.

Part of War Brides’ popularity can be attributed to

the play’s pacifist politics, which suited the largely
isolationist United States. However, Lanbert wites that
after the sinking of the Lusitania audi ence attendance of

War Brides began to slip.®” Still, this did not prevent

the play frombeing made into a silent filmthe foll ow ng
year. |t opened on Novenber 11, 1916, had a long run in
New York, and went into general circulation a nonth before
the United States entered the war in early April 1917.
Wth the declaration of war, producer Lewis J. Selznick

wi thdrew the pacifist filmthat had grossed $300, 000,
added new titles to set the notion picture in Germany, and
re-released it. Nazi nrova commented that this tactic

wor ked because “people were willing to think of Gernmans
suffering, but not ourselves or our allies.””

What is perhaps nore surprising than the fact that

box office trends tend to mrror changes in public opinion

and new political developnents is that War Brides’ bold

 Lanbert 174.

*® Lanmbert 182.
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statenents about wonen’s rights were so w dely accept ed.
One article described Wentworth as standing “for the nost
radical refornms in governnent, the marriage relation and
the general position of wonmen,”* but nost profiles of
Wentworth or reviews of the play did not characterize
Wentworth as a radical. Wntworth' s views towards peace
and suffrage were “nade safe” by her invoking wonen’s
status as nothers. Resorting to “notherisnf was a tactic
that suffragists often enployed, but what is striking

about the reviews of War Brides is how newspaper witers

hasten to reassure their readers that Wentworth’s stances

spring fromher own position as a nother of a young son.

Al t hough Wentworth was a divorcée, as well as a socialist,
t hese aspects of her identity are ignored or downpl ayed in
favor of discussions of her notherhood. Although War

Bri des advocated rather revolutionary ideas, it was franmed
in such a way that it could be presented and di scussed in
even extrenely conservative sections of the country. For

i nstance, Wentworth answered a question for the New York

Dramatic Mrror about how she canme to wite the play in

terms of sisterly synpathy and notherly | ove:

* “Wonen to Bring Peace: Author of ‘War Brides’ Says They WI I
St op Bl oodshed,” Phil adel phia North Anerican, reprinted in the Kansas
Gty Star 20 Jan. 1917.
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| suppose it was largely the result of ny
intense feeling for those wonen over there in
the warring countries. It may be that the flash
cane to ne as | stood | ooking at my own sl eeping
boy and thought of the years of care that | had
given him. . . and the awful possibility that I
m ght have to send himforth one day to be shot
down . . . what was it but the |love of a nother
for her own that gave nme the depth of feeling
that made it possible for me to wite the play?®
This interviewis not unlike other “notherist” statenents
of its era that were often tied to clains that intuitive
know edge, special conpassion, and usually, superior noral
character were granted to wonen so they could be effective
nmot hers. However, when the preceding quotation is conpared
to a seemingly simlar article in another newspaper, a
subtl e di fference energes:
Ms. Wentworth attributes the fact that she was
able to wite this gripping sketch to her being
a nother herself. Her little boy of nine has
al ways been her conpanion. Wen the war broke

out she used to |l ook at himand think of those

® Adam Hul | Shirk, “Marion Craig Wentworth: An Interview and an
Appreciation,” New York Dramatic Mrror 18 Nov. 1916.
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ot her not hers whose sons were going away to be
killed. *“l1 thought,” she continued, “of how
much those nothers had given to nmake fine nen of
their little boys, and how futile it all was.”®
Tellingly, Wentworth refers not only to nothers’ |ove, but
also to their labor. Her nention of “how nmuch those
not hers had given to make fine nen of their little boys”
reveal s how the socialist suffragist viewed child-rearing
as real work that was extravagantly praised but materially
deval ued in contenporary society.
Because so many Anericans did not want to be drawn
into Wrld War | and since pacifismseened so “natural”

for wonen, the nore liberal elenents of War Brides were

often ignored. Reviewers were even divided in their

opi ni ons of whether or not WAr Brides was a pro-suffrage

play. Sonme journalists clained that it was not advanci ng
the suffrage cause, but only arguing against war. Only
one witer though, comented on the inplications wonen’s
i ncreased participation in the work force m ght have on
wonen’ s i deas:

| suspect that the authoress of this play put

her own heart in only one line . . . It is

® “Incentive for War Brides Universal,” unsourced clipping
Locke envel ope, NYPL.
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where the captain shouts that Joan is the
product of the factory town. Ms. Wentworth
never neant to condemm wonen who work nor the
work that they do. What she designed was to
show in a sentence the attitude of the old order
to this new consci ousness of wonman that is born
of her closer contact with the world and its
wor kers.
Al t hough Wentworth used the doctrine of “notherhood” to
make her play nore pal atable, she challenged traditional
i deas of woman’s place throughout the play. Wy, then,
did so many mai nstream theatregoers approve of the play?
Per haps the fact that Wentworth juxtaposed Joan, the
resistant nother-to-be, with a nore resigned ol der
character, only called The Mther, nmade sonme audi ence
menbers feel sorry for wonen in wartine w thout
chal l enging their beliefs about the “Wman Question.” The
Mot her is devastated when she | earns that her three el der
sons have been killed in battle, but does not protest when
t he governnment denmands her youngest boy go to the front to
replace his dead brothers. The Mther, played by Gertrude

Ber kel ey, exhibits the grief, subm ssiveness, and blind

62

Henry Christian Warnack, “Sound Depths of the Tragic,” Los
Angeles [title?] 29 Jul. 1915, Locke Scrapbook NYPL.
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patriotismthat are “proper” fenmale responses to | osing
sons to war. She is witten synpathetically, and perhaps
this all owed sone audi ence nmenbers to identify with her
rather than the “mad” character Joan.

I nterestingly enough, even though Wentworth’s work
can be read as a protest play, it can also be viewed as
confortably reifying isolationist politics and not heri st
conceptions of wonmen. One newspaper wote approvingly
that “she has crystallized the sentinment of all other
wonen worthy of the title and honor of womanhood. . .”
Per haps Wentworth was able to use notherhood to subvert
the patriarchal institution of war and to suggest new
political strength for wonen because her class and race
af forded her the luxury of being “worthy of the title and
honor of womanhood” despite her radical views. It is
significant to renmenber that not all wonen were deened
“worthy of the title” in 1915—-wonen who were non-white,
the poor, or recent inmgrants were rarely able to invoke
“womanhood” or “not herhood” to achieve political support
or respect for their feelings.

War Brides was a remarkably popul ar play that

generated a great quantity of discussion about war,
gender, and politics. Besides its value as an exanpl e of

a worman’s World War | protest play and a worthy addition
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to the genre of suffrage plays, War Brides al so deserves

to be renenbered as a part of vaudeville history and a
testament to the potential of popular theatre as a forum
for fonmenting political change. Although Wentworth’'s
appeal to notherhood may have been a sonewhat essentiali st
tactic, she was able to spin the concept in such a way
that radical ideas seened acceptable to a mainstream

audi ence.

A review of War Brides in the Dramatic Mrror

conpared it to Dix’s Across the Border and its reception:

One of the critics who reviewed Beul ah Marie
Di x’ s peace playlet “Across the Border,” said it
woul d have been a big piece of work had it not
been witten by a wonan, which of course, wasn’t
true. That was an echo of the old attitude of
man to woman. “WAr Brides” is vital because it
was witten by a woman.®

This critic’'s review al so opens with a quote from War _

Bri des about wonen wanting a voice in decisions about war.

Clearly, the reviewer feels that Wentworth’s gender grants

her a particular authority to speak about war as it

® “ \War Brides’ Wth Mwe. Alla Nazinova, is Gipping Little
Tragedy,” New York Dramatic Mrror, 8 Feb. 1915. The review is not
signed, so ny use of the pronoun “he” to refer to the critic in this
par agraph is specul ati ve.
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affects wonen. His reference to Dix shows that he is
aware of the usual criticisns |eveled at wonmren who wite
about war, and that he rejects the idea that wonen cannot
wite about certain subjects even as he affirnms that they
m ght offer fresh perspectives about them

Marion Craig Wentworth and Beul ah Marie Di x were both
pr of essi onal wonen who supported thensel ves and their
famlies through witing, and, in Wentworth’s case,
perform ng (she was also a platformreader). They are
unusual enough for their tinme for having witing careers
at all, and for a woman to have a serious play produced on
Broadway or tour the country in vaudeville was even rarer.
Al t hough these authors m ght be remarkable for their era,
the antiwar attitudes contained in their plays were w dely
shared during the first years of Wrld War I. D x and
Wentworth are both exceptional (in ternms of their success)
and representative (of the pacifist convictions shared by
many ot hers) of their era.

By the end of 1916 support for neutrality was wani ng,
as were pacifist plays. The 1917 Espi onage Act and the
Sedition Act of 1918 outl awed political dissent, so not
surprisingly, nost plays produced from 1917-1918 tended to
support governnent policies and provide entertai nnent for

an anxi ous popul ace. After the Arm stice, dramatists and
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audi ences began to ask what World War | had acconpli shed,
and what sort of a society would energe in the postwar

era. The next chapter will exam ne plays witten during
and after World War | that use the war as a way to argue
for social change. Like Wentworth and Di x, sonme of these
aut hors hoped that future wars and ot her types of violence
coul d be avoided, and their dramas all express the belief
that Wrld War | m ght serve as a catalyst to transform

soci ety.
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Chapt er Three:
“What ‘“twas all for”: Plays for Postwar Soci al

Change

FELI X Getting into the old unifornms makes you
want to talk it all over again?

SILAS: The war? Well, we did do that. But al
t hat makes me want to tal k about what's to

cone, about—-what ‘twas all for.*

Susan d aspell’s play Inheritors was presented in

1921 by the Provincetown Players, one of the nost
i nfluential non-commercial theatres of the twentieth

century. Inheritors is a sprawling, thoughtful,

conplicated play that asks if fundanmental American

liberties and principles are under attack. Act One of

| nheritors takes place on July 4, 1879 as Silas Mrton and
his friend Fejevary return froma patriotic rally, wearing
their old Cvil War uniforns and tal ki ng about their
responsibilities to their nation. In the exchange quoted
above, Silas tells Fejevary’s son Felix that reliving war

stories is not enough; people nust al so consider how they

1

Susan d aspell, Plays by Susan daspell, ed. C. W E. Bigshy,
British and Anerican Playwights Ser. (Canbridge: Canbridge UP, 1987)
112. Al further references to this text will be cited

parent hetically.
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will continue to work for a better future. Although Act |
takes place in 1879, the other three acts are set forty-
one years later in 1920 and ask what type of country the
United States will becone in the wake of World VWar |

d aspell invokes the past, but her critique of American
society centers on contenporary issues. She uses history
to tease out her ideas about the |egacies of idealism
opportunity, and freedom that pioneers bequeathed to
future generations of Anmericans and how she believes those
gifts nmust be protected, not squandered. Like d aspell,
many wonen during and (especially) after World War | wote
dranmas asking what the United States was really trying to
achieve through its participation in the war and what type
of nation it would becone in the aftermath: about “what
‘“twas all for.” Many femal e playwights al so used non-
comercial venues like little theatres and schools to

produce their work, as daspell did with Inheritors.

In the teens and twenties, the little theatre
novemnent gave opportunities to | egions of witers and
artists who otherw se would not have had outlets for their
wor k, including many wonen. As early as 1917, Thomas H
Di cki nson noted that wonen played a promnent role in
creating little theatres, and credited themw th having a

“conbi nation of faith, vision, and inexperience” that
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all owed themto undertake the risky business of starting
i nnovative theatres.? Dickinson felt that inexperience
was a necessary “negati ve advantage” since w thout the
“daring that comes fromignorance” few people would have
ventured their tinme, talents, and resources foundi ng what
he calls the “insurgent” theatre.’

Sonme of the earliest pioneers of the little theatre
novenent in the United States were wonen. In 1907 the Hul
House Theatre in Chicago was transfornmed under the
direction of Laura Dainty Pel ham from an amateur dramatic
club into an organi zation patterned after European
i ndependent theatres, nmaking Pel hamis theatre a forerunner
of the Anmerican little theatre novenent.® Most histories
of the little theatre date the novenent’s full energence
to 1911-12, when three conpani es were founded after the US
tour of the Irish Players of the Abbey Theatre. One of
these three little theatres was the Toy Theatre in Boston,
under the direction of a “Ms. Lyman W” Gale.® By the

time the United States went to war in 1917, at |east a

? Thomas H. Dickinson, The Insurgent Theatre (New York, B.W
Huebsch, 1917) 128.

* Di cki nson 128-129.

* Di cki nson 61.

® For nore about the Toy Theatre and its contenporaries, see
Constance D Arcy MacKay, The Little Theatre in the United States (New

York: Henry Holt, 1917) 14-15 and Di cki nson 133-150.
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dozen little theatres were founded and/or directed by
wonen, including sonme |ike the Wirkshop Theatre of Yonkers
and t he Nei ghbor hood Pl ayhouse of the Henry Street
Settlenment in New York which were established and
conpl etely run by wonen.°®

The phrase “little theatre” is sonmething of an
unbrella term including groups with differing objectives
and |l evels of professionalism Sone were basically
amateur civic theatres that afforded comunity nenbers the
opportunity to make and watch theatre. Qhers were
“conmunity” theatres in the sense that they served a
parti cul ar denographic or ideol ogical group: the
settl ement house theatres were for inmgrant communities,
The Negro Players and Krigwa (Crisis Guild of Witers and
Artists) troupes were for African Anericans, and
organi zations |i ke The Wage Earners’ Theatre were for
soci al i st and worki ng-cl ass audi ences. Still other groups
wer e dedi cated to new plays and nodes of production, |ike
t he Washi ngton Square Pl ayers and Provi ncetown Pl ayers.
Al of these types of little theatres produced war plays.
One characteristic nost little theatres shared was that
t hey defined thensel ves as idealistic, progressive, or

interested in tackling “inportant” plays and issues,’ so

® MacKay 83 and Di cki nson 164- 165.
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it is understandabl e that they would produce plays about
war and society.

Unli ke the idealismthat drove nost little theatres,
the majority of established theatres were largely profit-
notivated and tended towards entertai nment rather than
edification. Therefore, it is not surprising that nost war
pl ays produced i nmediately after the United States entered
Wrld War | were not serious critiques of American
obj ectives and the ways the war m ght yield social change—
particularly those in commercial venues |ike Broadway
theatres. Rather, nost war-thenmed plays and revues were
filled wwth rally-round-the-flag patriotismor escapi st
| ove stories.

At | east one wonman playwight, Ri da Johnson Young
(1875-1926), wote popul ar, noral e-boosting war plays.
Young was a lyricist and witer of romantic conedi es who
sonetimes used a mlitary setting for her |overs’

escapades, as in The Boys in Conpany B (1907) and Her

Sol dier Boy (1916). Wen the United States went to war,

she wote the book and lyrics for another martial romantic

ronp, Little Sinplicity (1918). Described as “a play with

music,” Little Sinplicity' s inprobable plot featured a

flower girl in Algiers who falls in love with a visiting

" For nore on little theatres and their ains, see Shel don

Cheney, The Art Theater, rev. and enl. ed. (1925; New York: Kraus,
1967) 15-16, Dickinson 76-81, and MacKay 1.
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Anerican | ad who saves her frombeing forced into a

shei k’s harem She is reunited with himfive years |ater
in France when he has beconme a soldier and she a singer
entertaining the troops. According to one critic the
play’s highlights were “the shivery pectoral dances of the
Canmeron sisters [a popul ar vaudevill e dance duo] and .
aboundi ng chi ffons--such an eyeful as one had despaired of

» 8

getting in war tine. Si x nmonths prior to the opening of

Little Sinplicity, Young told an interviewer that she

hoped to see a woman wite “the GREAT AMERI CAN PLAY,” but
that it would not be herself since she was content to
“potter in nmy garden and continue witing little plays
t hat have no nission except to be clean and amusing.”’
Frol i csome depictions of doughboys’ anorous adventures

wi th beautiful chorines not only characterized Little

Sinplicity, but many other wartine plays, too. Certainly,

i ssue-oriented plays such as the ones discussed at |ength
in this chapter are not representative of all war plays of
this era, or even all that were authored by wonen.

Besi des the wi despread i npul se to nmake theatre that

made audi ences’ cares di sappear, wartine dramatists had to

8

Rev. of Little Sinplicity, New York Evening Sun 5 Nov. 1918.
NYPL clippings file on Little Sinplicity.

9

Hel en Ten Broeck, “Rida Young--Dranatist and Garden Expert,”
Theatre April 1917: 250.
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be careful not to wite plays which could be considered

di sl oyal or a hindrance to enlistnment efforts, or they
woul d risk inprisonnment under the Espionage Act of 1917
and the Sedition Act of 1918. The few plays produced
during this tine that questioned if certain individuals or

groups should serve their country predictably answered

yes” by the dramas’ concl usions. One such Broadway pl ay,

Al | egi ance (1918) by Anelie Rives (1863-1945) and her

spouse, Prince Troubetzkoy, considered “the problem of the
hyphen,” or the presumably divided | oyalties of Gernan-

Anericans. Allegiance centers around three generations

of men in a German-Anerican famly who di sagree on issues
of nationalismand fealty until the play’s end, when al
are united in their renunciation of Germany. Another play
fromthe sanme year that considers the allegiance of

“hyphenat ed” Anericans is Alice Dunbar-Nel son’s Mne Eyes

Have Seen, discussed at length in the foll owi ng section.
Since sedition laws seened |ikely to extend into the

i mredi at e postwar era, even sonme dranmas produced after the
armstice were tenpered by real or perceived restraints

pl aced on free expression. Therefore, nost serious dramas
of this era are not explicit critiques of the United

States’ involvenent in Wrld War |; they are

10

“ “Allegiance,” War Play in New York,” Christian Science
Moni tor 6 Aug. 1918. NYPL clippings file on Allegiance.
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consi derations of what the fruits of victory or |essons
| earned m ght be.
This chapter focuses on six plays for social change,
di scussed in three case studies. The first section
exam nes three short plays about African American

sol diers—M ne Eyes Have Seen (1918) by Alice Dunbar-

Nel son, Aftermath (1919) by Mary Burrill, and May MIler’s

Stragglers in the Dust (1930)—and the dramatists’ hopes

that participation in the war effort mght lead to
i mproved conditions for African Anericans. The second
| ooks at two plays produced by the Provincetown Pl ayers,

Edna St. Vincent MIlay' s ironic verse play Aria da Capo

(1919) and Susan d aspell’s Inheritors, both of which

critique the ways that wars and the ideals they
purportedly espouse or the bl oodshed they produce are

qui ckly forgotten. The final case study is Lula Vollner’s
Sun-Up (1923), a folk play that argued for an end to

vi ol ence, and (sonewhat |ess explicitly) for increased
econon ¢ and educational opportunities for poor rural
residents. Although these plays are very different from
one another, all are concerned with the ways Wrld War |

m ght change the nation, and all were produced (at | east
initially) in non-conmercial theatres that offered wonen

new artistic opportunities.
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The African Anerican Sol dier and World Var |

When African American wonen began to wite plays in
the teens, twenties, and thirties, they often (although
not exclusively) wote dramas that protested the social
probl ens begotten by racism As Ted Shine notes, wonen
were part of an effort to “change the image of blacks on
the American stage,” creating diverse African American
characters fromall classes and different sections of the
country, but who shared simlar experiences of white
discrimnation and bigotry." Three such plays are about

VWrld War |: Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s Mne Eyes Have Seen

(1918), Mary Burrill's Aftermath (1919), and May Ml ler’s

Stragglers in the Dust (1930). Al protest racismin

Aneri can soci ety and address the irony of African American
men fighting for freedom abroad when they had little at
hore. These plays are all set stateside and explore the
experiences of African American soldiers in a racist
society. These three plays address race and war and the

effects of both on not only black sol dier-participants,

" Ted Shine, “Opportunities for African-Anerican Wmen
Pl aywights,” in Yvonne Shafer, Anerican Whnen Playwights 1900-1950
(New York: Peter Lang, 1995) 160.
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but also on their famlies and society as a whol e.
Furthernore, unlike white femal e playwights, who wote
far fewer war plays than white nmen, during and after World
War | nore African American wonen than nmen used the
theatre to explore issues raised by the war."

M ne Eyes Have Seen (1918) and Aftermath (1919) are

al so anong the first plays by African American wonen
dramati sts to be produced and/or published.” Rather than

focusing on “firstness” however, | believe these plays are

| have only found one male African Anerican dramatist who

wote a Wrld War | play, Joseph Seanon Cotter, Jr. According to
James V. Hatch and Leo Hamalian in Lost Plays of the Harlem

Renai ssance, 1920-1940 (Detroit: Wayne State UP, 1996) 22, Cotter

di ed of tuberculosis in his early twenties, and his short play t he
Fiel ds of France was published posthunpusly in The Crisis in June
1920, printed on a single page. Cotter’s play is a fable of two
soldiers--“A Wiite Anerican Oficer” and “A Col ored Anerican
Oficer,” who die together in France, sharing a single canteen,

hol di ng hands, experiencing visions of celebrated white and bl ack
American mlitary heroes, and expressing the conviction that soneday
the United States will be “our country,” belonging to both races.

“ Nellie MKay, for instance, names Alice Dunbar-Nel son as the
first African American wonan to publish a play, noting that Mne Eyes
Have Seen was published in 1918. However, because Angelina Wld
Grinke's anti-lynching drama Rachel was produced in 1916, and
published in 1920, MKay calls it, rather than Dunbar-Nel son’s dramg,
“possi bly the ol dest extant play by a black wonan.” Nellie MKay
““What Were They Saying?’ : Black Wonen Playwights of the Harlem
Renai ssance,” The Harl em Renai ssance Re-exam ned, ed. Victor A
Kramer (New York: AMS, 1987) 133. Neither play may be the earliest
play witten by an African American woman, though--Leo Hanalian and
James V. Hatch note that Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins wote at |east
three plays from 1877-1880, and that AVME Book Concern published
Katherine D. Chaprman Tillnman's play Fifty Years of Freedom or From
Cabin to Congress in 1910 and al so her Aunt Betsy's Thanksgi vi ng,
c.1914. Hamalian and Hatch, African American Drama 125.

Nevert hel ess, many African American wonmen began publishing plays in
the teens and twenties, often encouraged by opportunities offered by
jounal s such as The Crisis and Opportunity, and Dunbar-Nel son and
Burrill were anong these pioneers.
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val uabl e for the historical light they shed on their tines
and | find it significant that drama was used by sone
African Anerican wonen as a neans of participating in

i nportant public debates al nbst as soon as African

Ameri can wonen began to wite plays in neaningful nunbers.

M ne Eyes Have Seen and Aftermath are both anti-I|ynching

dramas as well as war plays; Dunbar-Nel son and Burrill use
nmob vi ol ence whi ch has happened before the action of the
pl ays begin to heighten the stakes for the soldier-
prot agoni sts of their plays.

The third war play in this sectionis May Mller’s

Stragglers in the Dust (1930). Although it was witten a

dozen years after the war ended and is not as well-known

as M ne Eyes Have Seen and Aftermath, this play al so

addresses issues related to Wrld War | sol diers and

racism Wiile Mne Eyes Have Seen is concerned with a

man’ s decision to honor the draft and Aftermath encourages
veterans to fight again for denocracy—this tinme in their

own backyards—Stragglers in the Dust is about the young

men who did not return from France alive or whol e and
their parents. Together, these three plays display the
hope that World War | would or could effect change in
Aneri can society via African Anerican involvenent in the

war effort.
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To say that one-act protest plays by African American
wonen were not considered viable Broadway fare during this
time period is of course an understatenent: there was no
real opportunity for these plays to receive any
prof essi onal productions or to be produced in nmainstream
t heatres frequented by white audi ences—but that was not
the intent. Rather, like W E. B. DuBois’ well-known
axiomthat African Anerican theatre should be *about us,
by us, for us, and near us,”' these plays were witten for
and (largely) performed in African Anerican comunities,
particularly in schools. To judge these works based on
contenporary critical response is unfeasible, as they were
rarely reviewed. What these plays do offer is a
commentary on African Anerican involvenent in Wrld War
and the hopes that such participation would change African
Ameri cans’ second-class status as citizens. These plays
echo and illum nate debates in African American journals
like the Crisis, and hence ny exani nation of these plays
is not centered around their critical reception but on the
ways they participated in and critiqued sociopolitical

di scussi ons.

Enli stnment of African Anmericans and M ne Eyes Have Seen

“ W E. B. DuBois, “Krigwa Players’ Little Negro Theatre.”
The Crisis, 32 (July 1926) : 134-36.
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CHRI'S: Must | go and fight for the nation that
et my father’s nurder go unpuni shed? That
killed ny nother—that took away ny chances

for making a man out of nysel f 2%

Shoul d African Anericans fight to protect a country
that has not protected then? This question is central to

Al'i ce Dunbar-Nel son’s M ne Eyes Have Seen, but public

opinion on this question was not unani nous either before
the United States fornmally entered the World War | or
after. In the August 1916 issue of The Crisis, W E. B

DuBoi s cites both Harry Cunm ngs, a black councilman in
Baltimore who “offers fifty thousand col ored soldiers from
Maryl and to the Governor” and a response to Cunm ngs’
proposal by W Ashbi e Hawki ns:
When respectable colored nmen in this city have
difficulty in purchasing or renting hones for
t hensel ves and famlies . . . they cannot easily
be persuaded to fight to maintain such a
condition. It may be wi se and prudent to appear

t hus always ready to fight for the Stars and

" Al'i ce Dunbar-Nel son, Mne Eyes Have Seen, in Janes V. Hatch,
ed., and Ted Shine, consultant, Black Theater, U S. A : Forty-Five
Plays By Bl ack Anericans (New York: The Free Press, 1974) 175. Al
further references to this script will be cited parenthetically.
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Stripes . . . but no man, white or bl ack, can
love a city, a state or a nation that restrains
and hanpers his activities on every hand, and
that i ndorses [sic] and perpetuates race
friction by class legislation.®
Hawki ns argues that the United States nust earn the
patriotismof African Anmericans before asking a bl ood
sacrifice of them QOhers did not ask if the nation was
worthy of African Arerican mlitary service, but rather,
wonder ed who “deserved” exenption: DuBois juxtaposes a
chilling exanple of white racist thought with Hawkin’s

statenent, quoting Wllard D. McKinstrey of the Watertown,

NY Tinmes, “It seens a pity to waste good white nmen in
battle . . . . we will be sacrificing white bl ood where
Negro blood would . . . be a nore fitting sacrifice, and

drawi ng our skilled | abor when unskilled | abor was

avail abl e.” When the United States entered the war, sone
whites vehenently disagreed with MKinstrey, frightened at
t he prospect of putting weapons in the hands of African
American nmen: “Universal mlitary service neans that
mllions of Negroes who will cone under this nmeasure wll
be arned. | know of no greater nenace to the South than

this,” DuBois quotes M ssissippi Senator Janes K. Vardaman

' W E. B. DuBois, “The Looking dass,” The Crisis, 12 (August
1916):184. The McKinstrey quote al so appears on this page.
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as saying.” More synpathetic whites were |ikew se divided
in their views; sone believed m streatnment of African
Ameri cans shoul d exenpt themfrommlitary duty, while
others argued that all citizens should be allowed to join
the arned services, regardl ess of race.

Yet sone African Americans were already serving in
the mlitary. Wen the United States declared war on
April 6, 1917, approximtely 10,000 African Anmericans were
in active service in the four reginents of the Arny open
to black soldiers, and another 10,000 were serving in
various units of the National Guard.” But as African
Ameri cans volunteered to fight, they were permtted to
enlist only in those four black reginents, and once the
regiments filled to capacity, recruitment of African
Anericans was suspended. ™ lronically, just before the
decl aration of war, the First Separate Battalion of the
District of Colunbia (a black National Guard unit) was
called out to protect the Capital, an assignment nany
t hought went to them because an African Anerican battalion

woul d presumably not contain any Gernman Anericans who

W E. B. DuBois, “The Looking dass” The Crisis, 14 (May
1917): 23.

" Emmett J. Scott, Scott’s Official Hi story of the Anmerican
Negro in the World War (1919 New York: Arno Press and The New York
Ti mes, 1969) 32-33.

¥ Scott 34.
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could harbor divided loyalties. Emmett J. Scott, the
Secretary of War’s Special Assistant for Negro Affairs,
notes, “it was highly significant that their very col or
whi ch was the basis of discrimnation in time of peace was
considered prina facie evidence of unquestionable |oyalty

» 20

in tinme of war [his enphasis]. When Congress passed
the Selective Service Law in May of 1917, it nade no

di stinction between the obligations black men and white
men owed their country, and on June 5, Registration Day,
over 700,000 African American nmen registered for the first
draft.® Scott estimates the total nunber of black troops
who served in Wrld War | as nearly 400, 000, of whom
approximately 367,710 were inducted under the Selective
Draft Law. ” About twenty percent of African Anerican

troops were trained as conbatants; the renmai nder served in

st evedore and | abor battalions.?

