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PROLOGUE: THE PROBLEM OF POLITICAL COMMITMENT

A drama of "no comment"” is a
drama of no future. Art of any
kind that turns 1its back on the
world is uncivilized in the pre-~
cise and single sense of the
word.

Kenneth n, "Theatre and
Living"

In the conflict between the
poet and the politician the
chief honor the poet can hope
for is that of remaining him-
self. Life and reality, on the
one hand, and politics, on the
other . . . are not inter-
changeable te;ms.
Wallace Stevens, response to
questionnalre in Partlsan
Revlew
Since the end of World War II, a new word has entered
the lexicon of English and American criticism. Perhaps "new"
is not quite the appropriate adjective, for the word, "com-
mitment," is obviously not of recent vintage. Yet an
examination of contemporary criticism reveals that "commit-
ment" and its various adjectival forms have recently assumed
new literary connotations. For example, 1n a review of Henry

Miller's Colossus of Maroussi, Richard West writes: "Good

luck to his lonely stand against a score of modern idiocies!
He remains the last great un-American, uncommitted,
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status-spurning, disorganization man."l And the new usage
has even found its way into fiction. The following exchange

is from James Baldwin's Giovanni's Room: -

"You may laugh,"” she said, humorously, "but there

is something in what I say. I began to reallze it in
Spaln-~that I wasn't free, that I couldn't be free
until I was attached--no, committed--to someone."”

"To someone? Not something? o

She was silent. "I don't know," she said at last.

The hesitancy of Baldwin's heroine has not been shared
by her generation. Not only has "commitment" emerged as one
of the most frequently used literary terms, but it has raised
a number of literary problems, one of which has been the
subject of recent critical debate. In an editorial of Novem-

ber 27, 1959, the Times Literary Supplement noted that "a

word like 'commitment! was unwrapped one day from its con-
tinental wrapper . . . and was found not to be the blank
cartridge of foreign intellectuals, but to contaln explosive
charges that might go off here too."3 The charges did go
off, and British writers have, for the past decade, heatedly
chosen sldes on the problem of whether or not the artist |
should be "committed." Hugh Thomas, for example, maintained
strenously that "engagement is essential"” for the aLr"c:i.s’c,)1L
and Kenneth Tynan argued that "if all art is a gesture
agalnst death, it must not stand by while Cypriots are
hanged. . . . It must commit i1tself."® Tynan's argument is
fypical of the case for commitment; in an essay entitled
"Theatre and Living," he argues that there are three atti-

tudes toward life open to the dramatist: he can record it
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imitatlively, he can withdraw from it, or he can seek to change
it. Great art, he continues, must, by definition, deal with
more than the récording of detall; it gggg, in the nature of
the case, comment, and drama, 1ln particular, demands not only
explanation, but resolution as well. Therefore, the artist,
and particularly the dramatist, is forced to involve himself
with political 1ssues, tobimmerse himself in the world of
which he is a part. Art which ignores social questions "is a
shrinking flower that conspires at 1ts own death by ignoring
the soil in which it grows."6

Other defenders of the necesslity of commlitment, how-
ever, have polnted out the dangers inherent in a too strenuous
dedication to political action. Doris Lessing, speaking from
years of experience in the political vicissitudes of the
>1eft, counsels that the point can easlly arrive when commit-
ment sells out to expediency, and art may be replaced by "the
little tracts about progress, the false optimism, the dread-
ful lifeless products of soclalist realism."! However,
degsplite these real dangers she stresses the importance of
commitment. Commitment to what? To the efficacy of political
actlon, to the humanlistic gesture. Art is a soclal act with
social consequences: "The image of the pretty singer in the
ivory tower has always seemed to me a dishonest one. . . .

The act of getting a story or a novel published 1s an act of
communication, an attempt to impose one's personality and

8

beliefs on other people." Similarly, K. W. Gransden sees



the problem of commitment as the necessary reassertion of
humanistic values in an empirically-oriented, apolitical
society. To Granéden, the commltted wrlter represents the
voice c¢rying in the wilderness that something can be done,
that something must be done. He agrees with Miss Lessing
that what the writer is committed to is less important than
the fact of commitment. What is the writer committed to?
"Everything. Nothing. . . . It is the attitude, the gener-
alized nature of the protest they feel lmpelled to make which
is significant."9

In contrast to their British counterparts, American
writers, since the war, have consistehtly reaffirmed the
liabilities of political commitment. They have become loath
to involve themselves politically, a trepidation several
attribute to the bad experience of "position-taking" in the
thirties. For example, a questionnalre sent to a number of

writers by the Partisan Review in 1948 asked about the

artist's relationship to the then growing tension between the
Soviet Union and the United States: "Do you think a writer
should involve himself in it (as writer? as person?) to the
point of commitment?” The responses affirmed the necessity
of the wrlter's detachment. John Berryman answered defi-
antly: "The writer 'shduld' do any Qamned thing he can think
of to keep on writing, writing well."® wWallace Stevens
pointed out that "in the conflict between the poet and the
politician the chief honor the poet can hope for is that of



remaining himself."1l

Clement Greenberg selzed upon the
dilstinctlion posed between wrlter and person, and asserted
that while the person might have political obligations, the
writer had obligations only to his art: "Qua writer he is
only interested necessarily in what he can write about suc-
cessfully."!? And Leslie Fiedler seconded this distinction:
although the writer may at times be forced into a position of
pqlitical commitment, he is so at the sacrifice of his role
as writer, for "a successful poem 18 a complete and final
act; 1if it leads outward to other action, it is Jjust so far
a failure."i3
This apolitical position has remained constant for the

past decade and a half. Anvil, a soclallst periodical,
recently asked Lionel Abel, Arthur Miller, Paul Goodman, and
Harold Rosenberg three main questions: "Is there,kin fact, a
drift away from politics on the part of writers; does the
writer have an obligation to political commitment; 1s there a
conflict between arv and political commitment?" 14 All agreed
that political activity 1s at present in the United States
bankrupt, that political stands are futile, that "there is an
inherent conflict between artistic integrity and any commit-
ment. "1 Rosenberg put 1t this way:

Writers will rise to issues only when these 1ssues

are handed to them ready-made by others with instruc-

tions on how to react to those issues. But, then,

« « + the writers will not be acting as writers but

as cohorts, and thelr activitX will be in fact only
another species of passivity.l6



6

I think we may observe from these various statements
that one specific aspect of the concept of commitment has
emerged as the subject of debate. The issue under contentlion
involves the importance of political commitment for the
artist, the significance of hils consclous involvement in thé
social 1ssues of the age in which he belongs. This problem
is, of course, by no means a new one. It was, 1in fact,
heatedly debated in the 1930's as the problem of "social
significance." That it should arise anew in our time as the
problem of political commitment 1s not surprising in light of
the origin of commitment as a term in literary criticism.