20

Scott 35-38.

' Scott 66-67.

22

Scott 32.
# Scott 315-316. DuBois wites in “An Essay Toward a History
of the Black Man in the Great War,” The Crisis 18 (June 1919): 64,

t hat 200, 000 African Anericans were in the Anerican Expeditionary
Force, of which about 150,000 were stevedores or |aborers. More
recently, Arthur E. Barbeau and Florette Henri argue in The Unknown
Sol diers: Black Anerican Troops in Wrld War | (Phil adel phia: Tenple
UP, 1974) that a crucial difference between African American draftees
and white ones is that all inducted white nmen were given basic
trai ni ng whet her or not they were assigned conmbat or support
positions, but few black draftees received significant nilitary
training, as it was assunmed they would only be | aborers (97), a
position Barbeau and Henri call “the military equival ent of chain
gangs” (90).
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As African Anerican nen becane sol diers, stevedores,

4

and (eventually) officers,® nost African American

intellectuals and | eaders supported bl ack involvenent in

the war.?

Patriotic witers argued that African Americans
had given their lives for liberty since Revolutionary War
hero Crispus Attucks, and would continue to do so.
America was their country, inperfect as it m ght be.

This sort of allegiance also had a pragmati sm behind it:
if African Americans refused to serve, they woul d appear
to be defining thensel ves as sonething other than ful
citizens of the United States; if they fought, they would
be in a stronger position to demand equality when the war
ended. Appeals to the President and the nation to stop
oppression of patriotic citizens were frequent. In
“Awake Anmerica”, DuBois argues that the United States
cannot be a noral crusader for world peace and sanction
vi ol ence against its own people simultaneously, “Let us

enter this war for Liberty with clean hands. May no

bl ood- sneared garnents bind our feet when we rise to nake

24

See Scott’s chapter “Colored Oficers and How They Wre
Trained,” 82-91 for a discussion of the efforts of African American
| eaders to establish a facility to train African Anerican officers.
*® For a sanpling of pro-involvenent opinions, see “The Looking
@ ass: Loyalty,” The Crisis 14 (May 1917): 22-23; “Editorial:
Resol uti ons of the Washington Conference,” The Crisis 14 (June 1917):
59-60; “Editorial: A Philosophy in Tine of War,” The Crisis 16
(August 1918): 164-165; “The Looking G ass: Over There” The Crisis 16
(August 1918), and Scott, 411-412. For a dissenting view, see The
Crisis 14 (July 1917): 138.
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the world safe for Denbcracy.” He lists the wongs

Anmeri cans shoul d “pl edge our sacred honor” to correct, and
concludes his essay with the adnmonition, “No | and that

| oves to lynch ‘niggers’ can |ead the hosts of Al m ghty
God.”* Also, the adoption of a patriotic tone was a
political necessity for any African American newspaper or
journal that wanted to stay in print and out of trouble.

Hamal i an and Hatch note that the arrest of the African

American editors of The Messenger under the Espi onage Act

qui et ed nost di ssenting voices.?” Tylee observes that the
NAACP was i nvestigated by the Justice Departnent for
DuBoi s’ out spokenness and that he had to tenper his
criticismof the United States governnent to avoid
prosecution.

Argunents that African Anericans should not serve
because of past and present injustices were often regarded
as comng from German propagandi sts who wanted to stir up

racial division to weaken the Anmerican war effort.?®

® W E. B. DuBois, “Editorial: Awake Anmerica,” The Crisis 14
(Sept ember 1917): 216-217.

” Hamalian and Hatch, African American Drama 135.

® Clare M Tylee, with Elaine Turner and Agnés Cardinal, War
Plays by Wonen: An International Anthology (London: Routledge, 1999)
28.

*® See Scott 40-41 and 346-347 for his views on the Gernman
propaganda effort in Anmerica and Scott 138-139 for an account of a
bonbar dnment upon the 367th Infantry in France of shells that
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Per haps the nost damagi ng bit of “propaganda,” however,
was the sizable nunber of |ynchings reported in 1917-1918.
Scott wites, “the nunber of |ynchings of Negroes seened
to be on the increase during the course of the war, and
THESE LYNCHI NGS, BE | T REMEMBERED, WERE NOT ‘ Made in

» 30

Germany’ [his enphasis]. In addition to | ynching,
| ar ge-scal e nob vi ol ence—particularly a devastating race
riot in East St. Louis—was a rem nder that the ideals of
freedom and denocracy that Anerica espoused abroad fel
short at hone.

Pl aywri ght Alice Dunbar-Nel son, who contri buted

“Negro Women in War Work” to Scott’s Official History,

descri bes the effect “so-called German propaganda”, runors
based on “hysterical fear”, the spurning of African
American wonen’s offers to help in war relief, and other
prej udi ci al behavi ors had upon the noral e of many African
American communities in the spring and sumer of 1918.

She credits an “arny of wonen teachers” with influencing
children and their parents to remain patriotic. Dunbar-
Nel son descri bes an especially effective tactic used by

sone:

cont ai ned propaganda circul ars addressed “To the Col ored Sol di ers of
the Anmerican Arny”.

*® Scott 347. The lynching statistics Scott cites are credited
to Monroe N. Work of the Tuskegee Institute.
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Here and there, however, there was a nore
spectacul ar appeal made to the patriotic
enotions of the race through pageants,
denonstrations, or mass neetings. |n sone
cases, the schools through school pageants and
pl ays appealed directly to the patriotic
enotions; plays witten by Negro authors were
st aged, commencenent exercises becane rallying
grounds to the warnth of the race and its |ove
for the nation.*

Ali ce Dunbar-Nel son’s own play, Mne Eyes Have Seen, was

anong the patriotic appeals she describes. It was

published in the April 1918 issue of The Crisis and

performed that same nonth at Howard Hi gh School in
W | mi ngt on, Del aware. *

M ne Eyes Have Seen enunerates reasons why African

Americans mght feel disinclined to fight for a nation
that consistently maltreats them yet ends by advocating
patriotic involvenent in the war. To a nodern reader,

Dunbar - Nel son’ s endi ng may not seem credi bl e. Nel l'i e

 Alice Dunbar-Nel son, “Negro Wormen in War Work” in Scott 394.

2. Kathy A. Perkins and Judith L. Stephens, eds. Strange Fruit:

Plays on Lynching by Anerican Wonen (Bl oom ngton: |ndiana UP, 1998)
411. Hatch and Shine quote Dunbar-Nel son’s niece Pauline Young as
sayi ng Dunbar - Nel son “taught us English in the high school. She
produced her play and we all took parts. The audience |oved it

but nobody would publish it (173).”
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McKay, for exanple, reads against the text and concl udes
that the play only appears to inspire allegiance:
her play, with its ironic twist on the
‘Battle Hymrm of the Republic’, is biting satire
on the political blindness that keeps people
from seeing how they participate in and help to
per petuate their own oppression, and on the
power that supports that blindness.*
In Iight of the Espionage Act and the prosecution of
African Americans who denounced the war (the sociali st
Eugene Debs, for instance, was arrested and convicted in
1918 for obstructing recruiting efforts by distributing
panphl ets and del i vering speeches expressing the opinion
that working classes “furnish the corpses” w thout having
a voice in war decisions),* it is easy to see how critics

i ke McKay m ght regard M ne Eyes Have Seen as a coded,

ironic antiwar play. Judging by Dunbar-Nel son’s own
description of the inportance of bolstering African
American patriotismduring the Wrld War | and the fact

that Scott nentions as “notable anong the patriotic

®  MKay 137-38.

¥ diver Wendell Holnes, Debs v. United States, 249 US 211
(1919). @d. in Sheila Suess Kennedy, ed. Free Expression in
Anerica: A Docunentary History (Westport, CT: G eenwood, 1999): 58-
60.
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"% events which took place in

nmeeti ngs and par ades
W | m ngton under Dunbar-Nel son’s |eadership, it is

difficult to see Mne Eyes Have Seen as a subversive

6

text.* Wien she wote her play in 1918, Dunbar-Nel son was
enpl oyed as an English teacher at Howard H gh School and
she spent the sunmmer in the South as a field agent of the
Wmen's Committee of the Council of National Defense.® It
is not |ikely that Dunbar-Nel son participated in war work
as a dove in hawk' s feathers; straightforward
confrontation seens to have been nore her style in nmatters

38

of consci ence. In short, Dunbar-Nel son’'s wartine

activities and her political outspokenness do not support

* Scott 420.

*® McKay's anal ysis seens to be based upon a piece of

bi bl i ographi ¢ i nformati on about Dunbar-Nel son (which she cites) that
precedes the play in Janes Hatch and Ted Shine’s anthol ogy, Black
Theater, U S A : Forty-Five Plays By Bl ack Anericans, “A nmenber of
the American Friends Peace Cormittee, she traveled the country
delivering mlitant speeches.” Qoria Hull’s biographic article,
“Ali ce-Dunbar - Nel son: Del aware Witer and Wman of Affairs,” Del aware
History 17 (1976) nentions foundi ng nenber Dunbar-Nel son’s

i nvol vement with the Friends American Inter-racial Peace Comittee,
but places her national speaking engagenents for this organization
during her tenure as Executive Secretary, from 1928 to 1931 (94).
Al'i ce Dunbar- Nel son was probably one of many wonen who supported
World War | but becane a pacifist afterwards.

¥ Scott 11.
*®  For exanple, Goria T. Hull notes in Gve Us Each Day: The
Diary of Alice Dunbar-Nelson (New York: WW Norton, 1984) that
Dunbar - Nel son, “had to be rem nded of the [Friends Anerican Inter-
raci al Peace] committee’s policy of not endorsing other groups when
she becane involved in a novenent by donestic workers to form a | abor
union” (44), and that in 1920 she |ost her teaching position because
she “travel ed to Marion, Chio for Social Justice Day—despite the
nonsupport of the school administration” (41).
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an interpretation of her play as a subtly disguised
antiwar work. Instead, Jeanne-Marie MIler’s conclusion
that “love of humanity and pride in the history of the
Bl ack race’s contributions to the preservation of that
humanity are shown to be nore inportant than personal

» 39

consi derati ons is a statenent of thene that can be
supported both by the text and by the actions of the
aut hor hersel f.

M ne Eyes Have Seen is set in the Northern tenenent

home of a poor working famly. |In an interesting spin on
the tendency of white playwights to give thick accents to
African American characters, Dunbar-Nel son gives sone of
her white ethnic characters a light dialect, but all of

t he bl ack characters speak standard English. Through the
exposition, it is quickly established that the famly’s
father was nurdered “back hone” while trying to resist
eviction; the others joined the G eat Mgration to the
North; the nother died; the older brother was crippled in
an industrial accident; and now the younger brother’s
draft nunber has been called. Dunbar-Nel son nakes it

clear that white society only has a few “uses” for African

¥ Jeanne-Marie A MIler, “Black Wmen Playwights from Ginke
to Shange: Sel ected Synopses of Their Wbrks,” Al the Wwnen are
Wiite, All the Blacks are Men, But Sone of Us are Brave: Bl ack
Wnen's Studies, ed. oria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara
Smith (A d Westbury, NY: Fem nist, 1982) 282.
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Ameri can nmen: sport for Southern nobs, grist for Northern
factories, and cannon fodder. Chris, the younger brother,
has been attendi ng socialist neetings and has no intention
of honoring the draft.

A procession of friends, famly, and nei ghbors argue
with Chris; their discussions are nmuch |ike the ones

guoted in journals like The Crisis. The disabled brother,

Dan, rem nds Chris that African Anericans have al ways
fought in the nation’s wars. Chris’ girlfriend Julia
responds to Dan that the war “isn’t our quarrel” and that
“white people, they hate us. Only today | was sneered at
when | went to help with sonme of their relief work” (177).
Repeati ng w despread anti-German propaganda, a friend
working as a nuleteer for the war effort says the Germans
crucified children and an Irish nei ghbor whi spers that her
husband was nai ned before he died in battle.® But, Jew sh
and Irish friends nmaintain that they have been all egi ant
to their honelands even in the face of persecution. As
Clare M Tyl ee observes, the inclusion of characters |ike
a widowed Irish nother and a Russian-Jew sh socialist is

not accidental, because “apart from German Anericans, the

“ See Scott’s chapter “German Propaganda Anong Negroes” for a
letter that describes runors sweeping through Harlem One of the
nost horrific is a runor that Gernmans gouge out the eyes and cut off
the arns of captured African Anerican soldiers and then set themfree
to find their way back to the American |ines.
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Irish, menbers of the Socialist Party and Jews were anong
t he groups nost opposed to the ending of American
neutrality in 1917.”* That Jew sh socialists and Irish
wonen naintain that their people have been loyal to their
countries in wartinme regardl ess of mstreatnent is crucial
to the plot because the neighbors pride in their
heritages acts as a challenge to Chris to prove his faith
in his owm. This appeal to ethnic pride changes Chris’

m nd, and when a band playing “The Battle Hynmn of the
Republic” goes by in the street, Chris has apparently
decided to respond to the draft call.

M ne Eyes Have Seen is definitely a recruitnment play,

whi ch probably limted its appeal after the war ended. It
was produced at |east once during the 1920s by a school
participating in a dramatic festival,® but a playreader
eval uating the script for the Federal Theatre Project’s
Play Bureau in the m d-1930s rejected the play as
outdated: “This . . . war tine stuff nmakes nme think of the
‘Conme On Boys’ posters in front of the Arnmy recruiting

stations. Hardly worthwhile.”® A second pl ayreader

“ Tylee et al. 28.

“ NYPL Scrapbook (MAEZ + n.c. 25,335). The Stevens School
(pl ace unspecified) perforned Mne Eyes Have Seen during a
conpetition with 20 other schools in May of 1926.

® John D. Silvera, Playreader Reports File, Federal Theatre
Project, Library of Congress.
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di sagreed, recommendi ng the piece as “a play of trenendous
power, radiating a strong courage to serve . . . in spite
of the injustice he [the protagonist] has received as a
result of . . . [the nation’s] negligence in protecting

n 44

its citizens agai nst nob vi ol ence. M ne Eyes Have Seen

is not only a war play, but also one that protests

| ynching. Dunbar-Nel son wote her play to recruit
soldiers, but the war in Europe was not necessarily the
only front she had in mnd. At the play’'s close Chris’
fam |y and nei ghbors sing along with “The Battle Hym of
the Republic,” “As He died to nake nmen holy, let us die to
make them free! (177)” The freedom at issue can be read as
not only the liberation of German-occupi ed Europe, but

al so as the hope that African Americans fighting for their
country could help free thensel ves fromdonestic terrorism
by proving their nmettle in the war effort.

When Chris’ real-life counterparts went abroad, sone
won i npressive honors—for exanple, the first two Americans
ever to be awarded the French Croi x de Guerre were Henry
Johnson and Needham Roberts, African American soldiers in

the 369th Infantry®-but many were al so subject to race-

“ [?)etrah S. Wllie, Playreader Reports File, Federal Theatre
Project, Library of Congress.

* Scott 256. For a description of the incident that led to
this honor, see Scott 257-259.
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motivated nmistreatnent.” Hone-grown prejudice foll owed
soldiers abroad; in DuBois’ words, “A nation with a
terrible disease set out to rescue civilization; it took

n 47

the disease with it in virulent form But for some, the
real issue was not the experience of the war itself as
much as the question of what sort of Anerica would African
Ameri can veterans find when they returned hone. In their

plays Aftermath and Stragglers in the Dust, Mary Burrill

and May M|l er both argue for honecom ngs that will change

the rel ati onshi ps between Africans Anericans and whites.

Pl ays About About African American Veterans: Afternath and

Stragglers in the Dust

In a 1919 opi nion colum, WE. B. DuBois argued that
it was right for African Americans to fight, but that they

now faced a new struggl e:

* See Scott 15-21 for comendations by Secretary of War Baker,

General Pershing, and Theodore Roosevelt. For DuBois’ discussions of
i njustices he discovered at the war’'s end, see “Docunents of the
War,” The Crisis 18 (May 1919): 16-21; “Opinion,” The Crisis 18 (July
1919): 127-130 ; and “An Essay Toward a Hi story of the Black Man in
the Great War” 69-72. In the second article nentioned above as well
as in “Cpinion,” The Crisis 18 (May 1919): 10, DuBoi s upbraids Scott
(as Special Assistant to the Secretary of War) for not revealing the
extent of discrimnation African Amrerican soldiers faced abroad. For
Scott’s assessment of black soldiers’ treatment, see his Chapter XXX
“Did the Negro Sol dier Get a Square Deal ?".

* DuBois, “An Essay Toward a History of the Black Man in the
G eat War” 87.

120



we are cowards and jackasses if now that
the war is over, we do not marshal every ounce
of our brain and brawn to fight a sterner,
| onger, nore unbending battle against the forces
of hell in our own |and.

We return.

We return fromfighting

We return fighting [his enphasis].®

One nonth earlier, Mary Burrill’s play Aftermath had

appeared in The Liberator, a socialist journal. Rachel

France wites that the play “echoes an editorial by DuBois
in which he called for returning Negro soldiers to narsha
their wartinme courage to fight ‘the forces of hell’ at

home” ; * however, given the chronology, it might be nore
accurate to suggest that DuBois’ editorial echoes

Burrill’s play, in which an African Anerican veteran is
enpowered by his mlitary experience to confront white

aggr essors.

*® DuBois, “Qpinion: Returning Soldiers,” The Crisis 18 (May
1919): 14.

*  Rachel France, A Century of Plays by Anerican Wmen (New
York: Richards Rosen, 1979) 50. Also cited by Elizabeth Brown-
Quillory, ed., Their Place on the Stage: Black Wnen Playwights in
Anerica, Contributions in Afro-American and African Studies Ser. 117
(New York: Greenwood, 1988) 9.
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Hamal i an and Hatch note that Burrill’s play
“antici pates the ‘Red Summer’ of 1919.”* Twenty-five race
riots and seventy-six |ynchings took place fromJune to
Decenber of 1919.° For sone African Americans, the Red
Summer, despite the bl oodshed, was a sign of hopeful
change. In Novenber 1919, a letter signed by “A Southern

Col ored Wman” was printed in The Crisis. The author

descri bed readi ng about the Washington, DC riot as “the
thrill of alifetime.” She alludes to “the insults we

[ African American wonen in the South] have borne silently,
for we have hidden nmany of them from our nen because we
did not want themto die needlessly in our defense.” She
credits Washi ngton nen (who formed arnmed patrols to
protect thensel ves and their nei ghborhoods after an

al | eged assault against a white wonan led to reprisals
agai nst African Anericans)” with putting “a new hope, a
new vision into their al nost despairing wormen.”*
Burrill’s play may have inspired a simlar thrill (or

fear) in some of its 1919 readers, who were the drama’s

*® Hamalian and Hatch , African American Drama 135.

51

Peter M Bergnan, assisted by Mort N. Bergman and staff, The
Chronol ogi cal History of the Negro in Anerica (New York: Harper &
Row, 1969) 387.

52

Ber gman 388.

® «A Southern Colored Woman,” “A Letter,” The Crisis 19
(Novenber 1919) 339.
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primary audi ence for nearly a decade. Afternmath, which
appeared in print just before the Red Sunmer, was not
performed until long after. |Its first production was by
The Krigwa Players at the Little Negro Theatre in New York
in May 1928 as part of the David Belasco Little Theatre
Tournanent. Still, Aftermath was noticed at the tine of
its publication; in a Novenmber 1919 article entitled “The
Hope of a Negro Drama”, WIIlis Richardson praises a play
by Ridgley Torrence and Burrill’s Aftermath as worthy
exanpl es of dramas about African Americans.”

Unli ke Mne Eyes Have Seen, Burrill uses a strong

dialect in Aftermath. Hamalian and Hatch contrast white
authors’ msuse of dialect for African Anmerican characters
(“near jibberish”) with the efforts of African American
playwrights to wite in authentic fol k dial ogue.*® They
argue that “Black playwights recogni zed many ways in

whi ch bl ack peopl e used English according to cl ass,

region, and social strata” and that in Afternmath the South

Carolina characters use a dialect that is simlar to one

* Perkins 55 and Hamal i an and Hatch 135.

® WIlis Richardson, “The Hope of a Negro Dramm,” The Crisis
19 (Novenber 1919) 338. Also cited by Leslie Catherine Sanders, The
Devel opnent of Black Theater in America: From Shadows to Selves
(Bat on Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1988) 23-24. Sanders also cites
Bernard Peterson Jr., “WIlis Richardson: Pioneer Playwight,” Bl ack
World 24 (April 1975) 43, who says that Burrill was one of
Ri chardson’s English teachers.

*®  Hamalian and Hatch, African American Drama 18.
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used by backwoods whites.® This type of dialect is
illustrated by MIlie s speech about her brother John’s
experience in France:
.an’” he kin go evahwhere an’ dey ain't
nobody all the time a-lookin” down on him an a-
sneerin’ at him'cause he’'s black. . . . he sez
it’s the firs tinme evah in his life he’'s felt
| ak a real, sho-nuf man!®
MIlie s dialect is the speech of a rural Southerner.
This play is part of a larger trend during this tine
towards fol k drama; Lula Vollnmer’s Sun-Up, discussed |ater
in this chapter is another exanple of a Wrld War | play
set in Carolina, and the two plays enploy simlar |anguage
for their characters although their races differ.

John, the protagonist of Aftermath, is not just a
rural youth treated |ike an equal for the first time in
France, he is also depicted as a war hero. In what may be
a bow towards Johnson and Roberts, who were given the
Croi x de Guerre for repelling a dozen or nore Cernmans,
Burrill makes John a decorated veteran who has been

awar ded the War Cross for fighting twenty Gernmans and

Hamalian and Hatch 19.

®  Mary Burrill, Aftermath in Perkins, 59. Al subsequent
references to this text will be cited parenthetically.
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saving his entire conmpany. But what John does not know is
that while he was fighting the war his unarned father
tried to fight off a nob of white nen after an argunent
over cotton prices and was burned to death while his
younger brother was helpless to interfere. Wen John
comes honme with a pair of guns and a newfound sense of
pride, he learns of his father’s death. Full of fury,
John reflects on hypocri sy,
|"msick o0 these wite folks doins--we’'re
“fine, trus’worthy feller citizuns” when they' re
handi n” us out guns, an’ Liberty Bonds, an
chuckin’ us off to die; but we ain’t a dam
thing when it comes to handin’ us the rights we
done fought an’ bled fu'! 1'msick o this sort
o lifean” I'’mgoin’ to put an end to it! (65)
John and his brother take the guns he has brought hone
fromthe war and go to find the nmen who killed their
father, knowing it could be their final gesture of
defiance. In the 1928 |little theatre production of this
pl ay, the ending was changed; instead of the curtain
falling on a note of mlitant pride as John and his
brot her | eave to avenge their father’s |ynching, bl ocking
was added that showed how John’s intended retribution

failed. In the words of a Billboard critic who found the
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play’s anti-lynching theme “of fensive,” John “staggers in,
al nost carrying the badly put together scenery with him
and dies nelodramatically.”* Kathy A Perkins and Judith
L. Stephens wite that Burrill was devastated by the way
t he endi ng was changed without her consent.®

As Burrill wote it, Aftermath is a call-to-arns for
African Americans to defend the liberties they had hel ped
to protect and to extend those rights to their own
communities. DuBois also wote about the “terrible weapon
of Sel f-defense” in 1919, but cautioned that, “W nust
never let justifiable self-defense against individuals
beconme blind and | awl ess of fense against all white folk.*
Both DuBois and Burrill advocate self-defense and just
vengeance, but stop short of calling for all-out race war
as sone revolutionary witers of the sixties would do.

Part of Burrill’s |egacy seens to have been her
ability as an English and speech teacher at Washington’s

Dunbar Hi gh School to inspire her students to wite plays,

too. Kathy Perkins credits Burrill with urging WIllis

59

“Scottish Group Wns Cup in Little Theater Tournament,”
Billboard 40:20 (19 May 1928) 7. Also qtd. by Perkins and Stephens,
79-80.
® Perkins and Stephens 79. They cite a 1928 letter from
Burrill to DuBois which expresses her dismay with the change.

W E. B. DuBois, “Opinion: Let Us Reason Together,” Crisis
18 (Septenmber 1919): 231.
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Ri chardson to wite (he was the first African Anmerican to
have a play produced on Broadway). Another student of
Burrill’s was May M|l er, who as a high school student
encouraged by Burrill, won a fifty-cent prize and

publication of her first play, Pandora’s Box in School’s

Progress magazine. MIller went on to win other awards at

Howard University and in Qpportunity’s Literary Contests,

and Perkins identifies MIler as the nost w dely published
femal e African American playwight of the 1920s and
1930s.* M ler taught speech, dramm, and dance at
Frederi ck Douglass H gh School in Baltinmore until she
retired in 1944, when she al so gave up playwiting for
poetry.®

But in spite of May M|l er’s success as a playwi ght

and poet, her Stragglers in the Dust was not published

until 1989. Perhaps the Depression |limted her
opportunities for publication and production; all of her
ot her plays witten and published in the 1930s were

history plays witten for the anthol ogy Negro History in

Thirteen Pl ays, which she co-edited.® Unlike Burrill’'s

confrontational call to arns, Straqgglers in the Dust

explores racismin a subtler way. Perkins wites, “Mller

> Perkins 143.
®  Perkins 143-44.

*  Perkins 284.
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cleverly dealt with sensitive issues of the tinmes wthout

of f endi ng her audi ence by | eaving unanswered such

guestions as: “ls the body in the Tonb of the Unknown

Sol dier really that of a black soldier?®

The play, set in the early 1920s, opens with Nan, a

cl eaning woman, singing to herself by the Tonb of the

Unknown Sol di er, her scrub bucket tenporarily abandoned.

A stage direction reads, “one instinctively thinks of I

dreanmed | dwelt in marble halls’ and realizes that here is

a new interpretation.”® Wen Mac, the watchman, tells her

it istime to go honme, she tells himhow she |likes to stay

near the Tonb because she believes her son is there:
Dat grand ol’ man stand up dere an’ tol’ how dey
calle’d an” how Jimlef’ ne broken hearted tuh
go fight for dis country and den how de guns got
him An’ how dey fin himfinally on dat fiel
in France an’ bring himback ober heah an put
himin dere. . . . Didn't he say “Yuh nother
dere bowd in grief.” Ah was hidin" behin dis
very pillow an” Ah heah’d him but Ah didn’ cone

out cause Ah know d dere’d be them dere as

®  Perkins 144.

®  May MIler, Stragglers in the Dust in Perkins, 145. All
subsequent references to this text will be cited parenthetically.
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woul dn’t want Jimtuh stay dere cause he’'s

cul lud. (146-147)
The watchman tries to make Nan understand that the Unknown
Soldier is a universal synbol, but quickly gives up and
tal ks to her condescendingly, “as if pacifying a child”
(147). After Nan | eaves, Mac speaks to Bradford, a well-
dressed white politician searching for his shell-shocked
son, about Nan’s conviction that the Unknown is her son;
Bradford is shocked by the idea, saying it is not
possible, “But if it were, what a terrible joke on
Anmerical! 7 (148).

After this point, MIller’s drama becones | ess of a
protest play about the selective amesia white society has
exhi bited towards nen who were asked to die to uphold
freedons, and nore of a nelodramatic ghost story.

Bradf ord’s son, wounded in France, was saved by Jim who
died instead. Now the dazed white boy haunts the tonb,
believing Jimgot what was rightfully his, and tal king
about how Jimhas offered to share the cerenonial grave.
The son dies and Bradford | eaves, telling an

unconpr ehending Mac that the corpse is not his son’s body:
his son went in the tonb. Although the latter half of the
play is nmuch | ess engaging than the first part, Mller’s

techni que of |eaving the play’ s neaning open-ended forces
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the reader to decide for himherself the answers to
guestions MIler asks: Did Nan have speci al know edge
about the soldier in the Tonb? D d the dying white boy
really see Jin? Wuld there be people who woul d insi st
on renoving the Unknown Soldier if he were discovered to
be African American? How does Anmerican society treat its

veterans after they cone hone? Stragglers in the Dust

does not offer closure in the plot, perhaps because the
aut hor was suggesting the best resolution mght be
fostering brotherhood in real |life. The possibility of
two youths of different races sharing a national nenori al
to those who fought in the “war to end all wars” suggests
that racial enmty m ght be buried, too.