The concept of commitment arises in response to the
widespread post~war dissemlnatlon of Existentialist philos-

ophy. The Oxford English Dictionary, in a recent lnquiry

sheet, tentatively lists the inltial appearance of "commit-~
ment" as a term in literary criticism as 1954, and also cites
1952 as the earliest date for the appearance of "committed"
(in a similar sense) and "committedness." ! But the Partisan
Revlew, 1n the questionnaire on the state of American writing
clted previously, had already used the term in almost its
specifically modern sense as early as 1948 ("Do you think a
writer should involve himself in it [i.e., the cold_war] As
writer? As person? to the point of commitment?"). The
absence of quallfication 1s significant, and several contribu-
tors to the symposium were indeed puzzled.18 Perhaps it might

not be deemed arbitrary if we found some connection between
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the emergence of the term and the fact that Partisan Review

had, in the previous lssue, just finished the serialization

of the translation of Qu'est-ce Que la Litterature?, Jean-—

Paul Sartre's attempt to demonstrate the necessity of an
engaged or committed literature.

Although Bernard Frechtman, the translator of What I1s
Literature? continually uses the English cognate of eggageé

ment, the word in English doces not entirely subsume tbe

' writes

implications of 1ts French counterpart. "Engager,'
Hazel Barnes in her glossary to terms 1n Sartre's Belng and

Nothingness, "includes both the idea of involvement and the

idea of deliberate commitment,"l9 and most translators have
preferred to use the latter word.eo F. H. Helnemann refers
to Sartre as "the philosopher as well as the artist of com-
mitment,"21 and in the current lliterary debate, the terms
engagement and "commitment" are frequently interchanged.
Lionel Abel, in the symposium in Anvil, notes: "the word
'commitment! appears in Anvil's letter, and I presume was

used in the same sense Sartre gave to the French word

egsagement."22

The concern with commitment, then, reflects the vital
contemporary influence of existentialist art and theory.
‘Engagement or commitment arose as an esthetic problem when
the French existentialists--Sartre and his disciple Beauvoir--
attempted to redefine the purpose of art in terms of their

general philosophical posltion. It was not an arbitrary



redefinition, for in existentiallism the traditional philo-
sophlcal categories--ethics, epistemology, metaphysics, etc.
--are not mutually exclusive; on the contrary; they are
inextricably intertwined. Since French Existentialism is an
activist philosophy, ethices is not a by-product or more
basic philosophical concerns; it is the category from which
all else follows. Sartre!s position is not one of detach-
ment; man is in the world here and now, and must act upon
this existentialist fact in order to achieve freedom and
self-realization.

Notre liberté aujourd'hui n'est rien dfautre que le

libre choix de lutter pour devenir libre. . . . I1

ne s'agit pas . . . dl'encager mes contemporains: ils

sont déja dans la cage; 11 stagit au contraire de

nous unir & eux pour briser les barreaux . . . pour

meriter le drolt d'influencer des hommes qul luttent,

11 faut d'abord participer a leur combat, il faut

dtabord accepter beaucoup de choses, si l'on veut

essayer d'en changer quelques-unes.
Iogically, therefore, the existentialist as both theoretician
and artist cannot cite the inevitability of eggagement in the
human condition without recognizing its necessary extension
into esthetics. If, as he trles to establish, the individual
is of necessity iinvolved in the fact of exlstence, and to sur-
vive this involvement must commit himself to certain actions,
however absurd, must not the artist by logical inclusion be
involved in the same exlistentlalist dllemma? And since his
actions are manifested in the works of art which he produces,

does not commitment as an ontological or ethical category

lead inevitably to commitment as an esthetlc category?



In What 1s Literéture?, Sartre attempts hls most

explicit esthetic analysis 1n order to demonstréte the neces-
"8lty of a committed literature. His process of argumentation
is cumulative; he does not cdnstruct, throughout the work, a
logically consistent position, but attempts rather to demon-
strate his thesls through various approaches (formal, func-
tional, and historical), all of which end with the affirma-
tion: 1literature must be commltted. Yet whether we consider

What 1s Literature? as an attempt at serious esthetic argu-

ment or, as Iris Murdoch does, "a recommendation to writers
concerning their craft, not a demonstration of 1ts essential
nza.t;u.re,"‘24 the fact remains that the concept of commitment
arises in the late forties with the intense interest in
existentlalist problems.

It 1s reasonably clear from Sartre's work that engage-
ment 1s concelved as a soclal and political activity. The
writer, he maintains, must commit himself to the political
arena in order to retaln hils artistic integrity. However,
when the concept made the Journey across the Channel and the
Atlantlc, it suffered a slight sea-change. Much of the con-
fusion which has arisen from the term "commitment" in recent
years derives from ambigultiles bred by the connotations of
the word in English. We speak of commitment in common usage
as a pledge, a bond, an obligation; we speak of non-committed
nations and candidates. It 1is not difficult in English usage,

‘therefore, to extend the concept of commitment to include any
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belief which incurs obligation, whether individual or socilal;
for by inclusion it is possible to say that we are all "com-
mitted” to some moral, religious, political, or esthetie

belief. The extension to non~polltical areas of consider-
ation was thus easy, and Anglo-American critics began to
investigate the literary implications of all sorts of "eom-
mitments," such as the moral and the religious. The horizons
of engagement were, therefore, greatly wldened.

Since the concept of commitment has been extended by
English and American critics into considerations of the
literary consequences of many varleties of belief, it is per-
haps difficult to speak of a-single problem of commifment.
Indeed, the term "commitment” as such is meaningless, for it
1s obvious that nelither in common nor existentiallst usage 1s
it possible to speak of the act of commitment without pre-
dicating an object to which one is committed. The question
which 1lnevitably arises is: commitment to what? Since all
art is by definition "committed" to human or esthetic values,
an abstract discussion of the concept of commitment in art is
obviously tautological. Insofar as the artist is primarily
concerned with esthetic commitments, there is no problem.

The problem of commitment arises when the artist is committed
to values or actions extrinsic to the immediate concerns of

his art, when the moral urgency of outslide imperatives forces
him as artist into non-esthetic areas of consideration. This

problem, impiicitrin the contemporary debate and explicit in
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the Sartrian origins of the concept, 1s most clearly defined
in terms of soclal and political commitment. The former,
moreover, inevitably predicates the latter; 1f an individual
is committed to certaln socilal obJectives,‘he is necessarlly
involved with considerations of means to realize them. It
is, then, this specific aspect of the relationshiﬁ between
art and commitment which may be profitably examined. The
problem of political commitment 1s not only of sufficient
literary importance to Justifly such an investigation, but
may also throw light on the larger problem bf the esthetilc
consequences of any non-ésthetic belief.

Certain facets of the problem became apparent when the
Bollingen prize for poetry was awarded in 1948 to Ezra Pound.
Many critics were troubled by the prospect of conferring
literary honors upon an indlvidual who had supported the
fascist cause. Karl Shapiro wrote: "I voted against Pound
in the bellef that the poet's political and moral philosophy
ultimately vitlates his poetry and lowers 1lts standards as
literary work."23 Clement Greenberg took a slightly differ-
ent position: "Life includes and is more important than art,
and it Jjudges things by their consequences. . . . It 1s still
justifiable to demand that . . . [the artist] be a success-

" ful human being before anything else, even at the cost of
his art."26
We can see the critical difficulties raised by these

pronouncements. Shapiro maintains that a bad man cannot produce
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great art. Greenberg, on the other hand, does not attack
Pound as an artist, but merely as a man with desplcable
opinions. There are certain Eﬁndamentalsfof human decency
which must be preserved "even at the cost of art.” Irving
Howe delineates the moral-esthetic problem involved:

Once you consider extra-literafy matters in a
literary judgment, where do you stop? You stop
at the point where intelligence and sensibility
tell you to~~that 1s what they are for. But it
would be absurd to deny that there are occasions
when esthetlc standards and our central human
values clash, and even the latter must seem more
important .2

This debate reveals negatively several of the 1issues
implicit in the problem of political commitment. If, at
times, the artist is led to political affiliation and action,
what are the esthetic consequences? If we approve of art
which takes stands with which we concur, what is the effect
on our esthetic sensibility of the commitment we detest? I
think we may observe the importance of political commitment
as a literary problem; 1t bfings into focus many of the per-
ennial esthetlc dilemmas, dilemmas which, while they may lie
dormant in periods of formalism, continually reemerge when
life demands of art its due.

With respect to the artist, therefore, the problem of
politiéal commitment has two aspects. Thepe is, fifst, the
moral problem: can the artist, as a human being living
within a situatlion which demands poiitical resolution,
mofally lgnore these problems and still retain his integrity

as a man? Second, and growlng out of the first, there 1s the
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esthetlc problem: can the artist qua artist ignore these
problems 1n his art and still maintain its integrity?

Since the former aspect lies outside the realm of
literafy criticlism, 1t 1s the latter aspect to which we shall
direct ourselves. It is, therefore, necessary to consider in
what context the problem may be most advantageously studied.
Since light 1s.most often ﬁhrown on a pfesent problem by the
conslderation of an analogue detached from it, we may find it
valuable to conslder the problem of political commitment in
terms of an historical period in which the problem was sim-
ilarly cruclal--if not always defined in exactly the same
terms as today. And we are fortunate to have in recent
history precisely such a period; for on one point the con—‘
temporary debaters concur: the 1930's were a "committed”
period, even 1f they disagree on the sultabllity of this com~
mitment for our present age. "The last thing one wants in

' writes Roy Fuller, "is a phony 'contempor-

literature now,'
anelty,' bearing as much relation to the committed writing
of the thirties as the visit of the four undergraduates to
Hungary (in the news as I write) does to the International

Brigade."28 And the editor of the London Magazine (presum-

ably John Lehmann), 1n a questionnaire addressed to several

British writers on the question of commitment in the present
age, makes the comparison explicit: "During the thirties it
was a wildely-held view that poets, novelists and playwrights
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should be closely concefned in thelr writing with the funda-
' 129

mental political and social issues of their time.
- In considering the political commitments of writers in

the 1930's, however, it may be advantageous to restrict our
field of enquiry. The literary manifestations of the age were
too diversified to encompass fully within the scope of this
study. Poetry and the novel--although both affected by the
particular social climate of thelr age--were beset by theilr
own formal considerations. @ne genre, however, was obviously
and generally affected by political concerns; in drama of the
1930's the problem of political commitment manifest in all
art of the period is most sharply and clearly delineated.
It is not surprising that this should be the case, for drama,
by its very nature, 1s an immediate and public art. As
Francis Fergusson has pointed out:

The art of the theatre--notoriously an "impure" art--

seems to be as close to the art of politlecs as 1t is

to poetry, painting or music. The theatre artist,

whether actor or playwright, depends upon the inter-

est and support of an audlence just as the politician

depends upon his constlituency. . . . The theatre art-

ist cannot practice his art without real people

assembled before a real stage; a theatre without an

audience 1s a contradiction in terms. That is why

politics and the theatre are necessarily so close to

the public mood and the public mind of their times.30
Thus, this study will ask the followlng questions: 1n a per-
lod of intense social change, what influence did political
and soclal forces exert -upon an art form necessarily respon-
slve to these forces; what .were the forms of commitment, the

political alternatives chosen by writers living in an age of
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controversy; and what were the esthetlic consequences of thelr
choice?

Since the question at issue 1s that of'commitment, let
me clarify at the outset the sense in which the term 1s used
in the present study. In doing so, my intention is not to
offer any new definition, but simply to clarify the signifi-
cance of the term in current usage. Employlng both its
existentiaiist and 1ts common linguistic connotations, I shall

use the term to describe (1) the conscious involvement of the

artist in the social and political issues of his age (in con-
trast to deliberate detachment or political non-involvement);

and (2) the specific political obligations which the artist .

assumes in consequence of this involvement (e.g., the 1ibera1
commitment, the Marxist Qommitment). The alms of my study
are dual: on one hand, to investigate the drama of the
thirties in order to illumine the problem of political commit-
ment in terms of a specific body of work which most observers
agree was "committed"; and on the other, to illumine the drama
itself--as a specific literary genre with its own formal con-
cerns~--~by viewingvit from the vantage point of contemporary
perspective. ILet me affirm that I am in full agreement with
the distinction made by Irving Howe in his study of the
political novel. When I speak of the problem of political
commitment, I have no ambition, in Howe's words, "of setting
up still another rigid category. I am concerned with per-

~gpectlives of observation, not categories of elassgification."31
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CHAPTER I
THE COMMITTED DECADE AND ITS DRAMA

The 1930s are becoming the
great unknown era in American
history. The publlc wants to
forget them, the politicians
distort them and they have not
yet been recreated by novelists
or historlans; yet we cannot
form a true plcture of the
present while trying to abolish
the recent past.

Malcolm Cowley, Exile's Return

You, who shall emerge from the

flood
In which we are sinking,
Think--
When you speak of our weak-
nesses,

Also of the dark time
That brought them forth.

Bert Brecht, "To Posterity"

At the end of Exile's Return, Malcolm Cowley recounts

the series of wild New Year's Eve parties which the gener-
atlion of the twentlies offered in homage to the decade which
was passing into history. The decade had really ended the
previous October on Black Thursday; the lost generation
sensed that it was performing the ritual of self-interment,

and was determined to go out wlth a bang, not a whimper.

18
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"They traveled about the city in caravans of taxicabs, sud-
denly irrupting into a strange house iIn a mass attack . . .
filling every corner with screeches and guffaws, in half an
hour drinking all the punch, then rushing off to another
house in a great undiseciplined body. . . ."l Of all the
bacchanallan events that occurred that night, Cowley reports
that he was most lmpressed by the story of a friend who told
how after attending four successive parties he found himself
in a sub-cellar joint in Harlem: |

The room was smoky and sweaty; all the lights were
tinted red or green, and as the smoke drifted
across them, nothing had its own shape or color;
the cellar was like somebody's crazy vision of Hell;
it was as 1f he were caught there and condemned to
live in a perpetual nightmare. When he came out on
the street, he sald, it was bathed in harsh winter
sunlight, ugly and clear and somehow reassuring.
An ashcolored woman was hunting for scraps in a
garbage can. . . o

That was the way a decade came to 1its end.