M ne Eyes Have Seen, Aftermath, and Stragglers in the

Dust are all quite short one-acts, “mniature genres,” to

use Jeanne-Marie MIller’'s term® But dimnutive as they
are, the plays tackle serious, weighty, tinmely topics. It
is also worth noting that all three playwights were high
school teachers at a tine when nost African Anerican plays
were perfornmed in schools and churches; therefore, they
were in positions to influence future directions in
African Anmerican dramaturgy. Furthernore, Dunbar- Nel son,

Burrill, and MIler, along with Cotter, are the first to

° Jeanne-Marie A. MIller, “Georgia Douglas Johnson and May
Mller,” 363.
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explore the theme of racismand mlitary experience in
drama, a thene which will be used by later African

Ameri can playwights such as WlliamBranch in A Medal for

Wllie, Adrienne Kennedy in An Evening Wth Dead Essex,

Charles Fuller in A Soldier’s Play and Leslie Lee in The

Ni nt h Wave and Bl ack Eagles. The African Aneri can wonen

who wote World War | plays are notable not only as
political dramatists whose short works address cruci al
i ssues of their own tinmes, but also as harbingers of

future political debates and dramatic witing.

“The New Worl d Shaped:” Two Thought - Provoki ng Pl ays
fromthe Provincetown Players

To me, the justification of the Provincetown

Pl ayers’ exi stence—asi de from di scovering Eugene
O Neill, a mxed blessing. . . was in two plays:
one was Susan daspell’s ‘The Inheritors’; a
beautiful, true play of war-time . . . . The
other play . . . was Edna St. Vincent MIlay’'s
‘Aria da Capo’, a war-play too, in its own
synbolic fashion, and full of the indignation
and pity which war’s usel ess sl aughter had

aroused in her poet’s mind and heart.®

*® Floyd Dell, Honecom ng: An Autobi ography (New York: Farar
and Rinehart, 1933) 267, also qtd. in CWE. Bigsby, A Critical
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Fl oyd Dell was a nmenber of the Provincetown Players,

and his avowal that Inheritors and Aria da Capo were the

only two plays that fully justified the group’s efforts is
probably based on his own conplex relationships with the
theatre and its nmenbers. He had “respect and adm ration”
for daspell and had been in love with MIlay, but clashed
with some other Provincetown menbers.® But Dell’s opinion

of Inheritors and Aria da Capo as the two pieces that

proved the conmpany’s worth is probably also due to their
subject matter. These two plays are manifestations of
i deas which had been inportant to Dell and other
Provi ncet owmn nenbers for several years: concern over Wrld
War |, a desire to preserve freedom of expression, and a
belief that creativity and imagi nati on were tools which
coul d reshape the worl d.

Early in 1917, with US entry into Wrld War
i mm nent, the Provincetown Players decided “after
consi derabl e di scussion” to do a program of war plays.”

This bill, which played in February 1917, included lvan's

I ntroduction to Twentieth-Century Anerican Drama, 1900-1940
(Cambri dge: Canbridge UP, 1982) 14.

* Dell 266 and 268.
" Fromneeting mnutes of 10 Jan. 1917, qtd. in Hel en Deutsch
and Stella Hanau, The Provincetown: A Story of the Theatre (New York:
Farrar and Rhinehart, 1931) 24.
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Honeconmi ng by M chael Gold, Barbarians by Rita Well man,

and The Sni per by Eugene O Neill.™ Wellnman’s Barbari ans,

a lost play and the first femal e-authored war drama to be
performed by the Provincetown Players, was an ironi c one-
act about wonen who dreaded the approach of “barbarian”
soldiers, only to find the nen who arrive are not so
frightening as they had anticipated. |In March of 1918,
Provi ncet owmn founder George Cram (“Jig”) Cook’s antiwar

pl ay The Athenian Whnen, (a retelling of Lysistrata) was

produced, and was revived at the Branhall Pl ayhouse the
following nonth for the Winen’s Peace Party of New York
State.”” These plays are all either explicitly antiwar or
stress the humanity of individuals regardl ess of national
al | egi ance.

By the start of the 1918-19 season, seven nenbers of
the Provincetown Players were in the mlitary and Fl oyd
Dell been indicted and tried (along with other editors of

The Masses, a socialist magazine) for allegedly violating

t he Espi onage Act by witing that conscientious objectors
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evi denced a “fundanental stubbornness of the free soul.

™ Deutsch and Hanau 207

72

Robert Karoly Sarl 6s, Jig Cook and the Provincetown Players:

Theatre in Fernent. (n.p.: U of Massachusetts P, 1982) 87 and 173-74.

®  Dell 315.
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The war al so pronpted the Provincetown Players to issue a
mani f est o acknow edgi ng that theatre was often viewed as
“socially justified in this dark tinme” as a way to escape
fromreality, but that:
if we felt no deeper value in dramatic art
t han entertai nment—we woul d hardly have the
heart for it now. One faculty, we know, is
going to be of vast inportance to the half-
destroyed worl d—+ndi spensable for its
rebui | di ng—the faculty of creative imgination.
The social justification of which we feel
to be valid now for makers and players of plays
is that they shall help keep alive in the world
the light of imagination. Wthout it the weck
of the world that was, can not be cleared away,
and the new worl d shaped. ™
This mani festo professes the Provincetowners’ belief that
art is socially significant and can hel p renake society
into sonething better. Yet the positive social change
that the Provincetown Players and others hoped woul d

follow the war did not readily materialize. Both Aria da

“ Manifesto witten by George Cram Cook, 1918 and qtd. in
Aiver Sayler, Qur Anerican Theatre (1923; Westport, CT: G eenwood,
1970) 97, Helen Deutsch and Stella Hanau, The Provincetown: A Story
of the Theatre (New York: Farrar and Rhinehart, 1931) 44, and C WE.
Bi gsby, A Critical Introduction to Twentieth-Century Anmerican Drana,
1900- 1940 (Canbridge: Canbridge UP, 1982) 19.
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Capo (1919) and Inheritors (1921) are grounded in the

di sillusionment and frustration of the i medi ate post-
Wrld War | era. The war that had been fought “to end al
wars” had concluded with a treaty that assigned bl anme and
heavy reparations to Germany, the United States’ refusal
to join the League of Nations, and extreme nationalism-all
of which seened to argue agai nst pernanent peacekeepi ng.
In a clinmate of disappointnent and ranpant intol erance
towards “radical” ideas, Edna St. Vincent MIlay created

Aria da Capo, a parable of war’s cyclical nature, and

Susan d aspell wote Inheritors, a conplex condemation of

mat eri al i sm and xenophobi a and an ardent defense of

acadeni ¢ freedom

Aria da Capo

Pl ERROT: Cone drag these bodi es out of here!
W can’t/Sit down and eat with two dead
bodi es |ying/Under the table! . . . The
audi ence wouldn’t stand for it!
COTHURNUS (of f stage): What makes you think so?—
Pul | down the tablecloth/On the other side,
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and hide themfromthe house/ And play the

farce. The audience will forget.”

Edna St. Vincent Mllay's Aria Da Capo is a

net at heatrical antiwar verse play. In the scene quoted
above, an actor is about to resune his interrupted
rehearsal of a harl enqui nade when he realizes that the
corpses of shepherds froma tragedy are still underfoot.
At the urging of Cothurnus (a character who represents
Tragedy and serves as a stage nanager) Pierrot and his

| eadi ng | ady, Col unbine, hide the bodies and repeat the
sanme nerry banter and feasting that opened the play. The
title of the piece refers to a nusical conposition that

i ntroduces a notif, noves to a second thene, and finishes
by returning to the original one. MIllay uses this
structure to coment upon the recurrent nature of war and
society’s quick forgetful ness.

Aria da Capo opened on Decenber 5, 1919, just over a

year after the Arm stice that ended World War |. 1In
MIllay' s play, a frolicsome com c banquet is abruptly

di spl aced by a war parable played by two shepherds. The
rustic youths are content until one of them proposes a

“gane” and they divide the stage and their flock into two,

®  Edna St. Vincent MIllay, Aria Da Capo: A Play in One Act
(New York: D. Appleton, 1920) 34.
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usi ng crépe paper ribbons to construct a “wall” between
them Once this boundary exists, the shepherds becone

i ncreasi ngly suspicious of one another, oblivious to the
needs of their sheep, and preoccupied with wealth.
Eventually, they kill one another. This play-wthin-a-
play sinply but effectively addresses nany of the causal
factors behind war: nationalismand xenophobi a, the
artificial and sonetines arbitrary nature of borders,
mat eri al greed, and desire for power. It also portrays
t he sl aughter of the shepherds as a sensel ess act that
changes not hi ng, since the conedy resunes i mredi at el y—

literally over their dead bodies. New York Tinmes critic

Al exander Wool Il cott said that Aria da Capo was a “fairly

eni gmatic” piece froma conpany for whom “inscrutability”
was conmonpl ace and that the play was liable to “pass over

t he heads of the average unthi nki ng audi ence;” however, he
al so thought that:
surely no nother froma gold-starred hone, who
saw the war cone and go |ike a grotesque conet
and who now hears the rattlepated nerrinent of

her nei ghbors all the nore distinctly because of

the blank silence in her own inpoverished home—
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surely no such nother will quite m ss the point
of “Aria da Capo.”"”
Whol | cott’s comment that a bereaved not her woul d

understand Aria da Capo since she remenbers the effects of

a war that others seemdetermned to forget is one way to
interpret this play. Indeed, Anerica did seem set on

di stanci ng and di srenmenbering the war; the year after Aria
da Capo premered Warren G Hardi ng was el ected president
by a wide margin, promsing a “return to nornmalcy.” But

another way to look at Aria da Capo is through what is

inplied rather than enacted in the play: the inevitable

return of war.

M |l ay biographer Joan Dash wites that Aria da Capo
captured the postwar era’ s “sense of bitterness and | oss,
the cynicism the belief that nothing will ever be any
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better because history is a treadm||. Ml lay’ s ending,
with the return of Colunbine and Pierrot’s frivol ous

badi nage and banqueting, allows the audi ence to inagine
the cycle continuing, but never depicts war intruding once

again. Mllay' s ending is subtle, open to nultiple
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Al exander Wool I cott, “Second Thoughts on First Nights: There
Are War Plays and War Plays,” New York Tines 14 Dec. 1919, sec 8: 2.
Critical Essays on Edna St. Vincent Mllay, WIIliam B. Thesing, ed.
(New York: G K. Hall, 1993) 40-41.

7 Joan Dash, A Life of One’s Owm: Three G fted Wonen and the
Men They Married (1973; New York: Paragon, 1988) 146. Qd. by
Bar bara Ozi ebl o, ed., The Provincetown Pl ayers: A Choice of the
Shorter Works (Sheffield: Sheffield Academ c P, 1994) 30.
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nmeani ngs, and probably politically astute. Jo Ellen Geen
Kai ser observes that after World War | nodernists had “a
desire to effect change and a prenonition that such a
desire is futile” and so protested social conditions from

a “mythic remove,” as MIllay does in Aria da Capo."”

Besi des maki ng an interesting aesthetic choice, MIllay’'s
use of classicismand nodernized conmedi a dell’arte al so
allows her to safely critique her contenporary world in a
way witers using a nore literal node could not do in
1919. What Barbara Ozieblo calls “the flippant veneer” of
Mllay' s antiwar play “ensured its passage through the
nets of the nost zeal ous guardians of the Sedition Act.””
Al t hough the Sedition Act was intended to prevent wartine
criticismof the American governnent, it seened in the

i mredi at e postwar period that it was being co-opted by

conservatives to suppress expression of liberal views.

Aria da Capo was accl ai med when it opened and went on

to beconme an extrenely popular one-act in little theatres
and colleges for half a century. Al exander Wollcott said
t he Provi ncetown production was the “nost beautiful and

nost interesting play in the English | anguage now to be
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Jo Ellen Green Kaiser, “Displaced Modernism MIllay and the
Triunph of Sentimentality,” MIlay at 100: A Critical Reappraisal,
ed. Diane P. Freedman (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois UP, 1995)
37.

®  (Ozieblo 30-31.
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seen in New York, and Provi ncetowners Hel en Deutsch and
Stella Hanau called it the best presentation that year
(out of a sixteen play season) at their theatre.® Wdely
produced in subsequent years, it became one of the

mai nstays of amateur theatre groups.® lronically, Aria da
Capo’ s antiwar nessage |lasted longer than its author’s
paci fist ideals.® Like many others who worked for peace

in the i medi ate postwar era, MIlay supported US

involvenent in World War 11.° Therefore, MIllay’'s interest

¥ Wol | cott 40.

®  Deutsch and Hanau 54, also qtd. in Jean Gould, The Poet and
Her Book: A Biography of Edna St. Vincent MIlay (New York: Dodd,
1969) 106.
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For instance, an unsourced clipping in the NYPL [circa
1964] says that Aria da Capo is “still the nost popul ar one-act play
in the annals of the Dramatists Guild Service.” Gould also remarks
on its widespread production by little theatres and col |l eges, 107.

® According to one of her obituaries, Mllay’'s WA -era antiwar

activities were not confined to witing Aria da Capo; she also
supported pacifist friends who were accused of treasonous activities
by “reciting to them her poetry to confort themwhile juries decided
on their cases.” “Edna St. Vincent MIlay Found Dead at 58,” New
York Tines 20 Cct. 1950, NYPL clippings file on Edna St. Vincent

M1 ay.

“I'n 1940 Mllay wote anti-isolationist poens: There Are No

More Islands Any More and the collection Make Bright the Arrows. Once
the United States entered the conflict, she participated in wartinme
radi o progranms, such as the 1942 broadcast of her The Murder of

Li di ce, about the Nazi destruction of a village in Czechosl ovaki a,
Unsourced clipping [circa 1964] NYPL Clippings file on MIlay and
Sanuel A. Tower, “She Was the Most Popul ar Poet of Her Tine, New York
Tinmes (12 July 1981) sec. 2: 33. Most critics and even M|l ay
hersel f believed that her anti-fascist witings were better as
propaganda than as poetry. For a discussion of critical reception of
Mllay' s later work see Harold Orel, “Tarnished Arrows: The Last
Phase of Edna St. Vincent MIlay,” Kansas Quarterly 1 (1960): 73-78
and Thesing 166-173. For a dissenting view, see Kaiser 39-40.

Kai ser, unlike nost critics, does not see MIllay’'s rejection of
nmodernismin this era as negative, but as a shrewd political choice
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in participating in political debates via literature

continued long after Aria da Capo, although that little

par abl e about war and self-absorption is generally

consi dered her best play and her finest war-thened worKk.
Whereas MIlay critiqued war and apathy through a

short, timel ess, and netaphorical play, her coll eague

Susan d aspell wote a lengthy and (nore) realistic

i ndi ctment of specific contenporary American policies and

attitudes in Inheritors. Despite the differences in

| ength, style, and subject matter, however, both MIIay
and d aspell address the types of issues that mattered to
t he nenbers of the Provincetown Players, the things they
hoped woul d shape the “new world” after the war. In Aria
da Capo, characters gobble delicacies |ike macaroons and
artichokes while blithely ignoring suffering, while

| nheritors depicts the erosion of foundational Anerican

princi pl es when individuals and institutions becone
obsessed with materialism Although MIllay' s play is nore
cynical than d aspell’s opus, both plays are idealistic

and castigate unthinking, self-centered behavior.

| nheritors

that framed her political views within Anerican popular culture's
dom nant node during that tine (particularly for literature witten
for wonen readers): sentinentalism
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FEJEVARY: W have just fought a great war for
denocr acy.

MADELI NE:  Well, is that any reason for not
having it? (140)

Susan d aspell’s play Inheritors dramatizes the

hypocri sy of the inmedi ate postwar era, when |abor groups,

“radicals,” and “foreigners,” were suppressed or arrested
for their “anti-Anmericanism” 1919-20 was filled with
stri ke-breaking, race riots, deportation hearings for “red
aliens,” and ranpant disregard of First Amendnent rights.®
The xenophobia and fear of radicalismof the tinme was
exenplified by the case against Italian immgrants and
anarchi sts Nicola Sacco and Bartol omeo Vanzetti —who were
arrested in 1920 for an all eged nurder, but whose
political convictions seened to be the nost conpelling
“proof” of their guilt. Concerned that the United States
was abandoni ng the denocratic principles for which Wrld

War | had purportedly been fought, daspell wote her play

about declining idealismin the United States.

® For a discussion of issues surrounding freedom of expression

during this time see Zechariah Chafee, Jr, Freedom of Speech (New
York: Harcourt, 1920). Chafee, a Harvard | aw professor, observes
that over 1900 wartime prosecutions and ot her judicial actions

agai nst seditious speech were “. . . followed since the arm stice by
a w despread | egislative consideration of bills punishing the
advocacy of extrene radicalism(1).”
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As nmentioned in the introduction to this chapter,
d aspel |l invokes history to contrast pioneer values of the
ni neteenth century with contenporary attitudes. In Act I,
set in 1879, Silas Mdrton and his Hungarian friend Felix
Fej evary (who left his honeland after fighting for freedom
there) return froma Fourth of July cel ebration wearing
their Gvil War uniforms and wondering “what ‘twas all
for” (112). G andnother Morton, who was the first white
wonman settler in the region, rem nds the others of the
sacrifices and hardshi ps her generation endured—burying
children, fighting Indian Wars, working sixteen-hour days
to have adequate hones and food and then sharing those
nodest possessions with other settlers traveling west—n
order that her son and grandchildren m ght have nore
confortabl e, prosperous lives. Ofered an opportunity to
sell a piece of the land his fam |y and governnent took
fromthe Native Anericans, Silas Mrton decides that his
i nheritance can be put to a nore noble use if it is used
to “plant a college” that can be a |l egacy for all the
“boys of the cornfields—and the girls (113).” Mrton, who
only had a couple of winters worth of formal education
hi msel f, has learned fromhis friend Fejevary to
appreci ate ideas. He believes that |earning can enrich

life like fertilizer. Get richer. See nore.
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Believe nore (111).” As his forefathers and nothers

wor ked to provide material conforts for him Mrton wants
to do sonething to enrich “all the children”
intellectually and culturally (115).

The rest of the play is set in 1920. Fejevary’s son,
now a banker and president of the board of trustees for
Morton Coll ege, is showing a state senator around the
school, proudly tal king about male students drilling on
canpus and strike-breaking at a |ocal steel works.

Senator Lewis is duly inpressed with the “Anericanisni the
school exhibits, except for a well-known schol ar who has
supported a former student who was a Wrld War |

consci enti ous objector. The senator makes funding for the
col |l ege subject to silencing or firing the “radical”

prof essor.® Meanwhile, Hi ndu students passing out
handbills in support of a free India and protesting

anot her Indian student’s deportnment are taunted by
Anerican students, clubbed, and arrested, and Sil as
Morton’ s granddaughter Madel i ne gets involved, hitting a
police officer with her tennis racket. The play ends with
the professor agreeing to suspend his political activities
(since his wife is ill and he cannot afford to |ose his

position), and Madeline—n trouble a second tinme for

® Gai nor docunents many cases of professors who |ost their jobs
during the war; see 125-126.
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speaki ng her m nd—eaving her hone to face inprisonnent.
A aspell al so uses pollen as a netaphor for isolationism
Madel i ne’ s father has cross-bred a superior strain of
corn, but cannot keep the wind fromdrifting his prize
pol l en over the neighbor’s fields and inproving their
crops. The wind and pollen do not stop at property
boundari es, and ideas |ike freedom and denocracy shoul d
not stop at national borders.

Throughout the play d aspell presents characters who
sacrifice a part of thenselves for sonething | arger.
Silas Morton gives away land for a college so that “maybe
| can |ie under the sanme sod as the red boys and not be
ashanmed (118).” Madeline is willing to go to jail rather
t han apol ogi ze for her belief that in Anerica anyone
shoul d be allowed to “say what he believes to be true
(142).” Characters who are never seen on-stage provide
further exanples selflessness: Madeline’ s nother died
hel ping to nurse inmgrant children through diphtheri a;
| ndi an students face expul sion fromcoll ege, deportation,
and puni shnent fromBritish authorities for wanting
i ndependence for their country; Mdeline’ s brother was
killed in battle in France; and the conscientious
objector, Fred Jordan, is placed in solitary confinenent

in a cell whose |l ength and breadth are scarcely bigger
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than a coffin because he cried out when a warden chai ned
up another inmate by his wists. Those who are generous
enough to sacrifice thenselves are contrasted agai nst

ot hers who choose expedi ency over idealismor who are only
concerned with sel f-preservation.

I nheritors is a long, multi-faceted, spraw ing play.

When it opened in March 1921 at the Provincet own

Pl ayhouse, it was reviewed in the New York Tines under the

headl i ne, “How M ss d aspell Does Run On.”* Anot her
reviewer thought it was “a bit late” for a play to address
the inprisonnment of conscientious objectors, and remnarked
that “tinme nmeans nothing . . . to the Provincetown

» 88

Pl ayers. The play began at 8:35 and ended at 12 sharp.
The Weekly Revi ew thought d aspell was heavy-handed with

her prem se:
nobody in this play (speaking |oosely) is
allowed to straighten his necktie or stretch his
| egs or light a pipe or peel an orange or

whi stle a tune or pat his daughter on the head

87

“How M ss d aspell Does Run On,” New York Tinmes 27 Mar

1921.

88

Unsourced clipping, NYPL clippings file on Inheritors.
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wi t hout some reference, explicit or inplicit, to

the righteousness or the danger of free speech.®
Despite conplaints that the play was overwitten, many
critics did praise daspell for tackling her subject
matter. Call said it was a “thoughtful and courageous
drama”® and Hel en Deutsch and Stella Hanau renenber the

reception of the premere of Inheritors: as “noving:”

“Keyed up with the lingering overtones of war, the

audi ence responded to the play’ s indictnment of nob

spirit.”* A Vogue reviewer concluded that Inheritors “is

nmoving to those who accept its thesis and annoyi ng or
boring to those who do not,” and al so nentioned an
unexpected benefit of the play’ s | engthiness: a United
States Marshall who had “cone to the play to see if
stories of its ‘un-Americanisnm were true enough to
justify its suppression or amendnent” left after the first

92

act . The play was successful enough that the

¥ “‘Inheritors’ At Provincetown and ‘Nice People’ on

Br oadway, ” Weekly Review 4:100 (13 April 1921). NYPL dippings file
on Inheritors.

® «“Benefit Performance of ‘lInheritors’ for Friends of Freedom

inlIndia,”™ Call [New York] (16 April 1921). Provincetown Scrapbooks
on mcrofilm NYPL.

**  Deutsch and Hanau 79.
® Rev. of Inheritors, Vogue (May 5, 1921) Provincetown
Scrapbooks on microfilm NYPL. Also gqtd. by J. Ellen Gainor, Susan
G aspell in Context: American Theater, CQulture, and Politics, 1915-48
(Ann Arbor: U of Mchigan P, 2001) 113.

147



Provi ncetown Pl ayers extended its run in April and brought
it back again in md-Muy.

| nheritors received a major revival in 1927, when Eva

Le Gallienne produced it at the G vic Repertory Theatre.
Many of the reviews echo the original notices, praising
the “spirit” of the dranma but faulting its construction.
One such critic said it would be better as “a masterpi ece
of two short acts and a prol ogue” because at tines *

the action drags so intermnably that even the nost
frenzi ed advocate of academi c freedomcould find it in his
heart to wish that all these courageous characters hadn’t

i nsi sted on being noble at such great length.”* The
Federal Theatre Project also revived the play in 1937 in
Jacksonville, Florida, despite the fact that it received

m xed responses fromits play readers.® But one little

theatre found in Inheritors sonething of a signature play:

t he Hedgerow Theatre in Myl an, Pennsylvania. This
t heat re—whi ch was founded by Jasper Deeter, an actor in

the original Provincetown producti on—perforned Inheritors

inits repertory from 1923-1954 (with the exception of

some of the Wrld War 1l years), with special performances

®  “Birthright,” World (8 Mar. 1927) NYPL Revi ews 1926- 27.
* Playreader Reports File, Federal Theatre Project, Library of
Congress. For instance, one reader calls Inheritors “neritously
conceived” but that it “proceeds unevenly and at times incoherently.”
Anot her (George Ronald Brown) thought it was a little out of date but
that it “probably was a bonb-shell” in 1921.
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on the Fourth of July and Menorial Day. It was viewed as
com ng “closer than any other play in expressing the
| ongst andi ng social and political views of the Hedgerow

» 95

conpany as a whol e over the years. Wdely viewed as an

i nperfect but inportant play, Inheritors is precisely the

sort of non-conmercial, thought-provoking drama that the
Provi ncetown Pl ayers hoped to create.

Commerci al pressures soon divided the Provincet own
Pl ayers, however, and in the spring of 1922 they announced
t hey were suspendi ng productions for a year. Susan
d aspell and George Cram Cook went to Greece and the
Provi ncet owmn Pl ayhouse was | eased to anot her producer.
But during this interimanother play about the war and its
| egacy was produced at the Provincetown Playhouse. Like

| nheritors, Lula Vollmer’s Sun-Up (1923) argued that

education was crucial to citizenship and that change was

possi bl e if people | ooked beyond t hensel ves.

“The Most Bel oved Anerican Folk Play:” Lula Vollnmer’s Sun-

Up

95

Hedgerow Theatre press release, 1982. NYPL clippings file
on Inheritors.
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W DOW CAGLE: As long as thar is hate thar wll

be feuds—and wars.

In Lula Vol lmer’s Appal achian fol k play, Sun-Up
(1923), the Wdow Cagle | oses her son in Wrld War | and
rethinks her own relationship to violence as a result.
Recogni zing that her son is not any nore to her “than
ot her nothers’ sons—air to them” Wdow Cagl e deci des not
to honor the code of the feud that demands she kill the
son of the revenuer who killed her husband (75). Voll ner
suggests that peace—en a | ocal or global scal e—ean be
achi eved when | ove and recognition of conmmon humanity
repl ace | ong-held hatreds and prejudices.

Simlar to the plays about African Anerican soldiers
di scussed earlier in this chapter, Sun-Up questions what
obligations poor white rural residents owe a governnent
that seens to ignore their needs. Wen she hears that her
son Rufe is required to register for a draft, Wdow Cagl e
asks, “What right has the Guv'nent to tell us nountain
folks to do or what not to do. Air we beholdin to then®
Air they doin’ anything fer us [. . .]?” (12-13). Wdow

Cagle is deeply suspicious of “the law since her husband

96

Lula Vol I mer, Sun-Up: A Play in Three Acts, Contenporary
Drama Ser. (New York: Bretano’'s, 1924) 77. Al further references to
this text will be cited parenthetically.

150




was killed trying to make a living on his own | and and
urges her son to resist conscription and follow “the | aws
of yo' own folks” (14). Later, she shelters an arny
deserter, telling him *“Ye air wel cone, Stranger, as |ong
as ye air honest, an | reckon ye air if ye ain't done
nothin’ worse than run away fromwar (51).” Al though Sun-
Up al so depicts Rufe as heroic for deciding to fight for
his country—a decision that also pronpts a pretty young
nei ghbor nanmed Emmy to marry himthe parts of the play

t hat condone civil disobedi ence probably nade it

i npossi ble to produce during and i nmedi ately after the
war. It is likely that the play’'s politics were viewed as
even nore problematic because at tinmes Wdow Cagl e
espouses a kind of honespun socialism such as when she
says “Thar ain’t no reason fer war, unless us poor folKks
fight the rich uns for the way they air bleedin” us to
death with the prices for neat and bread (3)” and guesses
the reason nmountain children do not go to school or seem
to apply thenselves to their studies is because “Ye kin
fill a young un’s brain all ye want to, but hit’s goin’ to
run out if thar’s a hole in his stomach” (13-14). Parts
of the play could certainly be construed as hanperi ng
enlistment efforts, while its class observations may have

been considered “red” during the i medi ate post-war era.
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Vol Il mer wote Sun-Up in 1918, supposedly after
heari ng an anecdote about a boy who arrived at a southern
war canmp and asked, "Air this hyar France?”® This exanple
of naiveté is repeated in Sun-Up when Wdow Cagl e, who
t hi nks her son is going to fight Yankees agi an, asks him
“Whar |'S France?” and Rufe replies, “lI don’t know |
heared it wuz ‘bout forty mles ‘tother side o' Asheville”
(21). Unlike sone witers of folk plays whose depictions
of poor, uneducated Southerners cast themas sordidly
exotic or hopelessly primtive, Vollnmer (a North Carolina
native herself) uses exanples of nountain people’s
“ignorance” to underscore their |ack of educational
opportunities. Like Silas Morton in daspell’s

| nheritors, Rufe Cagle is a farmer who has had only a

smattering of schooling, but believes “that little bit o
larnin’ taught me to respect sonethin’ a little higher
than my own way of wantin’ ter do things” (14).