This is the way another decade ends: on New Year's
Eve ten years later W. H. Auden--speaking, like Cowley, in
the authentic volce of his generation--wriltes:

Tonight a scrambling decade ends,

And strangers, enemies and friends
Stand once more puzzled underneath
The signpost on the barren heath
Where the rough mountaln track divides
To silent valleys on all sides,
Endeavoring to decipher what

Is written on it but cannot,

Nor guess in what direction 1lies

The overhanging precipice.3

Between thesée two dates was enacted the drama of a

generation. For Cowley and his friend the lmage of the
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scavenging woman, however pitiful, was "somehow reassuring.”
This reassurance was born of the conviction that the Big
Party was at last over; the unreal phantasmagoria of the
cellar club was dispelled by the harsh light of reality.

The ruins of socilal decay were illumined by the testimony of
the senses; and it 1s not surprising that the worlds of art
and 1deas should themselves be characterized by the search
for social enlightenment. "Come into the light, comrade!”
was the communlist offer of salvation, and 1t is the metaphor

of 1llumination which characterizes the thirties. Man could

no longer exist in the shadow of his personal nightmare; the
pose of non-commitment, he came to feel, was 1ltself a politi-
cal act. No less than the striking worker, the artist-
intellectual felt compelled to ask--and to answer--the ques-
tion posed by the union song: whilch side are you on?

By the end of the decade; as Audent!s poem reveals, the
light of soclal illumination had dimmed, and the answers once
so clear and bright, the sharp black-and-white images of
reality, began to blur and fade. The signpost on the barren
heath was no longer clearly decipherable, the path to salva-
tion no longer led in a single direction. But Auden, no less
than Cowley, had shared the perils and consolations of com=-
mitment; he, too, had found in the necessity for soclal action
a moral imperative which outwelghed the esthetic.

Yesterday, the bellief in the absolute value of Greek;
The fall of the curtaln upon the death of a hero;

Yesterday the prayer to the sunset,
And the adoration of madmen. But today the struggle.

. ] . L3 3 L . . . . . ® . L] . [} . . . L] . .
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Tomorrow, for the young, the poets exploding like bombs,
The walks by the lake, the winter of perfect communion;
Tomorrow the blcycle races ‘
Through the suburBs on summer evenings; but today
the struggle.

"Today the struggle," this is the key to the contradictions of
the thirties, the source of both its weakness and its
strength. An age of tension, terror, and breakdown, 1t seemed
to demand action. But actlon within the context of an era of
convulsive change becomes more than an ldle gesture; paradox-
ically, despite the enormity of conflicting social forces,
man iIn the thirties felt anything but impotent. The act of
commitment was crucial because 1t seemed meaningful. It was
not mere hyperbole which caused a Marxist critic to write:
"This is a marvelous time in which to be alive. It is
immeasurably better than 1890; when literature was devoted
to trivia. Today we have everythlng but triviality to write
about."® It is this sense of 1living on the crest of history--
of being a vital element in the age to which one is born--
which endows literature and criticism of the thirties with
both the virtue of enthusiasm and the liability of
temporality.

But before we concern ourselves with the species of
commltment, let us briefly consider a few social facts too
easlly overlooked in these days of the affluenf society. It
. 1s difficult now to appreclate that the questlon of revolu-

tion was uppermost in the minds of many Americans--not merely

the radicals--in 1931 and 1932. Most abhorred the possibility;
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a few saw the fulfillment of the revolutionary dream, but
nelther side would have been surprised had national violence
indeed erupted. It was soon apparent that America : would not
accept the revolutionary alternative; but it is significant
that the possibility was seriously entertained. A large
newspaper syndicate featured a seriles of interviews with
financlers and business leaders entitled "Can Capitalism
Survive?" The answers, not surprisingly, were in the affirma-~
tive, but the questlon itself implied that an element of
doubt remained. A New Yorker cartoon revealed a pampered
debutante saying to her newspaper-reading father, "Well,
Daddy, can I come out after the Revolution then?"® Harper's
magazine~-hardly a radical publication--ran, in 1932-33, a
series of articles with such titles as "And If the Revolution
Comes . . .2", "Rebellion in the Cornbelt,"” "The Revolution

!

and the American Scene," and "Are We Going to Have a Revolu-

tion?" George R. Leighton, a staff writer for the periodical,
volced the wide-spread apprehension of many Americans when he
wrote:

The citizen can only ask himself: how shall I be
prepared to deal with the problems of a collapse,
what shall I do if all the pent-up wrath breaks
out? What if, after a long successlon of catas-
trophes, I should awake some morning and learn
that the great banks of the country had gone down,
that the Federal Reserve had succumbed; what if,
day after day, the newspapers brought word of
further disasters . . . untll at last the Federal
government proclaimed martial law throughout the
land, and established a dictatorship? And what,
1f, despite all this, the function of governm;nt
was powerless? What then? What should I do?
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In the beginning days of the decade the soclal situa-
tion indeéd seemed grim. The 1llimitable vista of prosperity
proclalmed in the twentles had vanished with the stock market
crash, and 1n its place were seen the harsh images of soclal
breakdown. In February, 1930, Seattle, Los Angeles, and
Chicago wltnessed demonstratlions by the unemployed; 1n.the
same month bread lines on the Bowery were drawing 2000 daily;
in March, Milwaukee opened a munlcipal soup kitchen. Every-‘
where the citlizen saw and experilenced the sligns of Depression:
an army of bankrupts offered testimony to the fallacy of the
theory of i1llimitable credit; the miners' time-sheets showed
monthly wages of $31.88, minus $22 for "transfers"; the
farmers of the mid-west, having exhausted all credit through
years of selling graln for less than it cost to raise it,
turned to violence and talked rebellion;8 many teachers;‘find-
ing Jobs ever scarcer because of the universities! loss of
endowments and operating funds, Jolned, with hundreds of
thousands of other professional workers, the great masses of
the unemployed.

The economic breakdown manifest in the misery of
individuals was conflrmed by the ilmpartlality of statistics.
National income dwindled from elghty-one bllllon dollars in
1929 to less than sixty-eight in 1930, then fell to fifty-
three in 1931, and finally hit bottom in 1932 with forty-one.
Correspondingly, the country's estimated wealth over this
period shrank from 365 billion to 239, a loss which
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represented diminished values in real property, capital, and
commodities. The machine of capitalism seemed dangerously
stalled: these three years saw the fallure of 85,000
businesses and the suspension of 500,000 banks. Nine milllon
gavings accounts were wiped out, and wage losses reached
upwards of 26 billion dollars.? The volume of money pald as
salaries dwindled 40 per cent, dividends 56.6 per cent, and
wages 60 per cent. Per caplta realized income (adjusted to
the cost of living) fell from $681 in 1929 to $495 in 1933.
Yet those who could count upon any income at all were the
lucky ones, for the spectre of total unemployment stalked the
land. In April, 1930, President Hoover ordered a house-to-
house survey of the situation, the first federal census of
unemployment in the nation'’s history, and found that slightly
more than three million employables were reported out of work,
against forty-five million pefsons gainfully employed. But
the number was increasing steadlly, and alfhough the national
plcture shifted continually, 1t 1s estimated that at the
depths of.the Depression in 1932-33 unemployment reached a
total of between thirteen and sixteen millions, the equivalent
of one quarter of the country's entire labor force .10

New symbols arose to replace those of the Jazz Age:
the bouncy progression of the "Charleston" was resolved in
the minor key of "Brother, Can You Spare A Dime"; the hip-
flask and the speakeasy were replaced by the side-walk apple-
seller. And throughout the land the average cltizen tightened
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his belt. For him the Depression was reflected in a myriad
of personal sacrifices: the postponed operation, the
depleted food-basket. The myth of success, along with that
of rugged individuallsm, was severely tarnished. The old
formulas no longer seemed to suffice. A collegian voiced
the scepticism of his generation: "We realize that honesty,
integrity, and industry don't get you to the top anymore."11

But if the o0ld myths were dyling, new ones arose to
replace them. The economic breakdown}brogght forth the
search for soclal alternatives. Intellectuals who had
remained defiantly apolitical throughout the preceding decade
now rushed to make public commitment, intoxicated by a new-
found sense of potency. They found in the breakdown of
capitalism not despalr, but rather hope. Edmund Wilson
wrote that

« « « a darkness seemed to descend. Yet, to the
writers and artists of my generation who had grown

up in the Blg Business era and had always resented
its barbarism, its crowding-out of everything they
cared about, these years were not depressing but
stimulating. One couldn't help being exhilarated

at the sudden unexpected collapse of that stupid
gigantic fraud. It gave us a new sense of freedom.12

Even the apdlitical Pugitive poets, hitherto dedicated
almost exclusively to esthetic problems, entered the political

arena. In the collective symposium I'll Take My Stand (1930)

and Allen Tate's Reactlonary Essays on Poetry and Ideas

(1935), they advocated an avowedly reactionary Agrarianism to
replace the broken-down machine of industrial capitalism.

The slgnificance of Agrarianism lay in the political gesture
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itself, since 1t was never serlously considered as a socilal
alternative; but the public commitment of fifty~two writers,
painters, teachers, and other professional workers in the

pamphlet Culture and the Crisis had wider implications for

the generation of the thirties. The soclal alternative here
offered was one that was to play a cruclal role in determin-
ing the intellectual climate of the age-~Marxism. In
October, 1932, at the peak of thepresidential campaign, a _
group of 1intellectuals, dismayed by the manifest fallure of
capltalism, declared themsllves for the Communist’candidates,
organized the league of Professional Groups for Foster and

Ford, and issued Culture and the Crisis: An Open lLetter to

the Intellectuals of America. The pamphlet--signed, among

others, by Sherwood Anderson, Erskine Caldwell, Malcolm
Cowley, John Dos Passos, Theodore Dreilser, Sidney Howard,
Horace Gregory, Langston Hughes, Matthew Josephson, Lincoln
Steffens, and Edmund Wilson--noted that there was only one
issue in the campaign, the fallure of capitalism. Only one
alternative would suffice: the acceptance of a program to
overhaul radically the entire structure; and such a program,
the pamphlet asserted, was available from only one source,
the Communlst Party. All other alternatives weré half-
measures, doomed to fallure. As for becomlng a Socialist,
Dos Passos remarked in a different context: "Right now
[that] would have Just about the same effect on anybody as

drinking a bottle of near-beer."13
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Above all, Culture and the Crisis stressed the impor-

tance of political commitment. The role of the intellectual
was no longer seen as one of detached contemplation; he was
duty-bound, by virtue of his role, to act.

We who write this, listed among the so-called "intel-
lectuals"” of our generation, people tm ined, at
least, to think for ourselves and hence to a degree
for our time and our peopie~-we have no faintest
desire to exaggerate our talents and our influence.
Yet, on the other hand, why should we as a class be
humble? Practically everythlng that is orderly and
sane and useful in America was made by two classes
of Americans: our class, the class of brain
workers, and the "lower classes," the muscle workers.
Very well, we strike hands with our true comrades.
We claim our own and we reject the disorder, the
lunacy spawned by grabbers, advertisers, traders,
speculators, salesmen. . . . We claim the right to
live and to function. It 1s our business to think
and we shall not permit business men to teach us our
business. It 1s, also, 1n the end, our business to
act.

We have acted. As responsible intellectual
workers, we have aligned ourselves with the frankly
revolutigﬂary Communist Party, the party of the
workers.

George F. Babbltt--former member of the boobolsie, now cap-
l1talist exploiter--1s still the obJect of abuse; but he 1s no
longer merely a fool, he has become a villain. It is, how-
ever, not inappropriate that he should remaln the target, for

the signers of Culture and the Crisis belonged to the gener-

ation that had created him. Their commitment, then, assumes
meaning in the context of the polltical apathy from which
they had recently emerged. H. L. Mencken and George Jean
Nathan, the edltors of the Mercury, a characteristic perilodi-

cal of the twenties, were, in thelr own words, "committed to
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nothing save thls: to keep to‘common sense as fast as they
can, to belabor sham as agreeably as possible. . . M5
Politicians--all politicians--were by definition fools and
scoundrels, and political concerns seemed supremely irrele-
vant in the context of prosperity. "It was characteristic of
the Jazz Age," said F. Scott Fitzgerald, "that it had no
interest in pdlitics at all." And again Mencken--the articu-
late embodiment of the Zeitgeist: "If I am convinced of
anything, it is that Doing Good is in bad taste."°

The soclal enemles of the Twentles were, thus, straw-
men. The Philistine and the Purltan might be ridiculed, but
no one serilously entertalned the possibilitonf replacing
them. Escape lay in other directions: in the bohemlanism of
Greenwlch Village, the primitavism of Mexico, or the cultural
sophistication of Paris. Expatrlation became the characteris-
tic gesture of the age; they sold no beer on Main Street, but
" wine was cheap in the cafes of Pamplona. And always there
was the great anodyne, Art. If the bourgeoisie could not
appreciate his efforts, the artist would reciproéate by
rendering his handiwork ever more experimentally complex.

The reformist zeal which, in the early years of the
century, had exerted a strong and effectlve political and
moral force, did not survive the Great War. The muck-raking
attacks on the shame of the clties and Standérd Oil--the
concerted effort to combat corruption in both govermment and

business--disappeared behind the facade of a cyniclsm bred by
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bverwhelming public endorsement of successive Republlcan
administrations. Only one event in the 1920's shook the
facade of apathy, but 1t demonstrated that forces of liber-
alism and radicalism could be revitalized if awakened by a
cause. The arrest and subseqﬁent execution of Sacco and
Vanzettli brdught liberals, anarchists, communists, pfoletar-
lans, and intellectuals together in collective protest. But
desplite Marxlst attempts to point the moral of the political
martyrdom ("there 1s a bloody battle between classes . . .
and the victory is Class Justice“),17 the disparate .forces
brought together by the case were dispersed by the tragic
fact of execution; they were not to converge again until the
era of the Popular Front. The intellectuals resumed their
apolitical stance; the rechanneling of their political ener-
gles awaited thé catalyst of the Depression.