Sun-Up received its first production by an amateur
conpany in Scarbourgh, New York, under the direction of
Henry Stillman. Stillman, along with another director
named Benjam n Kauser, directed its Manhattan premere in

May 1923, performed by the Players Conpany, Inc. at the

Arthur Hobson Quinn, Representative American Plays: From
1767 to the Present Day, 7th ed. (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts,
1957) 983.
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Provi ncetowmn Theatre. Oiginally it was not a critical
success, even though its realismand acting was prai sed—
particularly Lucille La Verne's performnce as W dow

Cagle. The New York Tinmes called the acting “splendid”

but said that Vollner’s dramatic tal ent was “undeni ably

» 98

crude and uncert ai n. The critic for Theatre Mugazi ne

devoted half of the Sun-Up review to conplaints about the
airless little theatre in which it was performed.* The
final act, in which Wdow Cagl e discovers that the
deserter she is harboring is the son of the man who shot
her spouse, but decides not to kill himafter hearing the
“voi ce” of Rufe, was especially disliked. Heywood Broun,
critic for Wrld, wote that after a cable arrives with
news of Rufe’s death the “friends of the author should
have rushed to the stage and nailed down the curtain.”
One of the only critics who was ent husi asti c about the
play was Anita Brown, who said the “picture of a portion
of America of which nost of us are woefully ignorant—+he

poor nountain folk . . .[was] . . . so superbly realistic

that it is worth traveling many mles and suffering al

® “‘Sunup’ A Vivid Drama,” New York Times 25 May [1923]. NYPL
Revi ews.

* Rev. of Sun-Up, Theatre Magazine 38.268 (July 1923) 16.

' Heywood Broun, “At the Provincetown Theatre, ‘Sun Up,’”

World 25 May [1923]. NYPL Revi ews.
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the disconforts of this inpossible little theatre to
see.”’ Based on its reviews, it seened unlikely that the
pl ay would | ast | ong.

But Sun-Up had what Burns Mantle called “the unusual
experience of hanging on and on despite the scant
attention paid it by the professional playgoers.”™
Audi ences adored the play, which transferred to the Lennox
Hi Il Theatre and was billed as “The Mdst Bel oved Anerican
Fol k Play” by Septenber 1923. Soon Sun-Up noved to a
Broadway theatre and was made into a Mtro- Gol wn- Mayer
filmin 1925, pronoted as “The Play That Touched the Heart

y 103

of Broadway!’ Lucille La Verne toured the United States
and England with Sun-Up, then nounted a 1928 revival on
Broadway. By this tinme the critics had acquired a taste
for Sun-Up; for instance, Billboard called the revival one
of the season’s best shows and said that since its

original production it “has |ost none of the poi gnant

beauty nor forceful drama that has lifted it to a high

" Anita Block, “*Sun Up,’ A Play About the Poor Muntain Folk
of Carolina, Is One of the Mdst Unusual, Interesting and Wrth-Wile
Pl ays of the Season,” Call 26 May 1923, NYPL clippings file on Sun-

Up.

102 ”

Burns Mantle, “Lula Voll ner,
(New York: Dodd, Mead, 1929) 193.

Anerican Pl aywights of Today

' Advertisenment in the NYPL clippings file on the cinema

versi on of Sun-Up.
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place in the American theatre.”™™  Arthur Hobson Quinn
even put Sun-Up in his canon of drama in the United States
when he chose the play as his exanple of an Anerican folk
pl ay.

Even if some critics granted Sun-Up a “high place” in
American theatre, it was not a highbrow show. Its nost
enduring | egacy was probably the success it enjoyed
t hroughout the country in little theatres, schools, and
Chaut auquas during the twenties and thirties.'
Appropriately, Sun-Up was produced by one of the few
prof essional theatres in southern Appal achia: the Barter
Theatre of Abingdon, Virginia, a theatre founded during
t he Depression which allowed patrons to buy tickets with
farm goods that then fed the actors. Wen Lula Voll ner
died in 1955, critic Robert Downing said she deserved “a
salute fromas many of our amateur actors as any
pl aywright of our tinme. Hundreds of young players

recei ved an opportunity in their home town dramatic groups

" Rev. of Sun-Up, Billboard 40.45 (10 Nov. 1928) 46.
'  For exanple, by the tine the Loyola Community Theatre of
Chi cago entered the Eighth National Little Theatre Tournanent in
1930, a reviewer remarked that the play was still fresh “despite the
fact that ‘Sun-Up’ has been perfornmed so often by Little Theatre
groups.” Rev. of Sun-Up, Herald Tribune 10 May 1930. NYPL Revi ews,
1929- 30.
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to appear in Mss Vollner’s ‘Sun-Up.’ "' Until the
approach of World War 11 nmade antiwar plays unpopul ar,
Sun-Up was certainly a “beloved” folk play.

Unli ke nost plays that offer an idealistic hope that
soci ety can be reforned, Sun-Up did nmake a real, naterial
contribution to social change. Lucille La Verne, who was
born in Tennessee, said she had al ways believed that
mountain farmers’ “ignorance was due to a | ack of desire
to learn” until Sun-Up nade her understand that people
were illiterate because “the schools were i nadequate, too
scattered to serve this farflung population.” After
recei ving hundreds of letters from concerned audi ence
menbers wanting to know how they could hel p, La Verne
established a fund called the “Wdow Cagle’s Mte” to
support nountain schools. Lula Vollnmer also gave

generously to this work; her New York Tines obituary

descri bes how she rai sed $40, 000 for schools in

mount ai nous parts of the South by waiving royalties.™
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May 1955.

Robert Downing, letter, “Drama Mil bag,” New York Tinmes 15

107

Lucille La Verne, “‘Sun-Up’ and the Mountain Folk,” Sun 30
Cct. 1928. NYPL Collection of Clippings of Dramatic Criticism 1928-
29. O her descriptions of this charitable work appear in Billboard
40.45 (10 Nov. 1928) 46, and in 1928 prograns of La Verne’'s revival

of Sun- Up.

" “Lula Vol lnmer, Author of ‘Sun-Up,’ Dies; Drama About the
South Ran Two Years, New York Tinmes 3 May 1955, NYPL Cippings File
on Lula Voll rer.
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Al t hough Sun-Up may not have been able to end feuds
or wars, it was able to acconplish several things.
Vol | mer introduced audi ences in other parts of the country
to some of the challenges facing residents of rural
sout hern Appal achia. Al though sone stereotypes of the
region are perpetuated in Sun-Up, it was a far nore
sensitive portrait of Appal achians than many | ater
dramatic treatnents of poor white Southerners on Broadway,
such as the popular but prurient |ong-running hit Tobacco

Road or the cornpone-|aden nusical Li’l Abner.

Furthernore, by dramatizing the probl em of inadequate
education in Appal achia, sonme productions of Sun-Up raised
noney to conbat illiteracy in the nountains. Finally, the
pl ay provided a vehicle for scores of amateur actors in
little theatres.

Sun-Up’'s fundraising for education is a concrete
exanpl e of using theatre along with other tactics to try
to achieve a tangible result. Al of the plays in this
chapter m ght be read as activist works, however. For
Burrill, Dunbar-Nelson, and MIller, the participation of
African Anerican soldiers in the war brought the hope that
bl acks mi ght obtain full citizenship and civil rights.

Stragglers in the Dust and Aria da Capo both rem nded

Anericans of the ammesi a exhi bited towards those who had
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di ed or been wounded in war. | nheritors advocated the

freedomto speak and act according to convictions, whether

or not those notions were in vogue. Sun-Up and Stragglers

in the Dust urged audi ence nenbers to put aside bigotry

and hatred and treat old enem es as brothers. Except for

M ne Eyes Have Seen and Aftermath, all these plays can be

considered antiwar to one degree or another, and both
Dunbar-Nel son’s and Burrill’s plays are anti-Iynching
dranmas, protesting racial violence.

Most of playwights discussed in this chapter faced
chal I enges getting their plays produced. All of these

pl ays except Stragglers in the Dust were witten when

[imtations were placed upon freedom of expression, and
Sun-Up and Afternath were not perforned for several years
after they were witten. The African Anerican playwights’
wor ks were rarely produced, undoubtedly due to the paucity
of production opportunities avail able to wonen of col or.
Al of these plays were witten when nore and nore doors
wer e opening for wonen dranati sts—

especially in little theatres—but the opportunities for
white and bl ack wonen were certainly not equal. Once they
managed to be produced in the first place, all three plays
by white wonen di scussed in this chapter were produced for

years after their initial productions, and Aria da Capo
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and Sun-Up becane al nost ubiquitous anong little theatre
and col | ege groups.

The plays described in this chapter can al so be
consi dered harbingers of dramatic trends of the late
twenties and the thirties. Although relative to their
mal e counterparts few wonen dramati sts had work produced
i n professional venues |ike Broadway theatres during this
time, many femal e playwights saw their plays perforned in
little theatres. Additionally, interest in antiwar plays
i ncreased markedly during the thirties, especially as
Europe seened to drift closer to war. In 1937, the
Federal Theatre Project rel eased panphl ets descri bi ng
antiwar plays available for production. Two full-length
and three one-act plays by US wonen dramatists were
included in the |ist considered suitable for professional
production, but over twenty one-acts by femal e authors
were included in its conpanion list of plays for community
theatres.' The Federal Theatre Project (FTP) also
revived all of the plays discussed in these case studies

save the ones about African Anerican soldiers, and nounted

109

Antiwar Plays, National Service Bureau Publication 31 (Nov.
1937) reconmends the followi ng plays: Maria M Coxe, |f Ye Break
Faith; Constance Marie O Hara, The Years of the Locusts; Dorothy
Clarke Wlson, Brothers and C Est La CGuerre; and Ruth Mrris and B.
Schoenfel d, Peace Song. The other publication is Antiwar Plays for
Conmmunity Theatres, National Service Bureau Publication 32 (Cct.
1937).
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premeres of two wonen’s antiwar plays: Blocks by Mlly

Day Thatcher in 1937 and |If Ye Break Faith by Maria M

Coxe in 1938. At the same tine the FTP was nounting these
peace plays, however, anti-fascist plays were al so being
produced. Eventually, antiwar plays gave way to anti-Nazi
pl ays, as discussed in the next chapter. Plays for social
change continued to be witten by wonen dranatists, but
nost were no longer explicitly antiwar. By the time the
United States entered Wrld War 11, nost war plays tried

to marshal public opinion in support of the war effort.
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Chapt er Four:
“Shaken Qut of the Magnolias”: Plays to Mbilize
Anmeri ca

FANNY: Well, here we are. W' re shaken out of
the magnolias, eh? [. . . .]

DAVID: Mama. (She turns). W are going to be
in for trouble. You understand that?

FANNY: | understand it very well. W wll
manage. You and |I. |'mnot put together
with flour paste. And neither are you—+ am

happy to learn.'

Thi s exchange fromthe end of Lillian Hellman's anti -

fasci st play Watch on the Rhine (1941) invokes two

recurring themes in many Anerican war plays of its era.
The first is the notion that the United States can no

| onger stand apart fromthe rest of the world. In
Hel |l man’ s play, the (then) European and Asian war is
brought into a Washington D.C. -area hone via a German son-
in-law (Kurt Miller) and his deep-seated anti-fasci st

convictions. Wen Kurt is forced to choose bet ween

"Lillian Hell man, Watch on the Rhine, Six Plays by Lillian
Hel | man (New York: Vintage, 1979) 301. Al subsequent references to
this script will be cited parenthetically.
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murdering a Nazi informant or submtting to the man’s
extortion and surrendering funds that may w n the rel ease
of several political prisoners suffering in Nazi
captivity, he opts to kill. Kurt’s decision, rooted in
his | ove of Germany and hatred of fascism is depicted as
a heroic act even though it is outside the letter of the
law and wi ||l subject his Arerican relatives to
unconfortable scrutiny fromthe police. Kurt’s nother-in-
| aw Fanny and brother-in-law David understand Kurt’s
actions spring fromhis belief that even a man who hates
vi ol ence has an obligation to fight when “the world is out
of shape” (299). Their approval of and collusion with
Kurt is nore than famlial support: it is a declaration
that they too are allying thenselves with the anti-fasci st
resi stance novenent. These characters stand for all the
ordi nary Anericans Hel |l man hoped to “shake out of”

i sol ati oni smand convert to active anti-fascismthrough
her popul ar and persuasive play.

The second theme alluded to in Fanny’s final speech
is the strength of ordinary Anericans in extraordinary
tinmes. Fanny’s declaration that she is “not put together
with flour paste” (and neither is her son) is echoed in
ot her plays of the era that praise the resilience and

resolve of Anmerican fighting nen and the wonen left to
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manage the hone front. Val erie Beth Mangum (whose

di ssertation on American attitudes towards war in US drama
was conpl eted soon after Wrld War Il ended) characterizes
the period imedi ately before and after Anerican entry
into the war as a era marked by a “restoration of faith:
faith in a cause, faith in the essential goodness of
man.”? The notion that World War Il was a “good war,”
fought by nen who had faith that theirs was a just cause,
is an idea that perneates Anerican war historiography,
particularly since the Vietnam War, and has been a conmon
trope in popul ar di scourse since the 1998 publication of

Tom Brokaw s book The Greatest Generation.® Mangum s

characterization of her own tinme as an era of restored
faith reveals that these views of World War ||l were
al ready being constructed at the tinme it was waged. Mbst

pl aywights of this tinme period also exhibited an

? Val erie Beth Mangum “American Attitudes Towards War as
Refl ected in American Drama, 1773-1946,” Diss., U of Texas at Austin,
1947, 412.

An exanple of this type of war historiography is the aptly
titled book by Studs Terkel: “The Good War”: An Oral History of Wrld
War Two (New York: Pantheon, 1984). Terkel notes that the title of
hi s book was suggested by Herbert Mtgang, a WA'l arny correspondent,
and that the phrase “has been frequently voiced by men of his and ny
generation [Terkel was born in 1912] to distinguish that war from
ot her wars, declared and undecl ared” (vi). Tom Brokaw s The G eat est
CGeneration (New York: Random House, 1998) pronpted a reverenti al
reassessnent of the generation before the Baby Boom Conpari sons
between World War Il and the “War on Terror” that followed the
Septenber 11, 2001 terrorist attacks have often drawn parallels
bet ween Pear| Harbor and Septenber 11, including suggestions by sone
politicians and pundits that the conflicts may be norally equival ent.
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abundance of nationalistic faith that American citizens
woul d not only nuster thenselves to support a war effort
but woul d al so be able to handl e and surnmount even the
nost difficult and unfam |liar chall enges.

The faith, optimsm virtue, and determ nation of
ordinary Anericans is invoked frequently in World War |
pl ays. This chapter addresses plays that advocated the
conversion and enlistment of Anmerican citizens for war
during the period 1939-1944. The first wave of plays
sought to harness and nobilize public opinion by exposing
and denouncing fascism especially Nazism Anti-fascist
pl ays existed prior to 1939,* but as Europe erupted into
war that year debate over possible American participation
became nore urgent. 1939 was also the year that a fenale
dramati st had a successful anti-fascist play produced on

Broadway: C are Boothe Luce’s Margin for Error. Margin

for Error is a “satirical nelodrama” that disarns the Nazi

menace through ridicule. Most of its conedy rests upon

“One notabl e exanple of a pre-1939 anti-fascist drama is the
Federal Theatre Project’s (FTP) productions of Sinclair Lewis' |t
Can’t Happen Here, which opened simultaneously in twenty-two
different theatres in eighteen cities on Cctober 27, 1936. In all
nearly 500, 000 peopl e throughout the United States saw one of the
FTP's productions of It Can't Happen Here, according to John O Connor
and Lorraine Brown in Free, Adult, Uncensored: The Living History of

the Federal Theatre Project (Washington, D.C : New Republic, 1978)
59. Mangum observes that anti-fascist plays were performed in the
United States as early as 1933, although nost of these had linmted
appeal for Depression-era audi ence nenbers and cl osed after short
runs (414-415).
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the prem se that a Jew sh-Anerican policeman is charged
with protecting the life of a Nazi anbassador. Unlike

most anti-Nazi plays of the era,’” Margin for Error had a

successful Broadway run; however, it did not spark the
ki nd of serious critical discussion about possible
Anmerican intervention in the war that other plays—

especially Watch on the Rhi ne—woul d engender.

The first case study in this chapter exam nes Watch

on the Rhine as well as Lillian Hell man’s second anti -

fasci st play, The Searching Wnd (1944). Watch on the

Rhine is an inportant play because it marshal ed public
opi ni on agai nst fasci smnore successfully than any ot her

Anmerican play prior to Pearl Harbor. |In The Searching

W nd, Hellnman conti nues her thene of Anerican invol venent
in anti-fascist activities and uses Anmerican fanmlies as a

met aphor for political engagenent.® Together, these plays

®In The Anmerican Drama 1930-1940: Essays on Playwights and
Pl ays, (New York: Mdern Chapbooks, 1941), Joseph Mersand wites that
Margin of Error was “the nobst successful” of anti-fascist plays that
were produced in New York and the “nobst bitter condemation of Nazi -
i nspired characters since the Nazi regine assumed power” 55-56. He
says that prior to Margin of Error many playwights, including
“dramati sts [who] were anpbng our best” (like Elnmer Rice and difford
Qdets) wrote anti-Nazi plays that failed on New York stages.

®Vivian M Patraka di scusses the ways that fam|ies—narriages
in particular—are nodels for political relations in her discussion of
Watch on the Rhine in Spectacular Suffering: Theatre, Fascism and
t he Hol ocaust (Bl oom ngton: |ndiana UP, 1999), 70-81. However,
Patraka continues her analysis of Hellnman's anti-fascist witings
t hrough an exam nation of female friendship in the “Julia” story in
Pentinento (81-85). | amintrigued by the way Hell man returns to the
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give voice to Hell man’s passionately anti-fascist views
and their productions provided critics and audi ences with
opportunities to ask searching questions about national
and personal political responsibility.

The second case study | ooks at productions of two

wartime conmedi es, dadys Hurl but’s Yankee Point (1943) and

Ruth Gordon’s Over Twenty-One (1944). These plays are

noral e-rai sing patriotic conedies that revol ve around
m ddl e- aged men who decide to enlist and the ways that
their wives also serve their nation through wartime work.

Yankee Point is especially concerned with the conversion

of Anmerican sentinments frompacifismto mlitarism and
frames patriotismand wartime sacrifices as famly

affairs. Over Twenty-One chall enges both nmen and wonen to

take on jobs to which they are unaccustoned. Like Fanny

in Watch on the Rhine, the wonmen in Yankee Poi nt and Over

Twenty-One are “not nade of flour-paste” and are capable

of tackling challenging circunstances. The plays that
make up this chapter’s case studies both reify sone gender
roles (through their depictions of wonen as supportive

nmot hers and/ or w ves) and depict wonen facing new

chal | enges and occupations. These plays not only contend

idea of famlial relationships as a netaphor for political affairs in
a second play and will discuss The Searching Wnd in this light.
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that wars affect wonen, children, and non-conbatants (as
t he peace plays discussed in Chapter 2 argued), they also
sought to enlist wonen as well as nen in active

partici pation against fascism

“The Villains and the Bumblers”: Lillian Hellman’s Anti -
Fasci st Dranas

the United States declared war. It was
usel ess now to say yes, many of us knew it was
comng; during the war in Spain, Htler and
Mussol i ni coul d have been stopped, the bunblers
and the villains led us into this. (I had tried
to wite sone of that in Watch on the Rhine.)’

In her menbir An Unfini shed Woman, Lillian Hell man

recalls that she and others believed that war was com ng
and m ght have been avoi ded. Long before the United
States entered Wrld War Il (as well as during the war)
Hel | man was an active anti-fasci st whose witings and
fund-raising activities tried to raise awareness in the
United States of fascismand to aid refugees. Both of her
anti-fascist dramas took aimat “the bunblers and the

villains” whose actions or inactions precipitated a second

"Lillian Hel Il man, An Unfini shed Wonan, Three (Boston and
Toronto: Little, Brown, 1979) 134. Also quoted by CWE. Bigshy, A
Critical Introduction to Twentieth-Century American Drama, 1900-1940
(Canbri dge: Canbridge UP, 1982) 289.
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world war. From her own experiences abroad, Hell man
understood the political naiveté of many Anericans during
the 1930s and did her best to shake her public “out of the
magnol i as” in her plays and in other ways. Hellman’s own
political wake-up call cane when she was a young wonan
studying abroad in Bonn in 1929-30. She becane aware that
a group of German students with whom she was invol ved were
part of an organi zation connected with Hitler’s National
Socialism they did not realize Hell man was a Jew and
invited her to join their group.® Carl Rollyson observes
that Hell man “transformed this brief brush with anti -
Semtismw th the naiveté Anericans often reveal in their
contacts with other cultures into two superb plays: Watch
on the Rhine, and The Searching Wnd.”°® Wile her plays
were arguably Hell man’s nost significant contributions to
t he cause of anti-fascism she also acted out her
political convictions in other ways.

Hel I man, |i ke many other witers of her generation,
was gal vani zed into political action during the Spanish
Cvil War. In 1937, she joined with fell ow playwights

Dor ot hy Par ker and Archi bald MacLei sch to found an

® Hel | man, Unfini shed Whnan 64.

® Carl Rollyson, Lillian Hellman: Her Legend and Her Legacy
(New York: St Martin's, 1988) 36.
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organi zation called Contenporary Hi storians to support the

maki ng of a docunentary called The Spanish Earth, which

was used to rai se awareness about the war and noney for
ambul ances. ™ Later, Hellman traveled to Spain herself and
wote an article called “Day in Spain” about wartinme
atrocities that was eventually published in The New
Republic in 1938." She was involved in fund-raising for
refugees fleeing Franco’s fascism and later, for exiles
escaping Hitler.” The Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Conmittee

publ i shed a special edition of Watch on the Rhine, and

Hel | man al so wote a screenplay, The North Star (1943)
about a Russian town invaded by Nazis.” Hellmn s
commtrment to anti-fascismsonetinmes eclipsed ot her
political considerations; for instance, although she was

synpat hetic to comuni sm she wote and staged Watch on the

Rhi ne during the period of the Hitler-Stalin non-
aggressi on pact, pronpting sone reviewers in comruni st

papers to censure her.*

* Hel | man, Unfinshed Wonman 76-77 and Rol | yson 106

“Lillian Hellman, “Day in Spain,” The New Republic 13 Apri
1938: 297-98. See al so Rollyson 108.

12

Kat heri ne Lederer, Lillian Hellnman (Boston: Twayne, 1979) 4.

“ Bi gsby 289 and Lederer 6.

" For exanple, Ralph Warner’s “’Watch on the Rhine’ Poignant
Drama of Ant-Fascist Struggle,” in the Daily Worker (4 April 1941)
took Hellman to task for not advocating an overthrow of Hitler via a
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Hel | man and other witers believed that victory over
Franco m ght have prevented a greater internationa
conflict.™ During the Spanish Gvil War, the fasci st
governments of Germany and Italy supported and supplied
Franco, and Spain becanme a testing ground for new tactics
and arns, particularly the use of warplanes to bonb towns

i ke Guernica.'™ Wien Hell man wote Watch on the Rhine, she

made her protagonist, Kurt Miller, an exile from Nazi
Germany and a former nenber of the International Brigades
(an international anti-Franco arny). Kurt recalls a
battle in Spain that he fought with five hundred ot her
Cermans, saying, “W did not wwn . . . . It would have
been a different world if we had” (269). |In the character
of Kurt, Hell man expresses her conviction that fascismis
a political force that nust be countered by people of

convi cti on—+egardl ess of nationality. Her play opened (on

April 1, 1941) at a tine when the United States was

revol ution of Germany’s working class; simlarly, Alvah Bessie in New
Masses 15 April 1941 said Hell man needed to define “anti-fascist” and
that the character of Kurt “never states the cure for this pestilence
of our time —world-w de organi zati on by the working peopl e agai nst
their separate hone-grown brands of fascism”

' Rol | yson 107-8.

® Dennis Beck and Kathl een Juhl, “A Note fromthe Dramaturg and
the Director” and “Approaching the Play,” programfor Watch on the
Rhi ne at Sout hwestern University, Georgetown, TX, 1999.
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officially neutral and nost Anericans hoped they could
remain isolated fromthe war engul fi ng Europe.

Watch on the Rhine (the title comes froma Gernan song)

brings the European war to America in the formof an
exiled German son-in-law, but nost playgoers understood
that the famly Hell man depicted was representative of
nmore than just a household connected to Europe through
marriage. First Lady El eanor Roosevelt saw the production
a couple of weeks after it opened in New York:
Al the way through | was thinking of how the
famly synbolized our country as a whole, so
unaware do we seemto the dangers and horrors
all around us. | feel sure, however, that |ike
Fanny in the play, we shall not be nade of paste
if our test cones.”
Roosevel t’s observation that the Farrelly famly was a
met aphor for the United States and the threat it m ght
face was echoed by Life magazi ne, which said the play
brought the Nazi danger close to hone and that the title

» 18

could al so be “Watch on t he Pot onac. Vivian M Patraka

notes that the “inperiled famly in Arerica famliarizes

17

El eanor Roosevelt, “M Day,” New York Wrl d-Tel egram 21 Apr.

1941.

18

“New Broadway Hit, ‘Watch on the Rhine,’ Brings Nazi Danger
Close to Hone,” Life 14 Apr. 1941.
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the play” and that by focusing on a famly' s fate Hell man
causes the spectator to both “internalize and
internationalize” the crisis presented.” This strategy
was extrenely effective, and nost critics felt that Watch

on the Rhine was the finest anti-fascist play to date.”

Revi ewers who thought Hell man’s play was the best
treatment of its thenme often cited the fact that she had
managed to wite an anti-fascist work without a single
fascist init.* Qthers praised her ability to avoid
sinplistic or overtly didactic approaches. One critic
said it was “the first intelligent play dealing with the

n 22

Eur opean conflict, and another called it “a play and not

» 23

a soapbox. Hel I man’ s focus on an extended famly’s
experiences was what made the play so noving for critics

and audi ences. Richard Lockridge called Watch on the

Rhi ne “the best drama on the anti-Nazi thene because it

“ Vivian M Patraka, Spectacul ar Suffering: Theatre, Fascism
and the Hol ocaust (Bl oom ngton: |ndiana UP, 1999) : 70, 74.

20

Brooks Atkinson, for instance, said Helllnman “transl ated the
death struggl e between ideas in famliar terns we are bound to
respect and understand.” “The Play.” New York Times. 2 Apr. 1941.

21

For exanple, see “New Play in Manhattan,” Tine 14 Apr. 1941
and Louis Kroenenberger’'s “’Watch on Rhine’ Is Called One of Qur Few
Great Plays,” [PM Apr. 13, 194[1] in the NYPL clippings file for
Watch on the Rhine.

2 Harol d Eaton, “New York Qpening of ‘Wtch on the Rhine,’”
Newar k St ar-Ledger 2 Apr. 1941.

# Sidney Wipple, “Watch on the Rhine Avoids the Soap-Box,”
New York World-Tel egram 2 Apr. 1941.
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el evates the thene to the human | evel and keeps it

n 24

t here. Per haps the nost el oquent praise of Hellman's
approach to her subject was Louis Kroenenberger’s
assessnent :
It is an anti-Nazi play which differs from al
the others as conpletely as it transcends them
It is a play about human beings, not their
i deol ogi cal ghosts; a play dedicated to the
deeds they are called upon to perform not the

words they are noved to utter.®

Kr oenenber ger eval uates Watch on Rhine in terns of sone of

the nost basic elenments of drama, particularly realism
characters and their actions. For him(as well as many
audi ence nmenbers), Hellman’'s strategic use of ordinary
peopl e as characters in a global conflict nade the play
nor e neani ngful than other anti-fascist plays.

However, not all critics |lauded Hell man’s dramaturgy.
Sonme felt that her characterizations and craftsmanship

were not up to the standard she had set for herself in

* Richard Lockridge, “The Stage in Review,” New York Sun 12
Apr. 1941.