Six months before the Crash Mike Gold had vainly
exhorted young writers to "go left," but in the aftermath of
depression little encouragement was needed. Commenting upon

a symposium in the independently radical Modern Quarterly in

the summer of 1932, the New Republic noted that the "leftward

swing" of American writers was a reality:

Three years ago, these . . . c¢ritics and novellsts
were classified elther as liberals or men wholly
uninterested in politics. Today, most of them dis-
trust the Soclalists for belng too conservative.

+ « « The writers themselves believe that the
system 1s doomed. . . . Their change of opinion
seems to indicate that American iéterature is about
to assume a different character.
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The prediction was fulfilled; American literature in
the thirties was, to a large extent, molded by the 1nf1uence
‘of the Marxistvmyth. An acceptance of this fact need not
necessérily confirm the theory of the "Red decade." The
influence of Marxism in the United States was determined by
its lack of any substantial proletarian support. When a
European intellectual in Germany in the late twentles or 1h
France during the middle thirtiles attached himself to the
communists, he found himself involved with and sustained by
a movement comprised of millions of people. In America,
however, it was soon apparent that the revolutionary alterna-
tive would not be accepted. After all, Wlilliam Z. Foster--
despite the urgings of many of America's leading intellect-
uals~--recelved fewer than one hundred thousand votes in the
1932 elections. But 1t 1is difficult to measure the extent of
a soclal myth statistically. The intellectual influence of
Marxism in the 1930's--as revealed by the commitments of
intellectuals and the work of artists--bore no direct rela-
tion to the growth of membership in the Communist Party, which
reached its peak of 80,000 during the war years when Marxist
intellectual influence had substantially diminished.¥9

The influence of Marxism on American letters passed
through two distinct phases. In the depths'of the Depréééion
the newly radilcal esthetes of the twentles felt compelled to
act, and Marxism as a philosophy, and the Communist Party as

an organization, seemed the most effective means of reallzing
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this desire; in short, they accommodated themselves to what
they felt were revolutionary necessities. For the communists
offered a program of action, a disciplined organlization, a
working model--the USSR, which was embarking upon its first
five year plan and maintaining full empl¢yment-—and a body .
of doctrihe which placed all social and esthetic phenomena
in the coherent philosophical framework of dialectical mater-
ialism. The appeal of Marxiém was found, however, less in
the soclal analysis of Capital than in the activism of
Marx's eleventh "Thesis on Feurbach": "The philosophers

have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point,

however, is to change 1t."20

After 1935, however, the poliltical accommodation was
often the other way around. The communlsts, who had gradu-
ally alienated the early intellectual converts (by 1936 most
of the signers of Culture and the Crisis had disaffiliated

themselves from the Communist Party) now openly sought the
support of non-radical, anti-fasclst intellectuals. Thus,
while the initial burst of Marxist influence had waned by
the middle of the decade, this influence was revived by the
rise of fascism; for although the economic collapse which
had turned the intellectuals of the twentlies toward radical-
ism had been ameliorated by New Deal reform, the fascist
threat continued to grow throughout the decade. And after
1935 it was no longer necessary to accept all the particu-
lars of communist falth. The policy of the United Front--
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officially decreed in 1935 by the Comintern--no longer viewed
all capitalist states as equally warlike. All couid unite 1in
opposition to the fasclst menace. As Georgl Dimitrov wrote:
"Today there exist (1) a proletarian state that is the great-
est bulwark of peace; (2) definite fascist aggressors, (3) a
number of countries under direct threat of fascist aggres-
sion. . . . (4) other capitalist states who are at the moment
Interested in the preservation of peace. Consequently it 1s
absolutély inaccurate to represent all natlons as aggres-
sors. "2l

This change in attitude was similarly reflected by the
presence at the 2nd Congress of the Marxist League of Amerlcan
Writers of such non-communist adherents of the Popular Front
és Hemingway, Macleish, and Frances Winwar. The Congress of
1935 had boldly advocated a program based upon the "f£ight
against imperialist war and fascism," and "solidarity with
colonial people in the struggles for freedom."22 But the
program of thé 1937 Congress was hardly revolutionary: "it
seeks tovrestore and raise the living standards of the
people; to extend the trade unions to the basilc indﬁstries
and to all workers and professionals . . ., to consolidate
and extend social and labor leglslation; to maintaln and
extend democratic rights and civil liberties . . ."@3 1In

short, "Communism," in the words of the party platform of

1936, was "twentieth-century Americanism. 24
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The heyday of the Popular Front, however, was shat-
tered in 1939 by the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact. The
impact was staggering. It had not been difficult for the
communist writers to amellorate thelr revolutlonary fervor
to cooperate with the opponents of fascism, for many, being
middle-class intellectuals, had welcomed the opportunity to
forego the necessity of viewing all non-communists as class
enemies; but the pact demanded a total revislion of attitude
only the most deeply committed could achieve. To many 1t
seemed the betrayal of all they had struggled for during the
past years. One-third of the officers of the lLeague of
American Writers resigned, one hundred of its elght hundred
members formally left, and many others drifted away. Gran-
ville Hicks, himself a vietim of disillusionment, summed up
the impact upon many Marxist intellectuals: "I remember
very well the moment at which we got the news of the . . .
pact. . . . At breakfast, on a beautiful summer morning, we
heard the report. When I was able to speak, I sald, 'That
knocks the bottom out of everything.'"e>

With Hitler's 1nvasion of Russia, the Popular Front
was revived; but although public estimation of the Soviet
Union was never so high as during the period when it was our
war-time ally, for all intents and purposes the Marxist myth
had lost its efficacy for the intellectuals. War-time, in
any case, 1s rarely a time for intellectual vitality; all

energy is directed toward the single goal of victory, and art
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tends towards either exhortation or escape. "With the advent
of the Cold War and McCarthyism, the radical element in the
United States dwindled to insignificance and many found that
1t was not sufficlent to have repudiated the Marxlst myth;
the act of having once subscribed was iltself condemnatory,
unless accompahied by the most‘vigorous demonstfations of
patriotic fefvor.'

The compulsion toward politlcal commlitment did not,’
however, enmesh all intellectuals in the many vagaries of
Marxism. Although, in the early days of economic breakdown,
many liberals turned left simply because they saw no other M
alternative, as the decade progressed, it became apparent
that Roosevelt's pragmatic reformism, if it had not ended
the Depression, had at least ended the Crisis. F.D.R. was
fond of quoting Macauley's dictum that one must reform in
order to preserve, and in order to preserve capltallism experi-
mented boldly. Some efforts, like NRA, failled; others, like
TVA, have become unchallenged American institutions. 1In any
case, liberals no longer were confronted by an either/or
situatlion; they found that they could indeed support a govern-
ment which had undertaken such refofms as WPA and Social
Security, which had andéuraged trade unionism and, in general,
taken an active role in all areas of American life. With the
advent of the Popular Front, many liberals found in anti-
fasclsm a cause with which they could affilliate with the com-

munists, since the communists were, in any case, themselves
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talking very much llike New Dealers. The liberal commitment,
however, was not related to a single soclial myth. Like New
Dealism, it was 1ltself pragmatlc, accepting certain tenets
of Marxism while eschewihg others. Although the liberal
often respected the social fervor of the Marxist, he saw no
sense 1n predicating hls anti-fascism upon what he conceived
to be another form of totalitarlanism. But whatever his
politics, the significant fact 1s that, in the thirties, the
writer felt compelledrto commit himself, to involve himself
'in the socilal 1ssueélof the age to which he belonged.