25

Loui s Kroenenberger, “Watch on the Rhi ne—fhe Best Play of the
Season,” PM n.d. Watch on the Rhine Scrapbook, Lillian Hell man
Col | ecti on, HRHRC.
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plays like The Children’s Hour and The Little Foxes.®* An

aspect of the play that was frequently criticized as
overwitten was the | ong, poignant farewell Kurt Miller
says to his children when he decides to return to Gernmany
even t hough he knows the decision will likely cost himhis
life. Mst critics agreed with Burns Mantl e when he

n 27

called this scene “conpl etely heart-w enching, but sone
felt that it was over-wought. John Anderson thought it
was “one of the |longest farewells since Bernhardt’s, an
anticlimax in which Mss Hell man seened anxi ous to put
down every known instance of human tyranny—to put down, in

”n 28

fact, anything except the curtain, and Esquire conpared
the | eave-taking with a Wber and Fields nusic hall act.”
Hel | man responded to this criticismby cutting the
farewel | scene significantly.®

The enotional pathos of the father’s farewell scene

is not the only aspect of the play that nay be read as

26

See for exanple “Message Wthout Hysteria: ‘Watch on the
Rhi ne’ Presents Subtle Indictnent of Nazis,” Newsweek, 14 Apr. 1941.

 Burns Mantle, “‘Watch on the Rhine’ Stirring Drama of a
Fam |y of Refugees,” New York Daily News 2 Apr. 1941.

?® John Anderson, “‘Watch on the Rhine’ at the Martin Beck,”
New York Journal Anerican 2 Apr. 1941.

29

George Nathan Jean, Esquire July 1941. Watch on the Rhine
Scrapbook, Lillian Hellman Coll ection, HRHRC

* Sidney Wipple, “Revisions Strengthen Watch on the Rhine,”
New York World-Tel egram 12 May 1941.
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mel odramatic. The play is essentially a showdown between
good and evil, represented by the hero Kurt Miller and the
villain Teck de Brancovis (the Romani an house guest and
Nazi col |l aborator who attenpts to extort funds from Kurt
inreturn for silence).® Both as witten by Hellman and
as portrayed by actor Paul Lukas, Kurt is noble and
heroic. Richard Watts, Jr. praised Hell man for giving

t heatre audi ences a hero, declaring that “with the common
man of England and China and Greece, of Spain and Finland
and now of Yugosl avia, standing unafraid against the
oppressors and valuing liberty nore than life, the day of
the hero has returned.”* Watts’ belief that global events
necessitated heroic actions fromordinary nen was a
sentinment that would be repeated often as the United
States was drawn into war, too. However, VWatts al so

val orized Hell man’s choice of a German as a heroic figure.
He said with “the nel odrama of the world growi ng ever nore
intense, it is increasingly tenpting and progressively
nor e dangerous to select heroes and villains according to

nationalities rather than social and ethical codes.”

31

Bi gsby, for exanple, calls Watch on the Rhine “a norality
play in which goodness chall enges and defeats evil” 288.

* Richard Watts, Jr., “The Theatre: A New Heroic Dramm,”
unsourced [Herald Tribune] article in the NYPL clippings file for
Watch on the Rhine.
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Rat her than cast Kurt and Teck’s characters according to
nationality, Hellman opted to make Kurt a valiant nenber
of a German resistance novenent and Teck an opportunistic
Romani an refugee. One critic found Teck representative of
“t hose desperate, deracinated Europeans . . . whose only

» 33

instinct is for survival, whi | e another found it
significant that the blackmailer was not a Nazi, but
represented “the fruits of Nazism” people or governnents
who collude with evil due to their own knavery or fear.™

Sone Watch on the Rhine audi ences reacted to Teck’s

villainy with hisses, pronpting Lucille Watson, the
actress who portrayed Fanny, to scold them New York

Journal - Arerican critic John Anderson devoted an article

to this phenonenon. Anderson felt that a “Nazi stooge”
was a villain that an audi ence could believe in—=inside
the theatre and out.”* He argued that Anericans had
returned to “a sort of fundanentalisni and they viewed
“people and events in the broadest terns of black and
white.” Anderson felt this neo-fundanentalism and

t heatregoers’ sibilant responses to political scoundrels

33

Kr oenenberger “One of Qur Few Great Plays.”
* \Whi ppl e “Avoi ds the Soapbox.”

* John Anderson, “Hist! The Villain in New Mustache Returns,”
New York Journal - Anerican 20 July 1941.
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onstage were reactions fostered by the threat of

totalitarianism
The hi sses M ss Watson objects to are good
Anmeri can hisses but they have been provoked by
Berlin and Moscow. What happy beer drinkers
used to do in the Arerican Music Hall as an
attack on out-noded villainy, we now find is
done in all seriousness because the villainy is
no | onger a joke, but something on our star-
spangl ed door st ep.

I f American audi ences viewed Nazi smand those who col | ude

with fascismas villains encroaching upon their “star-

spangl ed doorstep,” they still did not come to a consensus
about what action should be taken to eradicate the
scoundrels, and this |lack of consensus about Anerican
foreign policy translated into questions about the precise

meani ng of WAtch on the Rhine.

Today, nost readers would interpret Watch on the

Rhi ne as a pro-war play, and indeed, in 1941 many al so

viewed the play in those ternms.* However, not all critics

*® pPatraka is a good exanple of a recent critic who views the

play as explicitly pro-war (84-5). Mny critics in 1941 thought the
pl ay advocated American nilitary involvenment, and Alvin H Col dstein
wrote that audi ence nenbers’ politics would color their perceptions
of the play: “Those who demand direct action against Fascismw ||

| ook on the work as a stroke of genius, joining in the unani nous
verdi ct of New York dramatic critics; others favoring nore noderate
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or audi ence nenbers were so sure about Hell man’s proposed
course of action. One critic thought the play showed “the
necessity, for the sake of denobcracy, of giving all aid to
t he denocraci es short of war,”* while another said Hell man
“skirted the question of war without elimnating it as a
possibility.”®

Lillian Hell man addressed audi ence nenbers’ varying
reactions to the play and her own intentions in several

interviews. 1In the earliest one she acknow edged the

multiplicity of nmeanings audi ences and critics found in

her pl ay:
| find the play so variously interpreted

on every hand that | have decided it is so fluid
a script that anybody can bring to it any
meani ng they want to. . . . | didn’t intend it
as a war play at all, although I find that that
seens to be one of the wi despread inpressions it
creates.””

conduct will catalogue it as another piece of pro-war propaganda.”

“Watch on the Rhine Voted a Brilliant Drama.” St. Louis Post-Di spatch

6 April 1941.

“Ira Wlfert, “Footlights of Broadway,” Chattanooga Tinmes
(rel eased by North American Newspaper Alliance, Inc.), 6 April 1941.

38

Ral ph Warner, “‘Watch on the Rhine' Poignant Drama of Anti -
Fascist Struggle,” Daily Wirker, 4 April 1941.

39

Lui cus Beebe, Stage Asides: “Mss Hell man Speaks Up,” New
York Herald Tribune. 18 May 1941.
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In another interview a week later, Hell man expounded upon
her idea that she did not “intend it as a war play” by
addi ng that she was “trying to assert that Germans nust

» 40

wor k out their own destiny. In earlier drafts of Watch

on the Rhine, Kurt is nore explicitly “radical”

(comunist). Hellman hints at this nore broadly in a

third interview
In Watch on the Rhine | wanted to say two
things. For nme there are no easy answers to
Fascism . . . But the only final, the only
conpl ete overthrow of Fascism nust cone fromthe
masses of the people. You cannot nake a world
for other people. In the last count, it is
their right, their privilege, to make it for
t hemsel ves. This they will do. | tried to say
this through Kurt Mieller. Through Fanny and
David Farrelly I wanted to say that | have not
given up on ny faith in good Anmerican

liberalism?™

“ Alvin H Coldstein, “The Wman Behi nd Powerful Broadway
Plays,” St. Louis Post Dispatch, 25 May 1941.

41

“What ‘Watch on the Rhine’ Really Says to Anerica,” dick
July 1941.
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Per haps Hel |l man did hope that anti-Hitler German masses

ai ded by “good Anerican liberalisnm could end fascism It
is also possible that this interview was intended to

pl acate comruni st critics who had faulted her for her
failure to spell out a working-class revolution as a
solution to fascismin her play. Very probably, Hell mn

knew that a “fluid” script |ike Watch on the Rhine was

nore attractive to audi ences than one that took an

unequi vocal political stance. In spring and sumrer 1941,
the nation was still undecided about the role it should
play in the war. By the end of the year, Pearl Harbor had

changed indecision into a war effort, and Watch on the

Rhi ne’ s anti-Nazi nessage seened nore inportant than ever
to a nation trying to defeat Gernmany and its allies.

Pr esi dent Roosevelt selected Watch on the Rhine for a

“command performance” on January 25, 1941 at the Nati onal
Theatre. The occasion was the president’s D anond
Jubil ee Birthday Cel ebration, as well as a fund-raiser to
benefit infantile paralysis.” According to the New York
Times, attendance at this performance was Roosevelt’s
“first public appearance away fromthe White House since

t he war began, except to address Congress and attend

42 .
Bryer xi Xx.
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» 43

chur ch. Roosevelt’'s choice of Watch on the Rhine for

his “command performance” and first public outing since
the war began is appropriate since as a nation the United
States had truly been “shaken out of the magnolias” by
Pear| Har bor.

VWhet her or not Hell man i ntended Watch on the Rhine to

be a pro-war play, she did not balk at conparing Kurt with
Anerican soldiers at war when it suited her purposes.
Hel | man and her | ongtine conpani on Dashiell Hanmett turned
the play into a screenplay, but censors would not allow a
character to commt murder with inpunity (as Kurt does) in
afilm Hellman conpared Kurt’s actions with patriotic
men fighting Nazis, asking filmcensors if they thought
American soldiers (now at war against Gernmany and its
allies) were commtting nurder, too—and the endi ng was
permitted to remain as she had witten it.* The film
opened in 1943, and the New York FilmCritics selected it

as best picture.®

43

“Wat ch on Rhine Seen by President,” New York Times 26 Jan

1942.

“ Mellen 177 and Alice Griffin and Geral di ne Thorsten,
Understanding Lillian Hellman (N. p.: U of South Carolina P, 1999) 74.
Patraka al so di scusses this incident in a footnote, citing WIIliam
Wight's 1986 biography Lillian Hellman: The |Image, the Wnan ( New
York: Sinmon) 182. Patraka wites that the “incident outlines the
contrast between the donestic code of norality and the warti me code
Hel | man i mported into the hone” (138).

* Bryer xx.
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Per haps Watch on the Rhine’'s greatest acconplishnent

was its tinmeliness. Brooks Atkinson called it a “play of

» 46

pith and nonent when it opened, and in her book

Penti mento, Lillian Hell man sai d about Watch on the Rhi ne

that “[t]here are plays that, whatever their worth, cone

along at the right tinme, and the right tinme is the essence

n 47

of the theatre and the ci nem. VWatch on the Rhine cane

along at a tinme when the nation was ready to think about
fasci sm as sonet hing other than an excl usively European
concern, meking attending the play “an experience of
tremendous i nportance for any Anmerican,” in the words of
one newspaper critic.® Critics were divided about the
enduring value of the play; for instance, Brooks Atkinson

of the New York Tines thought the drama “ought to be ful

of nmeaning a quarter of a century from now when people are
begi nning to wonder what life was |ike in Anerica when the
Nazi evil began to creep across the sea,”” while

conversely, The New Yorker’s theatre critic wondered

* Brooks Atkinson, “The Play,” New York Tines 2 April 1941

“ Lillian Hellman, Pentinmento, Three (Boston and Toront o:

Little, Brown, 1979) 492. Al so quoted by Lederer 50.

“ Arthur Pollock, “’Watch on the Rhine’ Beautiful and True,”
Brooklyn Eagle 2 April 1941.

49

1941.

Br ooks At kinson, “Watch on the Rhine,” New York Tinmes 24 Aug
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what our children will make of it, this

story of a political refugee who nurders a guest
in a peaceful American household with everyone’s
conpl ete noral approbation and even their
connivance . . . .If ‘Watch on the Rhine' still
means nmuch to anybody twenty-five years from
now, . . . it will have failed . . . . It is a
fine, honest, and necessary play, but | would be
glad to think that soneday people who happen to
run across it in libraries may find it
mel odramatic and i nprobable for all its
el oquence. *

These two assessnents of the play reveal fundanenta

di fferences of opinion about the value of political

theatre and the role of the arts in constructing history

and nmenory. For Atkinson, Watch on the Rhine could

function as a type of snapshot, docunenting what |ife was
like in a specific historical nonment when Anmericans began
to think about Nazi sm as sonething other than soneone

el se’s problem Although the characters and the
particul ar circunstances of the play are fictional,
realisminvites audiences to engage in identification with

the characters, inmagining thensel ves as part of or

® “This is It,” The New Yorker, 19 May 1941: 32.
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anal ogous to the famly presented on stage. Through
identification and enpathy, the fictional play can nake
future audi ences feel they understand history, that they
have a visceral understanding of “what life was like in
Anerica” at a particular historical nonent. For Atkinson,
then, the play has the potential to contextualize history,
giving meaning to an era that future generations wll not

remenber first-hand. For the New Yorker critic, the

experience of living in a world threatened by fascismis a
necessary prerequisite for understanding the play; wthout
personal nenories of the drama’s political and historical
context it would not “mean nuch” to spectators. To this

critic, Watch on the Rhine is neant to inspire i medi ate

political change, and
if audiences in the future can still identify with and
conprehend the play then it “will have failed.” For Watch

on the Rhine to succeed it needed to instigate such

sweepi ng change that for future generations personal
identification with the characters woul d be inpossible and
the play would be a “nel odramati c and i nprobable” relic of
a bygone age.

Al t hough Watch on the Rhine’'s tineliness can be

viewed as one of its strengths, recent critics have noted

that Hell man’s deli berate use of traditional gender roles
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inthis play is a devol utionary nove, particularly since
earlier plays of hers explicitly critiqued gender.

Pat raka observes that Hell man “resurrect[s] gendered
inequality . . . denigrating opposition to patriarchy by
rationalizing regressive fictions about gender on the
basis of this ‘larger’ crisis,” and that she “capitalizes
on the nostalgia” for traditional gender relations in this

* Hel l man’ s depiction of Sara Miller is particularly

pl ay.
stereotypical; Sara is deferential towards Kurt and his
politics and is a paragon of wifely patience. Giffen and
Thorsten call Sara an “ideal wife and nother of the
forties” because she has spunk (since she defied her

not her and married Kurt for |ove) but chooses to be a
“satellite” to Kurt and his convictions.*” That even in
1941 Hel Il man’ s depiction of Sara seened false to sone

audi ence nenbers is evidenced by a fan mail l|etter Hell man
received froma young woman, Josephine Frantz. Franz

t hought Hel l man’s portrayal of Sara was too good to be
truthful, finding it “unlikely” that a well-born worman

i ke Sara woul d exchange her privileged |life for marriage

to Kurt and hard to believe that they were still devoted

* Patraka 70-71, 81.

 aiffin and Thorsten 69.
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to one another after a long marriage. Frantz told Hell man
she should be nore realistic in her depiction.” Hellman
replied to Frantz, asking, "Hadn't we better say that it
is as realistic for a woman |like Sara to be good as for a
wonan |ike Sara not to be so good?”* In the play, Hellnman
uses the transatlantic marriage between the “good”
Anmerican wife and the heroic European man as a nodel of
harmoni ous international relations, and it stands in
mar ked contrast to the villain Teck’s unhappy marri age
with his Anmerican wife, Mrthe.™

Hel |l man returned to the idea of relationships as
met aphors for politics in her second anti-fascist play,

The Searching Wnd. This play is a condemmati on of what

Hel I man calls, “nice, well born people who, with good

» 56

intentions, helped to sell out a world. The play is set

* Josephine L. Frantz, letter to Lillian Hellman, Lillian
Hel | man Col | ection, Harry Ransom Humaniti es Research Center,
University of Texas at Austin.

* Lillian Hellman, letter to Josephine L. Frantz, Lillian
Hel | man Col | ection, Harry Ransom Hunmaniti es Research Center,
University of Texas at Austin.

® This idea is discussed at |length by Patraka 74-81; ny
intention here is not to re-state her insightful argunments but to
show how t he nodel of donestic relationships as nmetaphors for
political actions that Patraka uses to analyze Watch on the Rhine may
al so be productively applied to The Searchi ng W nd.

56

John Phillips and Anne Hol | ander, “The Art of the Theater |~
Paris Review, 33 (1965): 84. Also cited by Jackson R Bryer, ed.,
Conversations with Lillian Hell nman, (Jackson and London: UP of

M ssi ssi ppi, 1986) 66.
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in the honme of Al exander (Alex) and Em |y Hazen in the
present (1944) in Washington D.C. Their son, Sam is hone
fromthe Italian front with a leg injury. Emly is
preparing for a dinner party confrontation with Catherine
Bowman (Cassie), who was once her best friend. Through a
series of flashbacks a love triangle between Cassie, Alex,
and Em |y is devel oped against a series of political
turning points that depict fascism s expansion in Europe.
In their youth, Cassie and Al ex have a passionate pre-
marital affair, but when Cassie confides in Emly about
her relationship with Alex, Emly clainms, “lI suppose |I'd
al ways thought I mght marry him sone day,” a statenent
that Cassie accuses Emly of inventing as soon as she
heard about her relationship with Alex.®” This scene is
set inltaly in 1922 as Mussolini’s forces march in with
only token resistance fromthe Italian governnent. Emly
succeeds in winning Alex away from Cassie and nmarries him
However, Cassie continues to see Alex (platonically) every
summer and in 1938 they admit they have each only been in
| ove once—w th each other—and resune their affair. Al ex

cones close to telling Em |y about Cassie, but Emly

* Lillian Hell man, The Searching Wnd (New York: Viking, 1944)
34. Al subsequent references to this script will be cited
parent hetically.
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manages to stop his declaration of what she presumably
al ready knows.

Alex’s inability to commt to either woman parallels
hi s i ndeci sive actions as a young diplomat and | ater,
anbassador. Al though he does not |ike Missolini, he
accepts his superiors’ rationalizations that the dictator
shoul d be able to stabilize Italy and prevent it from
becom ng conmmuni st. Another flashback is set in Berlin in
1923, as the Freikorps (fascists) incite a crowd to attack
peopl e in the Judenstrasse. Alex, who is in a restaurant
with Cassie as the nob races through the streets, declares
he will make an official protest, “on the grounds that
many Americans are in Berlin,” while Cassie chides himfor
his di pl omati c doubl e-speak, retorting, “The Enbassy
couldn’t put it on the grounds that it’s a horror and a
di sgrace. That would be too sinple, wouldn’t it?” (61).
In the final flashback in 1938, Al ex is an anbassador
angui shing over a report he nust send back to the United
States regarding Hitler’s occupation of the Sudetenl and,
but eventually he recommends appeasenent. Ironically,

Al ex decides upon this course of action to try to avoid
involving the United States in a global conflict that
m ght risk his own son as a soldier, but |later sees his

actions helped to precipitate the very scenario he w shed
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to deflect. By the play’s end, Alex and Cassie’s affair
is out in the open, Emly has been chastised for
carelessly socializing with and nmaking investnents with
peopl e that support fascism and Samreveals he is

schedul ed for anputation the next day. As C.WE. Bigshy

notes, The Searching Wnd was Hellman’s “attenpt to
establish a connection between private and public

» 58

nmorality. Al ex’ s romanti c equi vocations between Cassie
and Em |y and his diplomatic prevarications are both part
of his character. Rollyson observes that “[1]n politics,
as in love, Alex has never been willing to conmt hinself

» 59

whol eheartedly to one side. Al ex’ s lack of conviction
makes hi m one of the “bunbl ers” that Hell man thought

hel ped bring about World War 11, and this play tries to
assess both the human and historical costs of equivocation
and sel f-absorption. Alex Hazen is enblematic of all the
Anericans of his generation who watched Europe descend

into war, and his young son stands for the generation that

will pay the price for this inaction.®

* C.WE. Bigsby, A Critical Introduction to Twentieth-Century
Anerican Dranmm, 1900-1940, (Canbridge: Canbridge UP, 1982) 289.

*® Carl Rollyson, Lillian Hellman: Her Legend and Her Legacy
(New York: St Martin’s, 1988) 206

® Howard Barnes, for exanple, is one of the critics who saw Sam

as representative of the younger generation paying for the sins of
its parents; see “The Theater: Eloquence, Art In ‘The Searching
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Some critics felt that Hellman’s blurring of the
personal and the political was ineffectual. The New York
Ti nes reviewer thought that the | ove plot “sonetinmes gets
in the way of the first [plot], interrupting as it is
about to make inportant points and slowing it,”* and the
Cue critic thought that Hellman included the | ove story as
a “sugar-coating of drama around the appeasenent-| esson

» 62

pill she presents. A nore recent critic said the |ove

triangle is “trivializing” and that it “inadequately

» 63

parallels the political thene. Sonme critics thought The

Searching Wnd was really two plays that Hell man conbi ned

i nexpertly.® Overall, critics were mxed in their

eval uations of Hellman's play, and tended to praise the

Wnd,’” New York Herald Tribune 23 April 1944, while George E.
Sokol sky vehenmently rejects this thesis and nany of Hell man’s other
argunents about the war and its causes in “The Battle of the
Generations,” New York Sun 15 April 1944.

* Lewis Nichols, *“‘The Searching Wnd ” New York Tines 23
April 1944.

2 “The World’ s Conscience,” Cue 22 April 1944: 11. In a
simlar vein, the New Yorker critic wote, “lI can only assune that
this play started out as a drana of ideas, seened in this state
either too special or too didactic, and that a sort of reversed | ove
story was added for commercial reasons.” “Mss Hellnan Nods,” New
Yorker 22 April 1944: 42.

® Bernard F. Dukore, Anmerican Dramatists 1918-1945, Macnill an
Modern Dramatists, (London: Macmillan, 1984) 148.

* For exanple, see Louis Kronenberger, “Going to the Theater.”
PM April 23, 1944.
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political nessages of The Searching Wnd while dismssing

t he donestic drama.

Hel Iman’s | ove triangle plot, however, does not only
serve to illumnate Al ex Hazen's vacillating character.
The |l ove story is also a betrayal and revenge story—ef the
privileged, spoiled heiress Emly stealing Cassie s “beau”
even though life with Al ex | eaves her bored and
unfulfilled, and of Cassie deliberately choosing to becone
Alex’s mistress as a way of punishing Emly for marrying
Al ex and for carelessly enjoying the material things her
confortabl e inheritance affords while Cassie struggles to
support herself as a schoolteacher. Seen in this |ight,
Alex is a pawn, manipul ated by the two wonen in his life.
To some critics, the behavior of the wonen was sinply

uni magi nabl e. The New Yorker critic confides, “A young

woman who ought to know assures nme that this sort of

conduct is entirely possible of her sex, but it is outside

» 65

nmy experience. An interesting response to this critic

and to New York Tines critic Lewis Nichol’'s assertion that

Hel | man was | ess successful “in dealing with the state of

the heart” than with “the state of the world,” was offered

® “M ss Hell man Nods,” 42.
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by a femal e audi ence nenber, Margaret Mower, in a letter

to the Tines Drama Editor. NMower wites:
It seens to nme that these gentlenmen have m ssed
the point Mss Hellman is trying to make. From
nmy hunbl e and fem nine point of view it appears
to me that she is indicting not only the
political appeasers and conprom sers but the
personal ones as well. Both of these wonen
exenplify this in their dealings with each
other. Their hypocrisy, their malice, their
inability to arrive at a clean-cut issue appear
to me to be the point Mss Hellman is offering
as an obbligato to the main thene.®

Mower’s identification of the wonen in The Searchi ng W nd

as appeasers and conprom sers is significant because she
does not see Alex as the only active or interesting

character in the play. Unlike Sara in Watch on the Rhine

who is inplausibly good, Cassie and Em |y are conplicated
characters who can sonetines be synpathetic but who are

al so petty and duplicitous. Emly Hazen and Cassi e Bowran
are not wholly admrable, but they do have agency,

sonething Sara Miller lacks in Hellman's earlier play.

66

Mar garet Mower, letter, New York Tines 16 Jul. 1944
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Kurt and Sara are an inpossibly harnonious couple in a
play that is essentially an anti-fascist nel odrana.
Emly, Alex, and Cassie are conplicated and fl awed
characters in a difficult and inperfect dranma about those
who abetted fasci smthrough indecision.

Per haps Loui s Kronenberger summed up the play best

when he called The Searching Wnd, “a rewardi ngly grown-up

» 67

evening in the theatre rather than a successful play.
Li ke many other critics, Kronenberger wel comed The

Searching Wnd as a bracing breath of fresh air in a

theatrical season that was dom nated by escapist fare:
“Alnost at the tail end of the season has cone Lillian
Hel | man’ s The Searching Wnd to prove that, after all,
Broadway’s theater props include a thinking cap.”® The

Searching Wnd is not a finely witten play, but it is an

intelligent, thought-provoking piece of witing.

The stimul ating, provocative nature of The Searching

Wnd, coupled with a paucity of other serious plays in

1943-44, nmade Hel |l man’ s dranma successful . It ran for 326

 “Going to the To Theater.”
%« i ng to the To Theater.” One of the nobst evocative
descriptions of the fluffiness of the 1943-44 season comes from New
York Tines critic Lewis Nichols, “Wen the historians of the theatre
poke their grimy fingers into the records of this particular season,
the chances are excellent they will use as a chapter heading the word
Tinsel.” “*The Searching Wnd"” New York Tines 23 April 1944.
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per formances and m ssed wi nning the New York Drama
Critics’ Circle Avard by a single vote.® Like Watch on

the Rhine before it, The Searching Wnd was made into a

feature filmin 1946

The Searching Wnd would be the | ast of her

screenplays that Lillian Hell man woul d see produced for

0

two decades, however.” The woman whose pl ays chal | enged
spectators to act ethically in political matters fanmously
refused to “cut ny conscience to fit this year’s fashions”
by testifying against others in front of the House Un-
Anmerican Activities Commttee (HUAC) as the second Wrld
War gave way to the Cold War. Hell man was bl acklisted in
Hol | ywood for her defiant stance and lost a lucrative film

contract. Hellman’s own refusal to conprom se is the sort

of political behavior Al ex Hazen in The Searching Wnd is

i ncapabl e of enbodying, and her willingness to follow the
di ctates of her consci ence despite grave persona
consequences is the simlar to the exenplary behavior that

her hero Kurt Miller personifies in Watch on the Rhine.

The irony of these plays is that nost of the female

® Sally Burke, American Fenminist Playwights: A Critica
History, Twayne's Critical History of American Drama Ser. (New
Yor k: Twayne, 1996) 119

® Kat herine Lederer, Lillian Hellman, (Boston: Twayne, 1979):
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characters in themare either “satellites” or an
“obbligato to the main thenme” rather than politically

i nvol ved participants in wrld events even though Hel |l man
herself clearly felt wonen as well as nen had an
obligation to act against fascismor other fornms of
political injustice. The plays discussed in the next case
study al so cast wonen as secondary players in world
affairs, but the wonen in these plays al so have inportant

work to do to support the war effort.
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“Into the Breach . . . and Mama’ || Handl e t he Hone

Front!”: Enlistnment of Anmerican Famlies in Yankee Point

GOW

and Over Twenty- One

You! Yuh, but, Polly, what nmakes you think
you can do it? You never did anything |ike

it before!

PCLLY: Well, you never were a Major before.

GOW

Wnen never ran railroads or built
ai rplanes or were wel ders before .
Look at all the kids flying bonbers and
fortresses! Yesterday they were cutting
rugs at college! Mn who never left their
home towns before, today they re scranbling
up those hills to Rone! . . . . This is a
wor|l d of changes. The waltz is on the
wane, kiddo. You better oil up your
joints, or you Il turn quaint.

But the newspaper business, Polly—there’s

alot to know.

POLLY: Lanby, it’s a luxury of the past to be

doi ng sonething that’s your business to do.
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So once nore into the breach, dear friends,

and mana’ Il handle the hone front!"™

Paul a Wharton (Polly), the heroine in Ruth Gordon's

conedy Over Twenty-One (1943), is a successful witer who

decides to put her own career on hold to keep house for
and coach her husband as he struggles through officers’
candi date school, then agrees to take over his job as a
newspaper editor for the duration of the war. Her
speeches and actions attest to the changes World War 1|
brought to Anericans as m ddl e-aged nen |left their careers
to becone officers, wonen entered the workplace, and young
men enlisted. Keeping to one’s accustoned tasks is a
“luxury of the past” in a country at war. The idea that
“mama’ | | handl e the honme front” as nen | eave their

famlies to fight is a mgjor idea in both Over Twenty-One

and d adys Hurl but’s 1942 conedy Yankee Point. These two

conedi es both have md-life couples as their protagonists,
and in both plays the nmen decide to join the service while
t he wonen support their spouses and tackle new

responsi bilities and occupati ons.

" Ruth Gordon, Over Twenty-One: A Comedy, New York: Random
House, 1943: 137-8. Subsequent references to this script will be
cited parenthetically.
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Yankee Point was inspired by and based upon several

real incidents. In June 1942 eight Nazi saboteurs | anded
in the United States, four on Long Island and four in
Florida. The Long Island group was questioned by a

Coast guardsman, which led to the discovery of a buried
cache of explosives. After one of the saboteurs turned
himself in to the FBI, all of themwere captured before

any damage was done. In Yankee Point, the detection and

capture of a saboteur who |ands on a beach in a snmall New
England towmn is a major plot point. Secondly, the

pl aywright, & adys Hurl but, worked as a plane spotter in
the Catskills during the summer of 1942, and her
experiences led her to wite a play whose heroine, Mary
Adans, is a woman who conmands an observati on post al ong
the Atlantic coast. Hurlbut remarked in an interview that
wonmen who served their country through such work were
“largely unhonored and unsung. Their work is desperately
nmonot onous, but they are doing a fine and inportant job
and | feel that sonme one should say a good word for

n 72

t hem Hurl but’s portrait of wonen who vol unteer for
civilian defense duty is warm and cel ebratory. One of the

townsnen, Doc, says of his wife' s plane spotting job,

“ “Play Inspired By the Life of Plane Spotter,” unsourced
article, NYPL Cippings File on dadys Hurl but.
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“Margie’s nuts about it. Gosh, when a plane goes over,
half the wonmen in town run out in their yards to identify
it.”” A though Doc is gently nocking the wonen’s
daunt| ess devotion to their spotter duties, the play as a
whol e chanpions their work as necessary and val uabl e.
Finally, Hurlbut includes anong her characters a war w dow
named Ruth Lapo who was apparently based on a real pilot’s
w fe who served as a nodel of courage to other wonen after
her husband was killed in action.™

Many critics nentioned the topicality of Hurlbut’s
play. Variety said the author “has taken her thene and
mai n action fromthe headlines, show ng the changes
wrought in a typical Anerican fanmly by the war.”” Howard
Barnes wote “*'Yankee Point’ is as topical as a novie,”
which is an interesting point because it suggests that

filmwas becom ng the nmedia charged with representing war

" Hurl but, dadys. Yankee Point. Ts.: 1-18. For this
unpubl i shed work I will be using the act and page designations found
in the typescript rather than repagi nating conti nuously. Al
subsequent references to this script will be cited parenthetically.

“ | have not yet been able to ascertain the actual war w dow s

nane nor the publication(s) that profiled her, but several reviewers
mention that she is based on a real individual. For instance, Linton
Martin wites that the actress playing Ruth “has the delicate task of
appearing as a thinly disguised figure of current history—+the w dow
of a flier shot down in action by the Japanese, who nust perforce
appear in public as a heroine.” “*Yankee Point’ at WAl nut St.,”

Phi | adel phia I nquirer 17 Nov. 1942.

 “Yankee Point,” Variety 18 Nov. 1942.
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as a current event, rather than theatre.”™ But Barnes al so
called the play “a nuddl ed and i nconcl usive work, with

little nore depth than a war poster,” explaining that
“the aut hor has never been quite sure whether she wanted
to wite a topical war nelodrama or a study of the people
who are fighting the war for all they are worth, even

n 77

t hough they stay at hone. For Barnes, conbining a story
about spy-saboteurs with a donmestic conedy about wartine
famlies made for an ineffective play.

Barnes was not alone in his criticismof Hurlbut’s

conbi nation of subjects and genres, as this was one of the

t hi ngs nost often censured in reviews of Yankee Point. One

of the npbst evocative criticisms in this vein was the

Phi | adel phia I nquirer’s statenent that, “‘Yankee Point is

a curiously scranbled conbi nati on of b’ gosh bucolic
conedy, in the quaint community characters introduced, and

» 78

Mari nes-to-the-rescue nel odrana. Actual ly, part of the
point of the play is that the Marines do not cone to save

t he heroi nes; the wonen save thensel ves and their

" Howard Barnes, “War Poster Drama,” New York Herald Tribune
n.d. NYPL Clippings File on Yankee Point. Gerald M Berkowitz al so
posits that the relatively small nunmber of WA'I plays may be
explained if war was “nore naturally the province of films” which
could depict battles convincingly. American Drama of the Twentieth
Century, London and New York: Longnman, 1992.

" Howard Barnes, “’Yankee Point,’ a War Poster,” New York

Her al d- Tri bune 29 Nov. 1942.

78

Linton Martin, “‘Yankee Point’ at Walnut St.”
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community fromthe saboteur. The spy’s Nazi uniform and
cache of dynamte are unearthed on the beach near the
pl ane spotters’ OCbservation Post (Mary Adans’ converted
sumer house) by an intrepid little Scottie dog naned
McTavi sh, and his owner, M ss Hi ggi ns—ene of the wonen who
wor ks as a spotter—turns the evidence in to Mary, who
reports the find. Although the Coast Guard, FBI, and
| ocal police are all searching for the spy, it is Mary who
di scovers the fugitive hiding in the weckage of an old
ship near the Post. Wth the help of Mss Hi ggins and
Bob, Mary’s spouse, Mary captures the spy and di scovers
maps of their beach and a nearby damin his possession, as
well as instructions to signal during an air raid that
night. Mary not only catches the saboteur, she also is
able to informthe Air Force of the inpending assault so
they can intercept the eneny bonbers. As the villain is
| ed away, he curses, “You and your sunmer houses—and your
silly wonen!” (11-39). The “silly wonmen” keeping watch in
t he beach house are the ones who safeguard the comunity.
That wonen—al ong with the Coast Guard and a smal
nunber of regular mlitary units—are capable of defending
the home front as nost nen ship off overseas is precisely
the point of this play. Al of this happens as Bob Adans

is just about to report for duty and |l eave his famly. In
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the final scene, he departs know ng there wll be an air
raid that night, but also aware he cannot stay to protect
his own famly. Mary, her daughters, and even a crotchety
old nurse called “Mz” who has spent nost of the play

I ying on a couch catal ogi ng her aches and ail nents al

rise to the occasion and act courageously under fire.

Robert Col eman of the Daily Mrror observes:

when an invasion finally conmes, nen,
wonen, children, and dogs carry on heroically to
repel it. And repel it they do. But they don't
let the eneny’s feint scare theminto demandi ng
that our troops be kept at hone to protect them
which is what the eneny wants.”
This play probably was designed at least in part to
reassure civilians that they could manage under duress
w t hout keeping | arge nunbers of troops stateside. It
underscores the way that all Anmericans—+n the mlitary or
not —had roles to play in the conflict. Towards the end of
the play, a radio commentator opines that the invasion is
designed to try to frighten the United States:
Now you know why they’'re doing this as well as |

do—they think we’'ll get scared and want our nen

79

Robert Col eman, “‘Yankee Point’ is Play Wth G eat Heart,”
Daily Mrror [New York] 25 Nov. 1942.
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and our planes kept hone to nake us safe. |Is

anybody scared? Al | knowis, a new Anerican
arnmy went into conbat tonight—ten mllion
civilians! They're on the job now 1In the

cities, in the nountains and on the beaches—his
is everybody’'s war . . . (I11-33)
The notion that “this is everybody's war” provides a
t hroughline for nost of the characters in the play.
Al t hough war interrupts and changes their lives, nost of
the characters actively contribute to sonme aspect of the
war effort, joining the “new Arerican arny” of civilian
partici pants.

Yankee Poi nt acknow edges that many Anericans becane

di sillusioned or philosophically opposed to war after
Wrld War |. The character of Bob Adans is framed as such
a mn. He is a gentle English teacher who served his
country in the First Wrld War and cane honme a staunch
pacifist as a result of the horrors he w tnessed “over
there.” However, he decides to reenlist because he feels
that the present conflict is partially his generation’s
fault. He tells his friend and physician, Doc, “Wsh
they’ d make us go back and do it over agai n—+nstead of our
children” (1-19). Since the play begins after Bob has

made his decision to rejoin the services, his forner

203



princi ples and his decision to abandon them are revisited
t hrough his conversations with his el dest daughter, Sandy.

Sandy is a pacifist who tells her father she resents “a
few things—i ke having |istened to you so hard all ny
life—+ike having to renenber all the fine speeches you
made agai nst unifornms—and druns!” (11-22). Bob tells
Sandy that he decided to return to the mlitary because he
fears if this war is not won “we won’t be allowed to teach
the truth” (11-23), and he wants her to see that he has
“settled for action—o nore words” (1-34). Sandy al so
reveal s that she and her husband, Ted (who is nentioned
but is not an actual character in the play) are not
“slackers” even though they |oathe war. She says, “W’|
do our part. He' s going the mnute he’s called. Only we
won’t wave flags and beat drums because we think it’s
dirty, nasty business!” (11-23). As father and daughter
reconcile with each other, Hurl but nmakes the points that
peopl e who hate war mght still decide to participate in
this one w thout being hypocritical, and that peacetine
pacifismmay be forced to yield to wartine pragmati sm

Anot her way that Yankee Point devel ops the idea that

“this is everybody's war”, is through the actions and
attitudes of the plane spotters. The wonmen who are

occupied at civilian defense jobs revel in their work.
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Early in the play Mz derides Mary's | abors as “lot of

f ool i shness” because “the army’s got sol di ers wherever
it’s inmportant.” Mary replies, “not right here they
haven’t. This postage stanp piece of sky is ours—+o
protect” (1-14). Happy to diligently defend their own
little “postage stanp piece of sky,” Mary and the other
femal e pl ane spotters resolutely keep to their tasks. On
t he day her dog di scovers the German uniform M ss Higgins
refuses to | eave her post even when her shift is over,
exclaimng to Mary, “Ch ny dear—+the unspeakabl e joy of
being useful!” (I1-6). For wonen who were volunteering to
support the war effort in nyriad ways, “the unspeakabl e

j oy of being useful” probably struck a responsive chord,
validating and valorizing their work. The idea that
everyone has to nmake sacrifices in war is expressed

earnestly in Yankee Point, even if a fewreferences to

wartime hardships are |lighthearted, such as M ss Hi ggins
procl ai m ng her dog McTavi sh has “been so disgruntled ever
since he lost all his rubber toys to the scrap drive” (I-
28). Conedy is not necessarily about trivial things, but
a genre that nmakes serious points through hunor, and

Yankee Point exenplifies this.

Comedy is also a genre about rel ationships, and both

Yankee Point and Over Twenty-One are about sol diers and

205




their spouses. In Yankee Point, Mary and Bob are still

very much in love, and the ways that Mary will m ss Bob
while he is away are referenced often throughout the play.
Their mature love is the nodel and counterpoint to their
daughter Jerry’'s relationship with her boyfriend, Butch.
Jerry is the flighty younger daughter in the Adans
househol d, and she swoons over her pilot-in-training

sweet heart’ s photograph and letters. But even Jerry mnust
cone down to earth and deci de what to do about her

rel ati onship when Butch has a close call during a flight
school maneuver and realizes his “is a kind of uncertain
life.” Butch wites that if he and Jerry marry when he
graduates fromflight school, “Wy, we'd have sonething we
could be sure of. | guess you ve got to live for the
monment. Waat | figure, four days [the anpbunt of | eave he
W Il receive after he finishes his training and before his
depl oynent] is better than if we waited and got none” (I-
11). Jerry decides she will marry her fly-boy when he
gets his wings, inspired by her parents’ exenplary

marri age and the know edge that her nother was a World \ar
| war bride who only had a Wholworth ring and a single day
wi th her new husband before he had to | eave. But Jerry is
not a conplete pie-in-the-sky optimst, either. Al though
she decides she will not wait to marry, she nmakes an
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appoi ntment to see Doc to | earn how she can postpone
maternity, declaring, “I think 1"'mgoing to wait to see
what kind of job we do to keep the Peace. | really
woul dn’t want to have a baby just for fighting when | get
himraised” (1-23). Jerry’'s decision not to have a child
until she sees whether or not peace will prevail is a
subtle reaffirmati on of Bob and Sandy’ s pacifi st
convictions as well as a way of nmaking her rush to the
altar seemnore thoughtfully considered. 1In Jerry s case,
marryi ng her soldier sweetheart is her principal
contribution to the war effort, in a play where everyone
does his or her part.

The view that wonmen support the war by supporting

their nen is also a main idea in Over Twenty-One. Author

and | eading lady Ruth Gordon said in an interview that:
| wanted to wite a conmedy with truth init.
This isn’t just a funny play about funny
troubles at a training canp. It’s really a | ove
story. Wien two people | ove each other they
work for each other and stand by each ot her
It’s a woman hel pi ng her man—hel pi ng hi m and

pul i ng himout of his discouragenent.®

* Hel en Ormsbee, “Ruth Gordon, Actress, Forgets That She’s Ruth
CGordon, Author,” New York Herald Tribune, 16 Jan. 1944.
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In the play, Polly helps her thirty-nine-year-old husband
to get through officer candidates’ school by quizzing him
on the volum nous anmounts of technical material the Arny
expects himto nenorize (the title comes fromthe idea

t hat supposedly peopl e over the age of twenty-one are
virtually unable to absorb new information), tending house
for him and trying to keep up his norale. In real life,
Rut h Gordon gave up her own wor k—ncl udi ng sone film
offers—+o do simlar work for her husband, director Garson
Kani n, when he was in Washington with the Arny. It was

while she was an Arny wife that Gordon wote Over Twenty-

One, her first play.® Her conedy about “a wonman hel pi ng
her man” is based on her own experiences and those of

other mlitary wives. Literary celebrities purportedly
inspired sone of her characters, too, and many critics saw
Gordon’s Polly as a fictionalized Dorothy Parker. The

Christian Science Mnitor reported:

when sonme of the reviewers said that she had
witten a Dorothy Parker part for herself, Mss

Gordon is reported to have denied this, saying,

® Many reviewers nention the autobiographical elenent of Over

Twenty-One, including F.R J., “Ruth Gordon’s ‘Over 21’ Has Prenmiere,”
New Haven Journal, 17 Dec. 1943; M K., “Ruth Gordon’s Over Twenty-One
Zestfully Witten and Acted,” Washi ngton Post 28 Dec. 1943; Ray
Barrett, “Arnmy Wants ‘Over 21' shown to Troops for Education,
Laughs,” New York Daily News 4 April 1944; and O nsbee.
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‘“I"'mtired of playing Dorothy Parker.’ \Wen
this remark was relayed to Ms. Parker, her
coment was, ‘So aml.”*

Whet her or not this anecdote is apocryphal, it is simlar

to the witticisns that Polly drops throughout the play.

Much of the hunor of Over Twenty-One revol ves around

t he makeshift housing that officers and their w ves

i nhabit, and the ways that both nmen and wonen upr oot

t hensel ves fromtheir accustoned lives in order to serve

their country. Polly, a successful novelist and Hol | ywood

screenwiter, tal ks about the ways the war has affected

her and her spouse, fornerly editor of a major newspaper:
Well look at me. For the |ast three weeks |
have been living here at 26-D Palnetto Court,
Mam , Florida—wahere it is very hot for July.
And | stand on a street corner every day with ny
arms full of Uneeda Biscuits and Wi te Rock and
Ri nso, watching ny husband march by with a | ot
of other fellows, all singing “Wait Till the Sun
Shines, Nellie,” just because a guy went nuts in

Berlin.

® E.C. Sherburne, “Wen an Actress,” Christian Science Monitor
9 June 1944: 4. Oher reviews that discuss real-life counterparts to
sone of the characters include “Ruth Gordon’s Over Twenty-One
Zestfully Witten and Acted,” Washi ngton Post 28 Dec. 1943 and “Over
Twenty-One,” Billboad 1 Jan. 1944.
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For an upper-class couple like the Whartons, Polly’'s daily
shoppi ng expeditions for everyday consuner itens and Max’s
mar ches in the Florida sumrer heat are extraordinary in
their wartime ordinariness. The Whartons were not
conpelled to do these things, but Max deci des he nust do
his part by enlisting out of |ove for his country, and

Pol |y deci des she nust follow Max out of |ove for him
Their decisions mrror those made by thousands of other
Ameri can couples of all classes.

The physi cal hunmor of the play depends upon the
eccentricities of the tourist cottage that has been
pressed into service as the couple’s abode. The kitchen
has no sink and a cranky refrigerator, the light switch
for the living roomis outside the cottage, an obstinate
w ndow can only be opened by stanping on a particul ar spot
on the floor, and so forth. Wen the Wiartons entertain
the Colonel and his famly, farcical gags involving stuck
ice cube trays and simlar devices overshadow their
sparkling conversation. The tone of nuch of the play’s
dialogue is like a drawi ng room conedy, but it is set in a
run-down tourist court. In production, the play was
pl ayed for laughs. One critic, for exanple, said the play

was “thin, but so generously |laden with |aughs—good
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hunored, malicious, satirical, and plain how ers—+that you
don’t mind in the |least the slightness of the story.”®
Towards the end of the play, Max manages to pass his
exam nations and beconme a second |ieutenant, and even
inspires his publisher boss, Gow, to enulate himand
enlist. Polly is visited by representatives of the
Hol | ywood pi cture she abandoned to be with Max, and they
beseech her to help fix the historical novie she wote.
When Polly is told that the Molly Pitcher sequence she has
witten is “unbelievable,” (Pitcher is a nythohistorical
Revol utionary War figure who supposedly took over firing
her husband’s cannon when he was hit) she asks what is
“unbel i evabl e about a worman in the mdst of battle taking
over her husband’s . . .?” (134) and gets the idea to run
Max’ s paper as its new editor since both Max and Gow w ||
be in the Arny now. She convinces Gow she can do it and
resolves to start her new job—+n six weeks, after Max’'s
final stateside assignnment is over. |In the nmeanwhile, she
will be going with himto an out-of-the way Arny air base
in Arkansas to continue to be with himas long as she is

abl e.

® “Doubl e- Threat Gordon,” Cue 8 Jan. 1944.
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Throughout the play, Polly is characterized as wtty,
privil eged, and successful, but all of the choices she
makes are to serve as her sol di er-husband s hel pneet.

This was a common thene in 1940s popular culture, and a

W despread rationale for why wonen were doi ng unaccust oned
j obs during the war—that they worked in factories or ran
railroads to help win the war and bring their husbands and
sons hone sooner. In this way the radical new freedons
and responsibilities wonen experienced in wartine were
constructed as sinply a variation on their traditional

rol es as supportive spouses. ™

In all of the plays in this chapter, wonen are
depicted as primarily w ves, nothers, nistresses—as people
defined by their relationships with the men in their

lives. |In Watch on the Rhine, Fanny is an indomtable

woman, but her departed husband shaped all her political
views.® Her newfound conversion to active anti-fascismis

in reaction to her son-in-law s actions. Sara is sinply

* The ways that wonen were conceptualized as they took and
relinqui shed war jobs are discussed at length in Leila J. Rupp’s
Mobi l'i zi ng Wonen and War: Gernan and Anerican Propaganda, 1939-1945,
Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1978. See especially 138 for a
di scussi on of war workers hel ping male relatives and 152 regardi ng
Ameri can propaganda that equated factory work w th housework.

* Patraka 80.
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an adoring, dutiful spouse. Emly and Cassie in The

Searching Wnd are interesting characters, but they are

al nost al ways shown in their conpeting relationships with
Al ex rather than with each other, and Alex is the only one
with any serious input into world affairs. One critic
observed, “The flaw in the play, then, is that it is
Cassie who interests us, and her story is not told.® In
fact, Hellman alludes to the idea that Cassie did not
marry Al ex when she had the chance to because they
quarrel ed about her disapproval of the way he perforned
his jobs as a diplomat, but the scene is underdevel oped
and denies Cassie a chance to express her own convictions.

The wonen in Yankee Point are sone of the nobst capable,

can-do characters in any of these plays, but the author
still includes nunerous references to the way they need
men to care for them Mary Adans is particularly
responsi ble and i s always shown on stage as conpetent, but
in her conversations with her husband she is described as
unable to fix the plunbing or even turn on a gas stove

wi thout him (I1-8, 1-35). Bob asks other nmen in his
community (even “Uncle Pete” a comcal, delusional old
geezer who thinks Wlson is still president) to |ook after

his famly while he is gone, and when Sandy wonders if her

® Lederer 61.
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unborn child will be “awfully spoiled” if he “arrives in a
world without nmen”, Mary replies “Not at all—-he' Il have to
take care of us—+ight fromthe start” (I11-18). These
references to wonen needi ng their husbands and sons were
probably included to reassure nmale spectators that if they
left their famlies behind they would not be rendered
obsol ete when the war ended. Finally, Paula in Over

Twenty-One is the one who facilitates her husband' s

success in officer training school and will assunme his job
for the duration, but she is still depicted as a wfe just
like all the other mlitary spouses who are “hanging on to
what they love just as long as they can” (31). The anxiety
over wonen’s roles in a changing world that many of these
pl ays enbody—even as they celebrate fenmale participation
in wartinme activities—wwuld be even nore acute when the
war ended, and sone of the plays in the next chapter wll
continue to address this thene.

To see the ways that gender is sonetines treated
regressively even in plays that advocate politi cal
progressi veness or |aud wonmen’s new wartinme activities is
of course nore obvious six decades after their creation.
These pl ays were provocative and, for the nost part,
popular in their own tinme. Three of the four plays

di scussed in this chapter’s case studies had respectabl e
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runs on Broadway and were also nmade into films. Only

Yankee Point was |ess than successful, closing after only

twenty-four performances on Broadway. |Its failure m ght
be, as many critics wote, due to its unskilled m xture of
mel odrama and conedy, but it could al so be expl ai ned by

ot her nmeans. Audi ences who saw the play’ s out-of-town
premere in WIlmngton, Delaware received the play

ent husi astical |y, appl auding through nmultiple curtain
calls.” However, the actor originally playing Bob Adams
had to be replaced just as the play opened in New York and
the director assuned his role, earning m xed reviews for
his performance. It is also very possible that this play
was sonet hi ng audi ences m ght have enjoyed but that was
killed by its reception by the magjority of New York

critics. Burns Mantle defended Yankee Point, witing,

“Experts have accepted it with friendly pats on the head
and superior shrugs, as one mght say, ‘O course, this is
the sort of thing that audi ences like, but I, being

experienced in the theatre, know it is just another

¥ One reviewer documented Yankee Point’s initial reception with
its Del aware audience, “The final curtain fell; the actors were
recal | ed again and again; the house lights went up. But the audience
continued to applaud until the house lights downed and the curtain
was raised again and yet again.” “New War Drana Wel| Received”
Wl nmngton Morning News 14 Nov. 1942
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1y 1 88

pl ay. Yankee Point al so opened around Thanksgi vi ng,

and it is very possible that a war play was not what
peopl e wanted to see during the holiday season. But even

if Yankee Point is sinply a poorly witten play whose New

York production deservedly failed, it still offers
cultural historians and fem nist scholars an illum nating
exanpl e of 1942 attitudes towards wonen’s work and famly
participation in the war effort.

The inmportance of theatre as a tool to help win Wrld
War |1 is suggested by the fact that two of the plays
di scussed in this chapter’s case studies were even
sel ected for “deploynent” overseas, as propaganda or

edi fying entertainment for troops. Watch on the Rhine was

used in several ways. Even before the United States
officially entered Wrld War 11, a German adaptation of
89

the play was broadcast to Germany via short-wave radio.

The regul ar Watch on the Rhine audience at the Martin Beck

Theatre was invited to stay after the play s performance
to witness the maki ng of German version’ s broadcast —aki ng
t hose who chose to remain participant-observers to an

international anti-fascist act. After the United States

® Burns Mantle “Burst of New Drama Favors Wiite List and

‘Yankee Point’” [New York Daily News], n.d. NYPL Clippings File on
Yankee Poi nt.

¥ “Anti-Nazi Play for Nazis to Hear.” New York Post 24 Cct.
1941.
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entered the war, Watch on the Rhine was one of the plays

sel ected for publication and circulation to American
soldiers in Europe and was al so used by the Arny for
reeducati on purposes after the war ended. The film
version was al so shown in 1943 to Anerican troops in

Europe. Over Twenty-One was perforned for soldiers at

Canp Meade, Maryl and then went abroad as part of the USO

Canmp Shows. According to the New York Daily News, General

Marshal | said that he wanted soldiers to see the play
because it “depicts the hardshi ps undergone by officer
candi dat es, and nmakes you laugh in the bargain.”® One USO
unit toured Italy and North Africa for six nmonths in 1944

pl ayi ng Over Twenty-One to “the nost responsive audi ences

in history” and providing what one critic called “an
out st andi ng exception to this rule of nediocrity” that
hel d for nost USO shows in Italy.” Like the famlies that

Wat ch on the Rhine and Over Twenty-One depict as

converting to anti-fascismand active participation in the

war, the plays thenselves were enlisted by the mlitary to

90

Ray Barrett, “Arnmy Wants ‘ Over 21' Shown to Troops for
Educati on, Laughs,” New York Daily News 4 April 1944. Lowel|l Matson
al so mentions Over Twenty-One in “Theatre for the Arned Forces in
World War |1, Educational Theatre Journal 6.1.

® John Hobart, “In Retrospect: The Italian Safari of ‘Over
21,’" San Francisco Chronicle 2 Dec. 1945.
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help further the war effort through education and
recreation

The plays that nmake up the case studies in this
chapter exhorted Anmericans to fight fascism condemed
t hem for doi ng not hi ng when fasci smwas grow ng, and
encour aged wonen and nen to support the war once the
United States entered the conflict. None of these are
antiwar dramas, even though sone of them show nmen |ike
Kurt Miller and Bob Adans deciding to fight in spite of
their abhorrence of violence. Wth the exception of the

ol der characters in The Searching Wnd, who are criticized

for their lack of strong convictions, these plays depict
wonen and nmen as courageous, stalwart, and filled with
faith in their nation and |l ove for each other. In an
extrenely patriotic era, these plays cel ebrated sacrifice
and hard work as necessary virtues. At a tine when wonen
were taking on unfamliar jobs, these plays praised them
for the new roles they enbraced but al so rem nded t hem of
their traditional duties as wi ves and nothers. These war
plays witten in the early forties are both forward

t hi nki ng and conservative, particularly in their
conceptions of wonen and wartinme roles. In the next
chapter, this tension between progressiveness and

regression will be exam ned in plays about wonmen’s rol es
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in postwar America along with other dramas that debated
what type of society should be (re)constructed in the

aftermath of World War I1.
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Chapt er Five:
“A Period of Retrogression”: Plays to Reconvert

and Reconstruct Postwar Society

| can understand why sone of the critics gave
this play bad reviews, but none of the reasons
whi ch they gave will be the real reasons why it
will not play to full houses. W the people are
today in a period of retrogression. W do not
want to face up to the big problens that we have
to neet as a great people if we are to accept

our place of |eadership in the world.*

After attending a benefit performance of Maxine

Wods' play On Wit man Avenue (1946), El eanor Roosevelt

wote about it, alluding to its reception by critics and

audi ences. On Whitman Avenue is a play about a returning

African Anerican soldier’s struggle to find adequate
housing for his growmng famly and white nei ghbors’
determ nation to keep himout of their community. The

sane prejudices that kept the fictional black war hero out

' El eanor Roosevel t , “Racial Problens,” New York Wrl d-Tel egram
18 May 1946.
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of a white nei ghborhood may have al so influenced sone
critics’ negative receptions of the play. Wat is notable

about On Wi tman Avenue is that people associated with the

production, audi ence nenbers, African Anmerican | eaders,
and others “tal ked back” to the critics, challenging their
judgnents of the play. Roosevelt’s comment that “We the
peopl e are today in a period of retrogression,” is an
acknow edgnent of the conservatism and fear that energed
as Wrld War 11 ended, and she urges Anericans not to
ignore “the big problens” facing the country in the war’s
wake.