Since drama 1ls preemlnently a soclalart, it 1s not
surprising that the social concerns sketched above should
find dramatic expression. Indeed, the virtues and defects of
American drama of the 1930's are largely due to the intensity
of its barometric reflection of social change. One cannot
read the drama of that troubled decade wlthout- sensing a
soclal atmosphere very different from both that of our own
age and the age that preceded it. Because theADepression
and, as the decade progressed, the imminence of war were never
far off-stage, the serious American playwrlight responded to
what seemed to him 1nexorab1e.demands for social and political
commitment. Thils does not mean, however, that most plays
produced in the period 1930«1941 were soclal dramas. On the
contrary, statlistlcs reveal that the bulk of drama produced

during the decade was substantlally simlilar to that of the
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periods which preceded and followed it; the common fare of
Broadway has not varied considerably in forty years. But if

we consider significant drama of the 1930!s--that drama

which has had greatest survival value and which has recelved
most critical attention--we find an overwhelming preoccupation
with social iasues. The work of the major dramatists of the
period--0Odets, Lawson, Anderson,'Rice, Behrman, Green, Shaw,
Hellman, Sherwood--unquestionably reflects an 1htensé, actlve
concern with the political and social issues raised by the
Depression and the rise of fascism.26

To appreciate the change 1in the direction of American
drama in the thirties, 1t 1s necessary to view the dramatic
contribution of the decade which immediately preceded it; for
the 1929§Crash represented a dramatic as well as an economic
watershed. Serious American drama of the 1920's, no less
than the other arts, was overwhelmed by various kinds of
experiment. The constraints of realism were rejected in
favor of attémpts to reorder experience through new tech-
niques, new concepts and sequences of dialogue, new versions
of characterization, and bold innovations in scenic design.
The main vehicle for this dramatic experimentation was the
technique of expressionism, newly revealed to American play-
wrights through the Theatre Guild productions of the works
of Kalser, Toller, and Capek, and through films like The

Cabinet of Doctor Caligari. Beginning with Lawson's Roger
Bloomer and Rice's Adding Machine in 1923, American drama in




37

the twentles adapted expressionistic devices to its serious
needs. Rilce's The Subway, E. E. Cummings' Him, Kaufman and
Connelly's Beggar on Horseback, all of Lawson's plays of the

decade, and, of course, many of the dramas of Eugene O'Neill

(Emperor Jones, The Hairy Ape, The Great God Brown, Lazarus

Lagghed) reveal an indebtedness to expressioni§tic technlque.
Indeed, the dramatic canon of O!Nelll represents a persistent
search for new horizons of dramatic expression.

The intensity of dramatic experiment in the twenties,
however, does not merely indicate the dominance of esthetic
over soclal concerns. That the serious dramatist was con-
cerned with society 1s revealed by the explicit condemnation
of contemporary buslness morality in such plays as The Adding

Machine and Roger Bloomer. But, in general, thls socilal

criticism was ill-defined because the playwright could not as
yet offer a political alternative. Indeed, one of the
attractions of European expressionism lay in 1its perennial
theme of alienation. Man, brutalized by 1ndhsﬁrial society,
was éonceived as a socilal wictim, with little fecourse but to
accept his extinction at the hands of forces too vast for him
to control. Ricel!s Mr. Zero became the characteristic "anti-
hero" of the age, the embodiment of impotence who is condemned
in death as in life.

That serious drama which was non-experimental, in that
is retained the traditionéi,,realistic form, was, mcre often

than not, preoccupied with psychologlcal rather than social
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man. The moral revolution which followed the Great War, was
reinforced by the impact of the sexual theories of Sigmund
Freud, with the result that much of American drama turned

inward to investigate the complexities of the human psyche

in such plays as Sidney Howard'!s Silver Cord (1926), Ander-
son's Gypsy (1929), and O'Neill's Desire Under the Elms
(1924).

American drama of the 1920's, no kss than dramatists
themselves, was polltically uncommitted for the simple reason
that there were few soclal issues that seemed to demand com-
mitment. Although the Sacco-Vanzettli case brought forth the
protest of Anderson'!s Gods of the Lightning, and despite the

social experimentation of Lawson, Dos Passos and the Siftons
at the end of the decade, in general, the jazz-age playwright,
caught up in the dramatic experimentation of his age, pre-
ferred the esthetic to the political arena.

The realities of the Depression, however, changed the
tenor and direction of American drama. The age of experimen-
tation suffered an immedlate demise, for experiment smacked
of 4 frivolity inappropriate to the seriousness that now
seemed to be demanded. Although the change 1s most manifest
in the work of Lawson, one of the primary experimenters of
the twenties, it 1s observable in the entire corpus.of
American drama over the two decades. Those dramatic experi-
ments attempted in the 1930!'s invariably involved Brechtian

technique. The Marxist "agit-prop," the Living Newspaper,
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and several dramtically presentational productions (Brecht's

Mother, Piscator's Case of Clyde Griffiths) shared the common .

ailm of didacticism, the desire to confront the audlence
directly with specific soclal issues and political alterna-
tives. On the whole, however, American drama of the 1930's
was primarily realistic in form because it was concerned with
centering attention on what:it had to say, rather than on the
means of dramatic statement. Protest was now channeled 1nto
specific political directions, and abstract condemnations of
industrial society were replaced by serious searches for
political alternatives. It 1s surely significant that the
most characteristic drématic volce of the twenties, Eugene
O'Neill, was largely éilent in the thirtlies. His only plays

of the decade (save Mourning Becomes Electra, produced in

1931 but composed in the twenties) were Ah, Wilderness, an

., exercise in uncharacteristic sentimentality, and Days Without

End, a confused, seml-Catholic attempt at religilous affirma-
tion.

The change 1n the directlon of American drama is first
noticeable in the season of 1932-33. Perhaps because drama
is a complex and collective art, it takes a while for 1mme-
diate soclal issues to find artistic reflection. In any case,
the three years immediately following the Crash produced few
social dramas. In 1932, however, several events indicated
that American drama was takfhg a new turn. Lawson's Success

Story revealed him for the first time abandoning his previous
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experlmentalism in a play which savagely attacked the myth
of business success against the backdrop of the Depression.
S. N. Behrman's Biography, produced the same year, also demon-
strated the playwright'!s linvolvement in new soclal problems.
Behrman had made a modest reputation at the end of the twen-
tles writing high comedles involved with issues no more
portentous than the obtaining or relinquishing of a mistress,
but in Blography, the playwright chooses a political radical
for his’male protagonist, and the world of the Depression
abruptly enters_the world of the drawing room. Indeed,
Behrman's comlc world, as we shall observe in a later chapter,
is continually besieged by the soclal conflicts of his time.