This chapter’s case studies are plays that either
confirm conventional norality and sanction the status quo
or exhort Anericans to confront new problens and anti -
progressive politics. The first section treats the
probl em of the discharged soldier’s return to civilian

society. Rose Franken’s popul ar conedy Soldier’s Wfe

(1944) argued “a man’s entitled to come back fromthe war
and find his world the way he left it.”? This play treats
the anxi ety of honecom ng for both veterans and the ones
who wait for themand tends to reify traditional gender

roles. The other play in this section, Foxhole in the

2

Rose Franken, Soldier’s Wfe: A Conmedy in Three Acts. New
York and London: Sanuel French, 1945 : 16. Al subsequent references
to this script will be cited parenthetically
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Parlor, is a synpathetic portrait of a veteran suffering
from “conbat fatigue” and the part wonen play in

rehabilitating such soldiers. On Witnman Avenue is the

subj ect of the second case study, and like Soldier’s Wfe

and Foxhole in the Parlor, this drama al so has a young

white femal e character who tries to help a returning
veteran. In this play she is not romantically invol ved
with the soldier (who is her boyfriend s buddy and a
happil y-married African Anerican man), but offers her
famly s upstairs apartnent for rent to himand his
famly, setting off racist protests from her nei ghbors.
Al three of these plays address the difficulties facing
denobi l i zed sol diers and the ways that reconversion was a
soci al issue, not just an econom c and industrial problem
The third case study in this chapter is a docudranma

about the dawn of the nuclear era, E=nt’ A Living

Newspaper About the Atom c Age by Hallie Flanagan Davi s,

assisted by Sylvia Gassel and Day Tuttle (1947). The
droppi ng of atom c bonbs on Japan not only brought the war
to a quick and dramatic end; it also unl eashed massive
anxi ety over the future of the world. This play is the
only one of this chapter’s case studies that was not on
Broadway; instead, it premiered at Smth Coll ege and was a

way to teach students and |ocal citizens about the issues
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surroundi ng atom ¢ weapons and energy. Together, the

plays in this chapter consider sone of the nobst pressing

concerns of the denobilization era: veterans’ readjustnment

i ssues, housing, the nature of wonmen’s work, segregation

and the failure to win a “Double Victory” for African

Ameri cans, the

with soldiers’

threat of nucl ear annihilation, and coping

physi cal and psychiatric traunas.

“What do you need ne for?”: Plays About Returning Veterans

JOHN:

KATE:

JOHN:

and the Wnen Who Love Them

(rises fromsofa, bitter and accusing):
Both you and Florence |let ne rant on about
what happened to ne—and neither of you said
a word about what happened over here. Just
a couple of strong wonen

(as a sinple statenent of fact) Wnen have
to be strong these days.

And it scares the bejesus out of a man.

W’ re com ng hone to wonmen who have gone
t hrough their own kind of hell and can take
it sane as we have. Suppose | don’'t go
back to fight? Wat do you need ne for?

The war’s nmade a nman of you
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KATE (battling his hysteria): John, it’s sick
for you to talk like that. | didn't want
to learn to do without you, | had to! (44-
45) |
John and Kate are a newy reunited young nmarried couple
struggling to reconnect wth each other when he is

i nvalided hone fromthe war in Rose Franken’s Soldier’s

Wfe (1944). He is shocked to learn that Kate has | earned
to fend for herself and that she and her sister have
shi el ded himfrom unpl easant news, |ike Kate’s brush with
death during childbirth and Florence’ s new w dowhood.

John is terrified by Kate's newfound strength and anxi ous
about his place in civilian society and his hone.

Franken’ s conmedy and anot her Broadway play, Foxhole in the

Parl or by Elsa Shelley (1945), both anticipated the
difficulties facing soldiers and their famlies and
nei ghbors when “G I. Joe cones marching hone,” possibly in
pi eces.’

In “Prescriptions for Penelope: Literature on Wnen's
oligations to Returning Wrld War 1l Veterans,” Susan M
Hart mann argues that the denobilization period reinforced

traditional gender roles and that a “substantial body of

3

Linton Martin, “*Soldier’s Wfe’' Opens at Locust St.”
Phi | adel phia Inquirer 5 Sept. 1944.
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literature appeared” that highlighted the chall enges ex-
servi cemen woul d face and “prescri bed appropriate behavi or

n 4

and attitudes for civilians. Hartmann identifies three
t hemes that were conmon to nost of this witing: “the
critical nature of the veteran's readjustnent, the
enormty of his sacrifice, and the crucial role for wonen
in the social aspects of denobilization.” Al of these

i deas are found to sone degree in Soldier’s Wfe and

Foxhole in the Parlor, and these plays may be read as

dramatic mani festations of ideas that were extrenely
popul ar at the end of World War |11 and were explored in
many types of literature and nedi a.

Unlike plays created only a few years earlier that
urged nobilization of American famlies into war work,

Soldier’s Wfe and The Foxhole in the Parl or both adnoni sh

wonen to focus their energies on caring for their wounded

men. In Rose Franken’s Soldier’s Wfe, Captain John Rogers

conmes honme fromthe South Pacific with a belly wound, eyes
t hat have “changed,”(21) and his first gray hairs, to a
ni ne- nont h baby son he has never seen before and a wife
whom he suspects no | onger needs him John’s masculinity

and pride are also injured in action: he is di sappointed

* Susan M Hartmann, “Prescriptions for Penelope: Literature on
Worren’s Obligations to Returning Wrld War Il Veterans,” Wnen's
Studies 5 (1978) : 224.
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with hinmself for getting wounded and “pooping out” (66) on
his conrades-in-arms and he is uncertain how to act around
his spouse. He wonders if “maybe the war’s done sonet hi ng
to me. Maybe | should be a little nore of a man, or a
little less of a man” in his interactions with Kate (126).
The stakes are raised for John and Kate because the
war has al so made a celebrity of her: while he was
recuperating, John shared Kate's beautiful letters to him
with his dying best friend, Steve, who urged himto |et
the letters be made into a book. Now Kate is besieged with
publicity engagenents, job offers, and the
(unreci procated) attentions of another man. Kate chooses
marri age and not her hood over her blossom ng witing career
and fame, deciding to devote herself to John and
determned to start enlarging their famly.

Most critics found Soldier’s Wfe to be obvious in

its nmessage but charmng in its execution. Billboard's
review of the Philadel phia try-out was typical since the
critic thought “the problens faced by the returning A’s
are reduced to fairly sinple proportions” but praises the

n5

pl ay neverthel ess as “socko stage fare. The play’s

chance at success was enhanced by the fact that Rose

° Maurie Orodenker, “Soldier’s Wfe,” Billboard 4 Sept. 1944 :
23.
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Franken was well known to audiences as a witer and she
had a large, nostly femal e fan base. Franken was best
known for her serialized “Claudia” stories that were al so
made i nto novels and a play. Her C audia heroine was a
chil di sh but appealing young bride who matured when

ci rcunst ances demanded it of her. Simlarly, Kate in

Soldier’s Wfe is a girlish woman who soneti nes seens

fluttery and defensel ess but who displays unexpected
conpet ence and flashes of insight other tines.
A revealing glinpse into Kate's relationship with her
husband occurs early in act one as Kate chats with her
sister Florence. Kate has been painting a kitchen st ool
i nexpertly when Florence arrives and breaks the news that
John is com ng hone. Kate rem ni sces about another tine
she attenpted to paint furniture, an old chest of drawers
she found for John:
| forgot to warn himabout it [the wet paint on
t he bureau] and he opened it, and the knobs were
wet —you know how sticky enanel is—He gave one
yell. He turned nme right over his knee and | et
me have it—hard—Fini shes softly.) It was one of
our nicest tines.

Presumably, this speech is nmeant to be funny, not a

confession that John is abusive towards Kate. Kate accepts
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and even enjoys the spanking her husband gi ves her when
she “m sbehaves.” The sexual innuendo contained in the
anecdote is reinforced when Florence’s next line is to ask
Kat e about her baby. This story establishes John as the
paterfamlias and Kate as a m schievous girl. The gender
roles and marital dynam c established through this
exchange will be overturned later in the play when John
reali zes that Kate has grown nore capabl e and i ndependent
during his absence and he starts to feel threatened by her
new ear ni ng power.

Franken contrasts John and Kate with another couple, Peter
(a woman) and Craig. Peter is a successful editor and
Crai g, one of her ex-husbands, is a playwight who churns
out formulaic itenms for Peter’s Whnen' s Page when he needs
ready noney. Peter and Craig are witty, worldly-w se
sophi sticates who threaten Kate and John’s donestic life
on a nunber of fronts. Peter wants Kate to wite a daily
colum for her paper and oversees Kate’'s nakeover from
housewi fe to Hol |l ywood celebrity. She is also attracted
to John and subtly tries to start an affair with him
Craig is appointed to squire Kate around to parties,

di nners, and the theatre—an assignnent he initially
resents but later relishes. Peter and Craig are

chil dl ess, much divorced, cynical, and of a “different

228



wor | d” than John and Kate. John tells Peter

di sapprovingly that her society seens to be a place where
“everybody ki sses everybody el se, everybody gets narried
to everybody el se’s husband and everybody says everyt hing
stinks” (129). The dual -career ex-couple is presented as
t he kind of people Kate and John are in danger of

becom ng, until Kate decides to abandon her literary
career and asks John if they can nove to the country, buy
a dog, and have anot her baby i nstead.

As Yvone Shafer observes, Franken’s witings as a whole
and the way she constructed her identity in interviews

di splay contradictory attitudes towards wonen and
careers.® Al though sonme of Franken’s works, |ike her 1932

pl ay Anot her Language, argue that wonen are stifled by

soci al conventions and customary gender constructions, her

Claudia stories and Soldier’s Wfe reaffirmtraditional

roles and argue that marriage and not herhood matter nore
than careers. Shafer wites that Franken “liked to give
interviews in which she presented herself as a

f eat her brai ned, inpractical housewi fe who only started

writing because her husband bought her a typewiter and

® Yvone Shafer, Anerican Wnen Playwights, 1900-1950 (New York:
Peter Lang, 1995) 116.
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she thought she should do sonething with it.”” One such
interview quotes “Ms. Franken” as asserting:
| do not wite for noney . . . ny husband is a
successful professional man and it is not
necessary that | pen plays unless | amdriven to
it by ideas that sinply nust be dramatized.
Honestly, | don’t know whether | shall ever do
another play. | aminterested in entertaining
nmy friends and making a honme for Dr. Franken and
the children [she had three sons].”®
Franken did wite other plays, stories, and novels after
this 1932 interview, and she was well paid for much of it.
Per haps the death of her first husband in 1934 led her to
reeval uate the inportance of financial self-dependence.
But even after Franken remarried she earned a sizable
fortune for herself primarily by witing about artless,
selfless wves and nothers, and she was probably savvy
enough to package herself as just such a heroi ne when she
gave interviews, airily describing her literary successes

as happeni ng al nost accidentally.

" Shafer 102.

8

Robert Col eman, “Woman Author of Hit |Is Amazing Figure,” New
York Mrror 8 May 1932: 20.
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Franken’ s interview persona may al so be a

construction not entirely of her own nmaking. Soldier’s

Wfe hints that perhaps Franken's literary portraits were
framed by journalists according to their own prejudices
and the norns of the tines. 1In the play, Craig arrives to
conduct an interview and tells Florence “lI’ve perfected a
system Efficient, quick, and painless” (75). As he
“interviews” Kate he dwells on her donestic |ife and nakes
belittling assunptions, such as “you adore him|[John].

You take out his pajamas every night and open his eggs
every norning” (79), and pretends not to notice that she
responds to him*®“in cold fury’” (82). Infornmation about
femal e authors’ private lives overshadows descriptions of
their work in many articles and interviews fromthe first
half of the century, and interviews with titles |ike “Rose
Franken Says Playwiting Like Piecrust Needs Light Hand”’®
wer e probably designed to appeal to the (presuned) tastes

and i nterests of wonen subscri bers.

Rose Franken directed Soldier’s Wfe herself, and she

makes anot her conpari son between honmeneki ng and
pl aymeki ng: “For an author to wite a play and not cast

and direct it is alittle like having a baby and turning

° Hel en Ornsbee. “Rose Franken Says Playwiting Like Piecrust
Needs Light Hand.” New York Herald Tribune 28 Nov. 1943.
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it over to a nurse as soon as it’s born.”" Soldier’s Wfe

found an appreciative public and was a hit play, running

for 253 performances. It is also notable that Soldier’s

Wfe “received from Sanuel French the highest advance ever

» 11

paid [at that tine] for stock and amateur rights and was
performed in many little theatres.
Franken’s play apparently struck a chord with many
femal e spectators, as a reviewer for Cue wote:
Shoul d a woman give up a job as a wife and
nother to seek fame in “a career’? is answered
by successful career-woman Franken with a
roaring and resounding ‘No!’ to the huge and
obvi ous satisfaction of her predom nantly

f em ni ne audi ences. **

Many reviewers nention the audi ence nenbers at Soldier’s

Wfe were principally female. Sone critics, like Edwn H
Schl oss found the play predictable and trite but
neverthel ess thought it would succeed. After grousing

that the play was not really “warborn” and that “John

10

Rose Franken, “An Author’s Slings and Arrows,” New York Tines
21 Nov. 1943, sec. 2: 1. Also qtd. by Shafer 120.

11

Leo Freedman, “*Soldier’s Wfe' Sets New High for Stock
Rights,” Press Release 27 Cct. [1944]. NYPL Cippings File on
Soldier’'s Wfe.

? «“Soldier’s Wfe,” Cue 14 October 1944,
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m ght just as well returned froma business trip to

Scranton as fromconbat in the South Pacific,” Schloss

criticizes the play as a thinly-disguised remake of her

Claudia conmedy with a banal prem se:
‘Soldier’s Wfe’ revolves around a rather well -
worn axis—Is a young wife happier with a
husband and babies or with fame and a career?’
And one of the troubles is, that know ng M ss
Franken of ol d, one can guess her solution |ong
bef ore she has unwound the pink ribbon and shiny
cel | ophane and presented us with the answer
neatly wapped up in a conjugal clinch.”

Al t hough Schl oss found the play unsurprising, he thought

the play’s nmessage woul d appeal “to M ss Franken’s |arge

fem nine foll ow ng, sonme of whom may need to be assured

t hat husbands and babies are the sumof all worldly

happi ness.” This criticismis telling because it

acknow edges that some wonen may not view donesticity as

satisfying and that Franken is trying to persuade them of

its val ue.

Rose Franken said she thought about her son, a young

officer fighting in the South Pacific, as she wote her

¥ Edwin H. Schloss, “Soldier’'s Wfe' Wars Mantle of daudia,”
[ Phil adel phia Record?] 10 Sept. 1944. NYPL dippings File on
Soldier’'s Wfe.
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pl ay. She asked herself “How can we wonen nmake it easier

for them when they do come back?”™ Soldier’s Wfe, then,

is | ess about what Franken thought wonmen wanted or needed
and nore about the ways that they could help returning
soldiers transition back to civilian life. Like many
other witers in the wani ng days of the war, Franken told
wonen that they needed to repay part of the debt they owed
to men who fought for freedomin the war by relinquishing
some of their own independence in their families.”™ In the
popul ar di scourse of 1944-46, a wonan who showed patience
and devoted herself to her denpbilized husband’ s needs was
presented as doing her duty in both a marital and a
patriotic fashion.

El sa Shelley’s 1945 Foxhole in the Parlor argues for

the need to create a | asting peace after World War |
ended, but is nore successful as a plea for understanding
towards “psychoneurotic” soldiers (those suffering from
post-traumatic stress syndrone) and as an assurance to

singl e wonmen that such nen are worth loving. Foxhole in

the Parlor was Shelley’'s second Broadway play, and both

“ Donal d Kirkley, “New Conedy at Ford's,” Baltinmore Sun 18
Sept. 1944 : 10.

' See Hartmann 226-229 for a discussion of the ways that
literature ained at wonen stressed that they had an urgent job to
performin “the personal side of reconstruction” (227) and counsel ed
worren to enbrace sel f-abnegati on and subni ssi veness.

234



were dramati zations of current problens. Her first drama

was Pick-Up Grl (1944), about a “juvenile delinquent”

girl, based upon Shelley’'s observations in children’s

court. Pick-Up Grl’'s fifteen-year-old protagonist was a

girl who had casual sex wth nmen, including sailors on
shore |l eave. Shelley posits that teen prom scuity is
linked to poverty and child neglect. Although Pick-Up
Grl can be read as treating a wartime social problem
(sone teens called thenselves as “Victory girls” when they
dated nmen in uniform, Shelley believed that “juvenile

del i nquency, so-called, existed before the war and it wll

» 16

exi st after the war. Foxhole in the Parlor, however,

centers around the inpact war has on veterans and
civilians. Shelley was inspired to wite it after visiting
patients in an Arny psychiatric hospital, leading critic
Wlella Waldorf to | abel Shelley a “theatri cal

opportunist” since “[l]ast season . . . she amassed an
alarmng collection of court records and proceeded to
conpile a case history called “Pick-Up Grl’” and now has
“done sone research anong psychiatrists at Arny hospitals

17

and energed with ‘Foxhole in the Parlor’”. Bot h Pick-Up

® Elsa Shelley, “Author of ‘Pick-Up Grl’ Ex-Actress, Boston
Post 22 Apr. 1944.

Y Wlella Waldorf. *“Foxhole in the Parlor Never Gets Bel ow the
Surface.” New York Post 24 May 1945 : 24.
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Grl and Foxhole in the Parlor are exanples of using

theatre to exam ne contenporary issues, and young wonen’s
sexuality is an inportant notif in each play.

Shelley treats the “pick-up girl’s” sexual activity

as a problem but her slightly ol der heroine in Foxhole in

the Parl or uses her body and her love to try to rescue an

injured soldier. Vicki King, described as “about 20,” is
a sexy artists’ nodel who falls in love with a returning
sol dier sent home fromthe war to recover. The veteran,
Dennis Patterson, is not physically wounded, but

psychol ogically scarred after spending six weeks in a
Cerman POW canp, witnessing the death of his best friend,
and being ordered to abandon his friend s corpse under
heavy fire. Dennis, who was fornmerly a professional
pianist, is a sensitive man who had a battlefield
breakdown. Dennis is obsessed by the need to try to
articulate his conviction that war nust never happen
again, in away that will persuade |eaders to listen. H's
chances at recovery and resuming a normal |ife depend upon
the wonen in his life: Vicki and nei ghbor Ann Austen.

Vi cki and Ann are patient, caring, and understanding in
the face of Dennis’ anguish, while his sister, Kate, is
nortified that her brother is “insane” and seeks to commt

himto an asylum Vicki believes that “if you /ove a
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person you're a better nurse for himthan if you have
years of training and don’t love him”* Al though she is
shocked to hear “Dennis was in a hospital for nental cases
only” Vicki’s belief in his sanity and her |ove for him
are unwavering, and she |listens when Ann urges, “You nust
save him” (76). Vi cki asks Dennis to go away wth her
to her parent’s house in the countryside as a way of
el uding Kate and her plans for involuntary conmtnent.
Vi cki stops short of asking Dennis to marry her, but
assures himthat she I oves himand wants to be with him
Comm tment —both in terns of threatened hospitalization and
in ternms of transformng a sexual relationship into a
partnershi p—+s a potent force in this play.”

Critics who comented on Shell ey’ s handling of
Denni s’ struggle to comunicate his vision for the future

were generally dismssive of the play. The New Yorker

critic, for instance, thought Shelley “has made an earnest

and certainly conmendabl e plea for a really pernmanent

18

El sa Shelley, Foxhole in the Parlor (New York: Dramatist’s,
1946) 41. Al subsequent references to this script will be cited
parent hetically.

“ The plot discussed above cones fromthe 1946 published
version of the play, which Shelley revised to reflect the way the war
actually ended—with references to atons bonbs and Japan’s surrender
that were still three nonths away when the play opened in May 1945.

In the original production, Dennis escaped his sister’s plans for him
by acconpanyi ng Senator Bowen (Ann’s father) to a peace conference.
The Senator is also a character in the published version, but he does
not serve as a device to deliver Dennis from Kate.
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peace,” but that “her political theory is either dreany or
el ementary.”* On the other hand, some critics recognized
that the value of this play was not its political nessage
but its personal one. Witing in his “These Days” col umm

about Foxhole in the Parlor, George E. Sokol sky w shed:

every parent and wife and sweetheart of a
returning soldier would go to see this play,
because they nust realize that this soldier is
normal as their kin will be normal. . . . |
wat ched half a theater full of soldiers. |
listened to their talk between the acts. |
heard one describe to another his own experience
with conbat fatigue . . . . And the noral of it
all is that we need to learn to | et these boys
have their say no matter how silly what they say
may sound to our inexperienced ears.

Sokol sky’ s hope that “every parent and wi fe and sweet heart

of a returning soldier” wuld see Foxhole in the Parl or

attests to ways that the problens of veterans’ adjustnents
woul d necessarily involve their famlies and he exhorts
his readers to take seriously things that the veterans (or

the playwight) say that mght “sound silly.”

“ Untitled New Yorker clipping, 2 June 1945, NYPL C i ppings
file on Foxhole in the Parlor.
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The reviews of Foxhole in the Parlor were tepid,

general ly praising Montgonery Cift’s performance as
Dennis (he had al so pl ayed the wounded sol dier-son in

Lillian Hell man’s The Searching Wnd the year before) but

handi ng few conplinents to its author. Foxhole in the

Parlor ran for 45 performances on Broadway (at a tinme when
100 performances was the benchmark for a “hit” show).

Li ke Yankee Point in the |last chapter, Foxhole in the

Parlor is not an inportant work of literature or a play
with a significant production history, but rather an
interesting exanple of a play that illumnates a specific

moment in history. Foxhole in the Parlor counsel ed

under st andi ng towards veterans and the enotional baggage
t hey woul d unpack in hones across the country.

At first glance, Soldier’s Wfe and Foxhole in the

Parl or seemsimlar in the ways they urge wonen to devote
thenmsel ves to their shattered nen. A mmjor difference,

however, is that Soldier’s Wfe is even npbre conservative

inits construction of male/fermale relationships. Wen
Kat e deci des to abandon her burgeoning career, John
coments that she “put her nickel in the slot and hit the
j ack-pot and all you want back is your nickel,” to which
Kate answers, “And my husband if you don’t mnd” (163).

The play closes with Kate nendi ng and handi ng John a | anp
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to fix—+he sanme one she proudly repaired in his absence.
The gesture reinscribes the gender roles that John and

Kat e each played before the war. 1n Foxhole in the

Parlor, Vicki never decides to abandon nodeling, and she
sleeps with Dennis wi thout asking for a ring. She gives
him “l ove-therapy” (41) and listens to him and her
attentions allow Dennis to break through his artist’s

bl ock and play the piano again. Instead of trying to nake
a baby with Dennis, Vicki is helping himnmake art. In both

pl ays wonmen choose supporting roles, but Foxhole in the

Parlor is sonewhat | ess conventional in its treatnent of
rel ati onshi ps bet ween wonen and nen.

VWhile Soldier’s Wfe and Foxhole in the Parlor

expl ored changi ng gender dynam cs, the anxiety surroundi ng
wonen’ s greater independence, and returning veterans’

probl ens, other plays of the era questioned prevailing
norns in race relations and the added difficulties African
Ameri cans veterans faced when they were denobilized. The
next case study exam nes a play that argues that Anmerica

| acked a plan to reconvert black soldiers and grant them
the basic |liberties they had supposedly been fighting for

in Wrld War |1.
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Raci sm and the Returning African Anerican Soldier: On

VWi t ran Avenue

ED:. | don’t know a nice way of saying you can
fight for your country but you can't live

init.*

Ed Tilden is a nice mddl e-aged white liberal in

Maxi ne Whod’ s 1946 Broadway play On Wi tman Avenue who

t hi nks he believes in equality for all Americans but finds
his principles tested when he returns froma trip to

di scover his daughter, Toni, has rented their upstairs
apartnment to an African Anerican veteran and his famly.
Til den recogni zes the hypocri sy between believing in
ideals and failing to act upon them and has the decency
to be ashaned of hinself for w shing Toni had not decided
to make their home the front line of an integration battle
inthe “all-white, all-Amrerican comunity of Lawndale, a
M dwest ern subur ban devel opnent (66).

When On Wit man Avenue opened, it was characterized

as a play about tolerance and/or the postwar housing

shortage rather than a war play per se. Yet the fact that

* Maxi ne Whod, On Wi tman Avenue, Acting ed. (New York:
Dramatists Play Service, 1948) 56. Al further references to this
script will be cited parenthetically.
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the | eading African Anerican character is an ex-serviceman
is crucial to the plot. The character of David Bennett is
a former Seabee who saved the Iife of Toni’s fiancé, Bob,
in the Pacific, earning hima Purple Heart. Throughout
the play the patriotic rhetoric of American wartine
obj ectives is juxtaposed against the threats, racial
slurs, and hysterical fears of Lawndale s “upright”
citizens. The gaps between American idealism professed
Christian values and actual practice is constantly
hi ghlighted. Even the street where the Tildens live is
named after poet Walt Witman, whose |ine “Thunder on!
Stride on, Denocracy! Strike with vengeful stroke!” is
ironically quoted in the play during a scene when angry
nei ghbors gather to persuade the Tildens to evict their
new tenants (36).

Maxi ne Whod (the pen nane of Maxine Finsterwal d) was
not an African Anerican herself; instead, she was a
progressi ve-m nded white Northern woman, much |ike Ton
Tilden in her play. She grew up in Detroit and was

inspired by events in her honmetown to wite On Wit nman

Avenue:
At the tinme of the race riots in Detroit | was
wor ki ng on a characterization for a play |

wanted to wite about what woul d happen after
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the war, when the nmen who went out to fight for
the four freedons came honme to find existent the
very things agai nst which they thought they were
fighting.*

On Whitman Avenue is full of exanples of mainstream

society’s hypocrisy towards African Anmerican sol diers.
Not only do the sol diers who fought for “the four
freedons” find that society as a whole has changed little,
but they also discover sone of their mlitary benefits are
unavail able to them For exanple, the shortcom ngs of the
@ Bill are part of the play. David tries to register at
his local university only to be told, “So sorry, our quota
of Negroes is filled” (42). David wants to study
architecture and help to build a new world, but instead
takes a job as a | aborer denolishing his old nei ghborhood.
Wod' s play was criticized for its inability to offer
a concrete solution to restricted covenants, segregation,
and racial hatred. Yet she does offer hope that young
peopl e m ght make change possible. Toni Tilden is
depicted as an idealistic college student who believes,
“You can’t think one way and act another” (24). David

Bennett, played by Canada Lee (who al so produced the

* Eugene Fields, “Author of Broadway Hit Asserts Intolerance

Nunber One Problem” Exanminer [city?] 17 May 1946.
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play), is portrayed as a potential |eader of future Cvil
Ri ghts struggles. One of the nost poignant parts of the
play is the spontaneous friendship that starts to bl ossom
bet ween Toni and David’'s younger brothers over a nutual
ent husi asm for nodel airplanes until the white boy,
Johnnie, is called a “nigger lover” and roughed up by five
of his supposed friends. Forced to prove his loyalty to
his cohorts and his race, Johnnie not only breaks off his
friendship with Oanen, but al so stonps on the other boy’s
pri zed handmade nodel plane. The author suggests that
cross-racial friendships such as the one enjoyed by Toni,
Bob, and David, or the initial camaraderie of the two
young boys, are the first steps towards nutual

under standi ng and al | i ance bui | di ng.

When On Wit mran Avenue opened in May of 1946, it was

the | ast of several “tol erance” plays presented that
season in New York.* Although it had received excell ent
notices during a try-out in Detroit, nost New York critics
panned t he production, conplaining that Maxi ne Wod’ s good

intentions did not equal good playwiting. One critic

23

Magnum i ncl udes Deep Are the Roots by Arnaud d Usseau and
James Gow (1945), Arthur Laurents’ Hone of the Brave (1945), Jeb by
Robert Ardrey (1946), and Don Appell’s This, Too, Shall Pass (1946)
along with On Whitman Avenue in her discussion of plays fromthis
season about racial prejudice; sone of the plays |isted above are
actual ly about anti-Semtism Valerie Beth Mangum “Anerican
Attitudes Towards War as Reflected in American Drama, 1773-1946."
Diss., Uof Texas at Austin, 1947: 520-526.
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found the piece “too talky for M. and Ms. Average

n 24

Pl aygoer . Even the generally supportive critic of the

Daily Wirker observed that he “should have |liked to see

the Negro fam |y have nore of an inpact on the action; it
remai ns, dramatically, too nuch on the receiving end.””
Admttedly, this white-authored script is not a Gvil
Rights play froman African American point of view, as

Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun would be in 1959.

The set design for On Wiitman Avenue’s Broadway production

even underscores this: the Tilden’s living roomhas its
fourth wall renoved, allow ng audi ence nenbers to see into
their hone, but the Bennett’s apartnent upstairs has an
intact exterior wall, nmaking invisible details of the
African American famly’'s life.

Yet a fewcritics realized that dramatizing white
fears was this play’s real intent. Arthur Pollack of the

Br ookl yn Eagl e said the dranm:

will nore often than not be described as a
play on “the Negro question,” but it is really a
play on the white “question.” It is the white

m nd and white way of thinking about Negroes

24

Robert Col eman, “ ‘On Wiitnman Ave.’ M sses Target, New York
Mrror 9 May 1946.

*® Samuel Sillen, “ “On Wiitman Avenue’ Hits Jim Crow Hard,”
Daily Worker 10 May 1946.
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that are graphically dissected. And the scene
is not the South . . . . [but] a very nice,
respectable community in the North. The play is
about us.”*
Anot her reviewer related how “I overheard a man say to his
conpani on, as he stood and appl auded, for four curtain
calls, ‘Seeing this play nakes ne feel ashaned |’ m
white.””” Reviews such as these were in the nminority,
however; nost critics gave the play negative notices
despite an enthusiastic response from audi ence nenbers on
openi ng night. For exanple, Ward Morehouse of the New

York Sun called On Wii t man Avenue “too nuch of a

preachnment for good theatre” and Wod' s playwiting “naive

and obvious,” and PMDaily’s Louis Kronenberger titled his

review “A Vital Thenme Is Il Handl ed.”?

The negative reviews to On Wii tman Avenue pronpted a

flurry of retorts by sone African Americans and |iberal or
soci alist whites, such as Roosevelt’s colum quoted at the

begi nning of this chapter. Eugene Konecky, a |eader of

® Arthur Pollock, “ *On Witman Avenue’ at the Cort Theatre
Provi des Exciting Evening,” Brooklyn Eagle 9 May 1946.

? Ral ph Matthews, “‘Whitman Avenue Lands Solid Punch Agai nst
Hate,” unsourced article in NYPL scrapbook on On Witman Avenue.

* Ward Morehouse, “The New Play,” New York Sun, 9 May 1946 and
Loui s Kronenberger, “A Vital Theme is Ill Handled,” PMDaily [New
York] 10 May 1946.
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the International Wrkers Order, took out a full-page

advertisement on May 17 in the Daily Wrker, responding to

Kronenberger’s review and claimng that the audi ence’s

reaction to On Wii tman Avenue rival ed the openi ng ni ght of

The Cradle WII Rock. A few days later PMprinted nearly

a dozen letters from audi ence nenbers either applauding or
condemi ng Kronenberger’s review. Ludlow W Wrner,

witing for the New York Age pointed out that in many

i nstances “dramati c productions displaying Negroes in
roles other than nenials or clowns are being regarded as

) 29

‘bel ow st andard by mai nstreamcritics.
But perhaps the nost scathing critique of the professional
theatre critics canme from Afri can Anerican actress and

Peopl e’ s Voice Theatrical Editor Fredi Wshi ngton:

| amcomng to the conclusion that nost of the
boys have becone cynical, or downright |azy, or
tired of going to the theatre, or . . . in the
best fascist tradition, have agreed on an
unwitten plan to kill with a stroke of their
pens any play which tends to dramati ze the
probl ens of the people and in particular the

probl ens invol ving the Negro.

29

Ludl ow W Lerner, “Across the Desk,” New York Age 18 May

1946.
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Washi ngton of fered her “synpathy” to Ward Morehouse,
saying it must have been painful “to sit and watch
yourself stripped of your phony liberalism” and concl uded
her colum with “You' ve made us mad, boys, and we don’t
intend to sit by and see you close to us an avenue which
m ght very well serve to cure some of our ills.”™

Washi ngton’s colum is a triple inversion of the usua
critical and social conventions: she is an actor
criticizing the critics’ performance, a woman standi ng up
to men, and an African American calling grown white nal es
“boys.”

On Wit man Avenue did not close quickly after it

recei ved poor press reviews; instead, the controversy
created by the critics and their respondents probably

hel ped to extend the run. African Anerican and Labor
presses urged their readers to see the play, and producer
Canada Lee plugged the show during radio interviews and
generated publicity by offering free tickets to people who
openly supported restrictive covenants. A public forumto
di scuss the play with the author, director Margo Jones,
and African Anerican | eaders such as NAACP attorney

Thur good Marshall was held in Harlem The production ran

for 148 performances before closing.

*® Fredi Washington, “Fredi Says,” People’'s Voice 18 May 1946.
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In On Witman Avenue, Toni is distraught that her

fam |y and nei ghbors have participated in a “lynching bee,
Northern style” (43) by forcing David's famly to nove
out. Towards the play’'s end, David tells her to “Cheer
up. There are plenty of battles ahead. This was just a
skirmsh” (72). Wod s play may not offer solutions to
deep-seated racial problens, but it accurately predicts
that many battles for equality still lay ahead. The final
case study in this chapter is also a prophetic play that
anti ci pates another major social issue of the postwar

period: the challenge of controlling the atom

Pedagogy and Prophecy: E=nt’* A Living Newspaper About the
At om c Age

ATOM (Atom breaks into mani acal | aughter.)
Pause) Ch dear, |'mso awfully sorry—that
happens all the tine. There' s nothing I
can do about it, either. You see |I’'ma
dual personality. Hyde and Jekyll, you
know. | can’t control nyself. O her
peopl e have to do it for nme—But will they?
That’ s the question. You want to see what
| look like? Well you can’t—+t woul d be

agai nst nature.
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STAGE MANAGER: Now just a nmonent, Atom It may
be agai nst nature for you to show yourself,
but it’s against theatre for an actor to
stay cooped up in a box all night. Actor’s
Equity wouldn’t allowit, in the first
pl ace. And an audi ence—thi s audi ence—any
audi ence) —~aoul dn’t stand for it.

ATOM Then what are we going to do? All these
scientists out there will get up and | eave
the mnute | pop out—-because they know |’ m

invisible.*

Thi s exchange from Hal lie Flanagan’s 1947 Living
Newspaper E=nt’ contains both of the play’ s central
conceits that allow atom c energy and the issues
concerning its uses to be dramati zed i n an unabashedly
theatrical way. The first is the personification of the
atom as an engagi ng but out-of-control schizophrenic,
capabl e of unl eashing death and destruction on a gl obal
scal e and of creating utopia—a world with plentiful

i nexpensi ve food and energy and m racul ous new nedi cal

31

Hal | i e Fl anagan Davis, assisted by Sylvia Gassel and Day
Tuttle, E=nt’ A Living Newspaper About the Atonmic Age (New York:
Sanuel French, 1948) 25. Al subsequent references to this script
will be cited parenthetically.

250



advances. As imagi ned by Flanagan and her col | aborators,
Atom i s ant hroponor phi zed as an unruly young woman who

m ght either eradicate the planet or marvel ously transform
it and whose actions nust be controlled. (The sexism
inherent in this depiction will be discussed later in this
section.) Second, Atom and the conpl ex social and
scientific issues that surround her will be portrayed in a
frankly theatrical way that calls upon audi ence nenbers to
suspend their disbelief (in things |ike visible, talKking,
cartwheeling Atons, for instance) in order to understand
the barrage of facts and concepts the play presents. The
St age Manager is both narrator and pageant master, acting
as a nmaster of cerenonies and facilitating nmany of the
play’s effects. Wen Atomis first brought onstage she is
hi dden in a box, and the Stage Manager tries to convince
her that it is anti-theatrical to remain invisible (even
if technically correct) and he calls to a stagehand to
haul away Atom s box, saying “there’s nore than one way of
rel easing atom c energy—and this is the theatre way!”

(26). The box is raised into the flies and Atom energes,
turning cartwheel s and handsprings as she explains in
layman’s terns the theories of atomc structure that

earned Ni el s Bohr the Nobel Prize (27).
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Taki ng conplicated i deas and contenporary issues and
presenting themin an accessi ble, appealing theatrical
context is part of the pedagogical intent of Living
Newspapers. The formwas used by groups |ike the Blue
Bl ouses follow ng the Russian Revolution to teach ordinary
citizens about inportant issues, and its adoption in
Depression-era America was one of the nost noteworthy (and
not ori ous, according to some conservative critics)

i nnovations of the Federal Theatre Project (FTP) during
its four-year lifespan (1935-39). Hallie Flanagan was the
head of the FTP and had al so dramatized (along with
Margaret Ellen Cifford) an agitprop play about farners

entitled Can You Hear Their Voices? in 1931 while she was

teachi ng at Vassar College.*” After the FTP' s funding was
wi t hdrawn, Fl anagan returned to Vassar and soon joined the
faculty at Smth College in Northanpton, Mssachusetts.

G ven Flanagan’s previous work with agitprop drama and the
Ameri can public’s voracious appetite for information about
atomc matters follow ng the drop of the bonbs on

Hi roshi ma and Nagasaki in 1945, the creation of a Living
Newspaper about atom c energy nust have seened |like a

| ogi cal step. According to an interview wth Sylvia

* Rachel France, ed., A Century of Plays by American Wonen,
(New York: Richards Rossen, 1979) 87.

252



Gassel (who is credited with assisting Flanagan on E=nt?)
however, she, not Flanagan, canme up with the initial
concept. Gassel said she had read Hiroshima by John
Hersey (a bestselling journalistic book that first
appeared as the entire August 31, 1946 issue of the New_
Yorker) just before she canme to Smth, and that she
proposed a Living Newspaper on atom c energy. Flanagan
apparently liked the idea and told her to devote her
office time (Gassel worked part-tine as Flanagan’'s
secretary) on the project, which Gassel did throughout the
summer of 1947. (Gassel said that Flanagan |ater took
control over the script because she “felt it had potenti al
val ue as a producible play, possibly on Broadway.”*

Fl anagan received primary credit for the play when it was
produced and published, and Gassel, along with Day Tuttle,
was |isted as an assistant. |ssues of authorship and
ownership were likely contested, however, because Gassel
apparently rejected her initial allocation of royalties
and insisted, as a condition of signing her contract with

publ i sher Samuel French, that she receive half, with

* Robert David Hostetter, The American Nuclear Theatre, 1946-
1984,” Diss., Northwestern University, 1985: 91. The information he
cites about the genesis of the play and Fl anagan’s possible motives
for assuming control over the play are according to a personal
i nterview he conducted with Sylvia Gassel on 6 Jan. 1984 and shoul d
be read in that |ight.
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Fl anagan and Tuttle dividing the other half.* Throughout
this section E=nt’ is referred to as authored by Fl anagan
since she was |isted as the primary creator, but it should
be acknow edged that researching and witing the play was
a col | aborative project.

As a Living Newspaper, E=nt’ was constructed from and
informed by many different types of sources. The program
fromits original Smith Coll ege production notes that the
i nformati on used was “gat hered from books, magazi nes, and
newspapers, Arny and Navy correspondence and intervi ews
with public officials and others who have been in the
spotlight of the news events portrayed,” along with a
sel ective bibliography and the prom se that a detailed
bi bl i ography was available for consultation in the theatre
departnent’s office. The vast anounts of source nateri al
were distilled down into an episodic play that explai ned
atom c theory, provided a history of the atom and
expl ored sonme of the nobst urgent issues facing both
national |eaders and ordinary citizens concerning atonic
weapons and energy. In addition, portions of two other

2

pl ays are found in E=nt”: an excerpt from Wngs Over

* Carbon copies of correspondence regarding the French contract
are in the Hallie Flanagan papers in the NYPL Perfornmng Arts
Li brary.
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Europe, a 1928 play that antici pated the invention of atom

splitting technol ogy, and a condensation of Pilot Lights

of the Apocal ypse (1946), a short cautionary one-act by

physi ci st Loius N. Ri denour about a projected gl obal
atomic arns race. As Hostetter observes, E=nt’is
structured around two broad topics: “the history and
nature of atom c energy (Act |I) and the question of who
shall control it (Act I1)”.*

Li ving Newspapers usually had a “little man”
character whose questions about a contenporary problem
provi ded the pretext for discussing the issue’s causes,
hi story, human costs, and potential solutions.®* E=nt*s
“little man” was a boy naned Henry whose interest in
science fiction nagazi nes and radi o shows provided him
with a rudi nentary understandi ng of atom c physics; nuch
of the play is franed as the education of Henry. A few
ot her characters provide continuity throughout the play:
Atom the Stage Manager; a Professor; and Cio, the Mise
of history, depicted as a vibrant young woman on roller
skates. The rest of the roles are small and played by a

| arge flexible cast of actors.

* Hostetter 101.

*® Oscar G Brockett and Franklin J. Hildy, History of the
Theatre, 9" ed. (Boston: Allyn and Bacon 2003) 462.
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Per haps the nost interesting and probl ematic
characterization was the depiction of Atomas an appeal i ng
but unruly young worman who needs to be “controlled.”
Atomi s dual personality was designed to invoke the bonb’s
capacity for nmassive destruction as well as the prom se of
m racul ous new technol ogi es that could be devel oped from
atom c energy. Charles A Carpenter is especially
critical of “this frenetic, com c-book figure,” and
believes “its striking lack of congruity with the concept
it represents would disturb discrimnating spectators and

37

hanmper the teaching function of the play.” Carpenter’s
difficulties wth the Atonis concept springs fromthe fact
t hat she describes herself as having “hypomani ¢ nmonents”
and threatens to “go into fission at any mnute,” (74)
when real atonms are static unless set in notion.™
Contenporary critics who saw the Smth production

however, were nore inclined to |ike the depiction of Atom

The critic for the Hol yoke Transcri pt-Tel egramfound “The

choice of a dynamc girl to represent the atomwas a nost

happy one, and the portrayal of Atom the split

¥ Charles A Carpenter, Dramatists and the Bomb: Anerican and
British Playwights Confront the Nuclear Age, 1945-1964,
Contributions in Drana and Theatre Studies 91 (Wstport, CT:
Greenwood, 1999) 36.

*® Carpenter 35.
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personality girl, by Sylvia Short, is one of the factors
in the play’'s incredible liveliness,” and a New York
critic thought Atomwas “a nost charmng if diabolic young
| ady, ebulliently acted.® Quite probably the actress’
performance of her role rather than the way it was witten
made this character appeal to spectators in a way that
cannot be assessed by nerely reading the script. Wen
E=nt’® was performed in 1948 by the Experinental Theatre,
reviewers were | ess enthusiastic about the Atom character
and the actress who portrayed her. One of the critics
said of the Experinmental Theatre, “Where they go wong to
begin wwth is in trying to popularize their subject by a
device that often vulgarizes it—the personification of the
atom as a beautiful bl onde about to burst her acrobat’s
tights.”* This description suggests that Atomin the
Experimental Theatre production was particularly
vol uptuous or sexual, or at l|least that the reviewer found
her to be so.

Hal | i e Fl anagan wote in her “Notes to Directors of

E=nt®” (at the end of the Samuel French Acting edition)

* “Smith Theatre Dept. Does Good Job Wth Tough Assignment,”
Hol yoke Transcript-Tel egram 12 Dec. 1947 and George Freedley, “Hallie
Fl anagan Davis’ Newest |dea Adds Up to Terrific Night in Theater,”
New York Mborning Tel egraph 15 Dec. 1947.

“L.B., “Experinmental Goup Ofers ‘E-nc2,’ Dealing Wth
Chal | enge of Atomic Energy to Survival,” New York Tinmes 16 June 1948.
Also qtd. by Hostetter 103.
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that “For the initial production it seened best to have
Atom pl ayed by a girl, but the part could be played with
equal effectiveness and with few changes of text, by a
man” (84). Hostetter challenges this statenment by

poi nting out ways Atom s characterization is “part of the

whol e fabric of the play . . . . based on sophonoric
cuteness,” and that “to sinply cast a man . . . could work
agai nst the tone of nobst of the show.” Another part of

the play depicts a beautiful fermale allegorical character
call ed Power who is eagerly courted by a bevy of suitors:
Arny, Navy, Business Man, Politician, and Professor, nost
of whom rem nd her how nmuch noney they spend on her as

t hey dance to honky-tonk music. Besides the ways that the
script specifically constructs Atom as a vivaci ous young
woman and Power as a gl anbrous m stress, atom c things
were often depicted as fem nine or even erotic in other
popul ari zations of the tine. Spencer Wart discusses how
historically “al chem sts had specifically synbolized
matter as female,” and that later nmen |ike Francis Bacon
spoke of trying to “’master,’ ‘disrobe,’ and ‘penetrate’ a
fem ni ne Nature, and that such i nnuendos and “netaphors of
aggressive pursuit” transferred to twentieth century

descriptions of atom c research, such as “probing” the
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» 41

atom s “innernbst secrets. Q her sexy “atom c”
associ ations included a swinsuit nodel captioned in Life
as the “Anatom c Bonb,” and the Bi kini sw nmsuit, naned
after an island where atomi c weapons were tested.®

If Atomis gendered as female in E=nt’, another
characteristic she shares with real and fictional wonen of
the era is that many people try to demlitarize and
donesticate her, deploying her fromher wartine job, but
enpl oying her in constructing a new future. Atom c energy
is enthusiastically described in the play as having the
potential to give the world plentiful power, bountiful
crops, and lifesaving nedical treatnents—+f only she can
be controlled. E=nc’posits that atomc energy is too
inmportant to be left up to a fewmlitary and politica
| eaders to control and that |earning about and taking
responsibility for the atomis everyone' s business.

The Smith Col |l ege production of E=nt’ i nvol ved
students, professors, and townspeople in its |arge cast

and it likew se attracted both coll ege and conmunity

menbers to its performances. The Smth Alumae Quarterly

reported that unsolicited letters fromall types of

* Spencer R Weart, Nuclear Fear: A History of |mages
(Canbri dge, MA: Harvard UP, 1988) 57-58, 125.

** Paul Boyer, By the Bonb’s Early Light: American Thought and
Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age. (New York: Pantheon, 1985)
11-12.
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audi ence nenbers (such as coll ege students, professors,

and scientists) arrived after the show and attested to the

i nportance and appeal of the show. Another audi ence

menber’ s reaction was published as a short itemin the New

Yorker “Talk of the Town” section:
A lady who saw the Smth Col | ege play about
atom c energy, ‘E Equals MC Squared,’ reports it
to be illumnating. She said she never
understood the trenendous energy potential of a
chain reaction until she saw a group of Smth
girls illustrating it in a ballet.”®

E=nt’ used dance, hunor, and energetic perfornmances as

wel | as didactic denonstrations to educate its audi ences

about atom c energy in an entertaining fashion. The idea

that atom c energy could be used for non-mlitary uses was

a nessage that was just beginning to be spread through

public information and education drives, nmaking this play

somewhat in the vanguard of the “Atons for Peace”

canpai gns that took place in the late forties and early

fifties.

® “Talk of the Town,” New Yorker, otherw se unsourced clipping
in Hallie Flanagan Papers, NYPL.
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STAGE MANAGER: The war ended—and al nost at

once the threat of another war began (43).

At the conclusion of the first act of E=nt? the

St age Manager alludes to the start of the Cold War as wel |l

as to struggles over the atonis possession and control.

By 1950, the United States was involved in the Korean

conflict. Unlike the generation following Wrld War |

the post-World War Il era allowed little tinme for

reflection. Witing in early 1947, Mangum argued that the

Wrld War 11 woul d probably generate its best play(s) in a

few nore years:
A man who has been through a hol ocaust does not
care to see its flanmes sustained so that others
may understand his pain. Instead he would | et
t hem cool and his burns heal so that he hinself
may | ook back and arrive at sonme understandi ng
of those who set the fires and their reasons for
setting them at sone explanation of what has
been cl eansed or left sooted by the white heat
of the flanes.™

Arguably, the political events that followed hard on the

heels of World War |l left little tinme for flanmes to cool,

“ Mangum 527- 8.
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burns to heal, and new plays to get witten. Qher than

The Diary of Anne Frank (1956), adapted by Frances

Goodrich and Al bert Hackett, and a handful of |ighter

wor ks |i ke Rogers and Hanmerstein’s nusical South Pacific

(1949), few Wrld War Il plays were witten (by either
mal e or female playwights) in the United States in the

5

first decade after E=nt’.® Mdst Hol ocaust plays witten
in the United States appeared in the 1970s and 1980s.
Hol | ywood, not Broadway, told nost of the soldiers’ battle
stories.

Yet the three case studies in this chapter do
address ideas that would becone major social and political

i ssues during the next generation. Wile Kate in

Soldier’s Wfe happily chooses to devote herself to her

husband and hone instead of her career, questions about
wonen’s rights and roles continued to |Iinger and expl oded
back into mainstream di scourse with works |ike Betty

Fri edan’s 1963 book The Femi ni ne Mysti que. Davi d

Bennett’s famly m ght have been forced off Witnman

“ A few plays after 1947 like Mster Roberts(1948), Billy Budd
(1951), Hatful of Rain (1955) and Tine Limt (1956) have troubl ed
veterans as characters. Bruce MConachie argues in Anerican Theatre
in the Cold War: Producing and Contesting Containment, 1947-1962,
Studies in Theatre History and Culture (lowa City: U of lowa P) that
after 1950 nost of the characters he terns “Enpty Boys” were not
mlitary veterans but survivors of other types of stressful
situations (66).
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Avenue, but the character’s observation that “there are
plenty of battles ahead” in the struggle for Cvil R ghts
antici pated wat ershed events in the next decade like the
Suprene Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education deci sion
and the nmurder of Emrett Till the follow ng year. Both of
t hese plays can be seen as artifacts of the “period of
retrogression” that followed the war. E=nt® docunents the
vaci |l lating optim smand anxi ety about the future that

unl eashi ng the atom wought, and suggests ways nucl ear
weapons woul d alter future discussions about war and
peace. None of the plays in this chapter are literary
gens, but all of themgrappled with issues that mattered

in the md-1940s and wel |l beyond.
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Concl usi on

Al t hough few of the plays in this dissertation are
likely to be prine candidates for revival, reading them
today can be startlingly relevant. | began this project
before the Septenber 11, 2001 attacks on the Wirld Trade
Center and Pentagon. Now as | wite this, the United
States is engaged in a broadly defined “War on Terror” and
has i nvaded bot h Afghanistan and Iraq. As | was taking
notes on E=nt’ | was struck by the foll owi ng passage:

STRANGER: Are we sticking to the machi nery that
nations set up for national accord? O are
we only half-heartedly trying to make it
work while at the sane tinme we keep saying
it never will? Are we thinking of oil in
Iran? Bases in the Pacific? Are we trying
to understand the way we | ook to other
nations or are we thinking only of the way
ot her nations | ook to us? (72).

When | | ooked down at ny notes | realized | had typed “oi

inlrag” instead of “lran,” and | think this was nore than
just a typographical error: it represented the inaginative
leap | nade as | read this play fromm vantage point over

a half century later. War plays, |ike nost political
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performances, have the potential to speak to us in our own
times as nuch as they reveal the anxieties or hopes of
people in earlier tines.

For a fem nist scholar, the journey from War Brides

to Soldier’s Wfe may be depressing or devolutionary.

However, fem nist schol arship should not only concern
itself with exenplary exanples fromthe past, it also
needs to include consideration of wonen’s witings that
are not fem nist, since such works can at the very | east
illumnate the status quo that fem nists sought to change.
In general, Wrld War | plays by wonen are nore pacifi st
and nore progressive, while Wrld War Il plays are nore
supportive of the war effort and tend towards
conservati sm However, conparing characters, ideas, and
t hemes across chapters reveals other patterns as well.
Several war plays have defiant wonen as protagoni sts.

Joan’s rejection of maternity in War Brides, Mdeline’s

determ nation not to keep silent in the face of injustice

in Inheritors, and Toni’s single-handed attenpt at

integration On Wit man Avenue are all exanples of young

wonen fighting to make a better world. None of these
characters is rebelling against an individual man; they
are all fighting systemc injustices. Traditional wonen

peopl e many of these plays as well. Supportive spouses
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i nclude Sarah in Watch on the Rhine, Polly in Over Twenty-

One, Kate in Soldier's Wfe, and Ann in Foxhole in the

Parlor. Sone wonen are depicted as suffering nothers; the
Mot her in War Brides, Katherine in Mdloch, Nan in Mne

Eyes Have Seen, and the Wdow Cagle in Sun-Up all |ose

their children to war in a literal sense, and Emly in The

Searching Wnd and Kate Tilden in On Whitnan Avenue are

di sl i kabl e characters who estrange their children
Gender is not the only category of analysis that may
be applied to these plays. Many treat sol diers’

disabilities wth synpathy. Samin The Searching Wnd

and John in Soldier’s Wfe are both physically wounded.

O hers cone home fromwar with invisible traumas, |ike the

shel | -shocked Straggler in Stragglers in the Dust or

Dennis in Foxhole in the Parlor. Dennis, with his burning

need to tell the world to make a permanent peace is |ike

the Across the Border soldier, but he lives to tell his

story. |Issues of race and class are found in several of
the plays, too. The rights and responsibilities of
African Anerican soldiers or veterans are central to Mne

Eyves Have Seen, Aftermath, Straqgglers in the Dust and On

Wi t man Avenue. Like many African Anerican sol dier

characters, the rural white Rufe in Sun-Up is poor and
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di senfranchi sed but decides to fight for his country
anyway.
Many of the World War Il plays are concerned with

wonen and warti ne wor k—~Yankee Poi nt, Over Twenty-One,

Soldier’s Wfe, and to a |l esser extent, Foxhole in the

Parl or. These four plays resenble general trends in
advertising, filnms, and governnent publications that urged
Anmerican “Rosies” into war work for the duration of Wrld
War 1l and exhorted themto return to their famlies when
their husbands cane honme. But the heroines of these plays
have careers or avocations as witers, editors, plane
spotters, and nodels, while nbst wonen who entered the
wor kf orce during the war had decidedly | ess gl anorous
occupations. Not all of themwere white, m ddle-class,
patriotic honmemakers prior to the war, either; as Maureen
Honey observes, nost wonen war workers tended to be
wor ki ng cl ass wonen, grateful that the |ack of good job
opportunities for wonmen during the Depression years were
over. Only one-third of the femal e enpl oyees of war

manuf acturing plants descri bed thensel ves as havi ng been
housewi ves prior to the war.' These plays may not reflect

the realities of war work and its inpact on actual wonen

' Maureen Honey, Creating Rosie the Riveter: O ass, Gender, and

Propaganda During World War |1 (Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1984)
19- 20.
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and nen, but they do capture a sense of the excitenent and
appr ehensi on about wonen’s work and nmen’s mlitary service
during the war years.

Stylistically, nost of these plays are realistic,
al t hough many of them woul d probably seem nel odramatic to
a twenty-first century spectator. A few plays experinent

w th newer or avant-garde styles: Across the Border has

dream el enments, Aria da Capo is a nodernist allegory, and

E=nt’ is an agitprop docudrama. Most of these plays are

serious exam nations of issues, but both Soldier’s Wfe

and Over Twenty-One are witty conedies wth madcap

heroi nes, and Yankee Point is a donestic conedy. They

were produced in a variety of venues, from Broadway to

little theatres and educational theatre to vaudeville.
Besi des advocati ng peace or supporting war efforts,

these plays al so addressed a w de range of secondary

i ssues. Sone advance equality: for wonen, for all races.

On Wit man Avenue argues that decent housing and

educati onal opportunities should be available to al
Anmericans. Sone are nore conplicated politically, like

Watch on the Rhine’s anti-fascist nmessage or The Searching

Wnd’'s indictnent of appeasers. J. Ellen Gainor says of

| nheritiors “one could argue that only Tony Kushner’s two-

part Angels in Anerica (1991-92) has since attenpted the
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scope, sweep, and political force of Gaspell’s witing in
this play.”?
Sonme of these play’s productions becane events that

far exceeded the perfornmances thensel ves. War Bri des’

popul arity and its thenes of peace and suffrage nade it a
much-di scussed event, and author Marion Craig Wentworth
read her play and addressed Ladies’ Cubs all over the
country while the show played to vaudevill e audiences.

Wat ch on the Rhine was enornously persuasive as an anti -

fasci st | esson, and Roosevelt’s first public appearance
after Pearl Harbor at a command performance of this play

was probably a very deliberate political nove. On Wit nman

Avenue becane a tool to publicize redlining and
restrictive covenants and the fight to keep the play from
cl osing was probably nmuch nore about this political value
than its artistic nmerits. In short, these plays were
vehicles for dramatizing war and peace, but they could
al so advocate other contenporary issues.

There are several other areas related to war,
t heatre, and gender that could be the subjects of future
research. International conparisons between war plays in

the United States and el sewhere could provide a nore

?J. Ellen Gainor, Susan G aspell in Context: Anmerican Theater,
Culture, and Politics, 1915-48 (Ann Arbor: U of M chigan P, 2001)
141.
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gl obal outl ook on issues. Wnen wote plays about Vietnam
and other fronts in substantial nunbers in the last third
of the twentieth century, and their work deserves nore
attention. Wnen in theatre played other roles in wartine
besides playwiting, too. Topics such as the activities
of the Stage Wonen’s War Relief in World War | or the
contributions of female USO perforners in Wrld War |

could be fruitful avenues for further inquiry into wonen
and theatrical war work.

Most wonmen who wrote plays about the Wrld Wars used
art to engage in political and social activism Many
asserted their right to speak about issues usually
percei ved as outside of their authority and experience.
These playwights channel ed their passions for peace,
their patriotic convictions, and their desire for change
into their work. Through the public performance of their
pl ays they chal |l enged audi ences to think, act, and fight

for a better world.
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