The political awakenling of the intellectuals of the
twenties, recorded in the initlal section of this chapter,
is similarly evidenced by the change in the work of several
characterlstic dramatists of the Jazz Age. 1In The Adding
Machine and The Subway Elmer Rice had recorded man's impotence

before the God of the Machine, but in We the People (1933) he

emerges in a vigorous, politically committed role, proclaiming
that social reform must be forthcoming to alleviate the 1lls
of capitalism, and his subsequent plays of the decade
reinforce his new-found activism. Soclal issues also play
increasingly important roles in the Depression dramas of
Maxwell Anderson and Robert Sherwood. Anderson, desplte his
concern with reinstating historilcal verse drama, becomes

increasingly involved in the thirtles with the themes of
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liberty and rebellion in such plays as Valley Forge (1934),

The Masque of Kings (1937), High Tor (1937), Second Overture

(1938), and Key Largo (1932). Sherwood, on the other hand,
eschews the world of comedy--The Road to Rome (1927), The

Queen's Husband (1928) and Reunion in Vienna (1931)--for the

~world of soclial commitment--The Pebrified Forest (1935),

Idiot's Delight (1936), Abe Lincoln in Illinois (1938) and

There Shall be No Night (1940). Indeed, in the political

viclssitudes of their age, the newly commltted playwrights
found many common dramatic themes: social injustice (Winter-

set, We the People), anti-fascism (Key Largo, Judgment Day,

Flight to the West), anti-war (There Shall Be No Night,

Idiot's Delight, Second Overture) and Americanism (Valley

Forge, Abe Lincoln in Illinois, American Landscape).

If one were to attempt to chart the rise and fall of
politically commltted drama in the 1930's, one might place
thé high-point at the mid-decade, 1934-1936. This perilod saw
the major productions of the left-wing Theatre Unlon and the
Marxist New Theatre League (which produced, among other short

works, Odets' Walting for Lefty and Irwin Shaw's Bury the
Qggg); the Group Theatre'!s productions of the work of the
decade'!’s most important young dramatist, Clifford Odets; the
Theatre Guild's productions of such plays as Wexley's They
Shall th Die, Sherwood's Idiot's Delight and the leftist

revue, Parade (1935); the production on Broadway of such

dramas with soclal themes as Dead End, Winterset, and The
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Petrified Forest; and the International Ladles! Garment

Workers Unlon's soclally satiric revue, Plns and Needles,
which succeeded in placing its finger on the pulse of the
period by genlally requesting:

Sing us a song with social significance

Or you can sing until you're blue

Let meaning shine from every llne

Or we won't love you.2

Desplite the major theatrical event of the latter part

of the decade, the unprecedented Federal Theatre Project, the
record reveals that the period from 1938 to 1941 represents a
general decline in social and, in particular, 1eft—w1ng
drama. By 1939, the left-wing theatre movement had dled
because of a variety of‘factors, primarily lack of patronage
and the change in ideologilcal direction demanded by the
Popular Front; the dramas of Clifford Odets became increas-
ingly preoccupled with personal problems aftef his defection
to Hollywood; and several of the twenties playwrights who had
moved left because of the initial impact of the Depression
had found reason to be disenchanted with the intransigency of
the radicals. Anger at the manifest fallure of capiltalism
gave way to apprehension at the imminence of war, and the
mood at the end of the thirties was unquestionably less
soclally aggressive than at the mid-decade. Perhaps the
wistful, almost desperate optimism of William Saroyan accu-
rately reflects the mood of the late thirties; a determined

but largely unreasoned faith in the possibilitles of man's
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goodness. Survival was soon to be the only basic social |
question, and the spirit of political commitment which dom-
inated American drama in the 1930's was largely dissipated
by the entry of America into the second World War.

The pblitical commitmenté of American dramatists in
the thirties, like those of intellectuals in general, were
invariably left of center, either reformist or radical. The
1930's unquestionably represent the high point of Marxist
influence on American drama. Even those liberal playwrights
who, like Rice, Behrman, and Sherwood, disapproved of radical
dogmatism treated the Marxist alternative seriously. Rice,
in pérticular, at the beginning of the decade, made common
cause with the Marxlists on many issues, and communist charac-
ters figure prominently--not always unsympathetically-4in
Behrman's plays of the mid-decade.

Marxist influence on the drama, as upon literature in
general, was greatest at the middle of the decade, a perlod
which witnessed the major productions of Theatre Union, the
emergence of Odets, the most successful work of the New
Theatre, and the brief flowering of "proletarian" drama, the

genre which produced such plays as Let Freedom Ring, Walting

for Lefty, Stevedore, Marchlng Song, and Black Pit. Indeed,

the entire phenomenon of proletarian literature is signifi-
cant as a reflection of the impact of Marxism on American
letters. We may observe that the years 1934-35 saw the

publication of twenty-eight proletarian novels and a
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representative anthology entitled Proletarian Literature 1ln

the Unlited States. Nor were critical evaluations of the

phenomenon restricted to the radical press. The Times Liter-

ary Supplement, observing the "vitality" of the American

movement (in much the same manner as its recent praise for
the vitality of "Beat" writing), commented, "An odd outlook,
it may Well appear, to capture 8o successfully, in capltalist
and individuallist America of all places, so many adherents,
even among those notoriously unstable belngs, artists and

intellectuals!"28

The vitality of the movement had, in fact,
waned considerably by the time of TLS's endorsement, but the
phenomenon of proletarian literature is significant because
1t was, briefly, a genulne movement, which had repercussions
outside the sphere of its own parochialism; again, like the
"Beat" or "Angry Young Man'" movements of today, proletarian
literature was less important for what 1t actually produced
than for the interest it aroused in literary circles.
Proletarian literature exerted considerable influence
upon the drama; for American drama was, and 1is, New York
drama, and New York was the splritual home of American
Marxism. It is not surprising, then, that both the prole-
tarlan novel and play should share similar subject matter.
Walter Rideout, in his analysis of the proletarian novel,
finds such novels méy be divided into four main categdries:

(1) those centered about a strike; (2) those concerned with

the development of an individual'!s class conscilousness and
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his conversion to communism; (3) those 'dealing with the
'bottom dogs,! the lowest layers of society; and (4) those
describing the decay of the middle-class."29 American
Marxist drama of the thirties uses each of these categories
save the third, probably because the plcaresque structure of
the "bottom dog" novel was too episodic to lend 1tself to
dramatic adaptation.

But proletarian literature was not so designated
merely on the basis of its working-ciass subject matter. We
may observe that Rideout's fourth categdry deals with the
middle~class. Throughout the early part of the decade the
problem of defining "proletarian” as a literary term became
the major subject of Marxist esthetlic debate. Some critics
supported a literal use of the word: proletarian literature
designated those works by working-class authors whiéh dealt
with authentlc afeas of working class experlence. Buf others
felt such a definition 4id not face the realities of the
baslic Marxist esthetlc premise that art 1s a weapon in the
class struggle. Just as the term "proletariat" came in the
political lexlcon to designate more than the working-class--
it transcended description, and assumed the connotation of
"the wave of the.future"--so proletarian literature had to
be based on ldeological awareness. V. F. Calverton main-

talned this poinﬁ of view 1n the Liberation of American

Literature (1932), one of the few book-length applications
of Marxism to literary analysis in the thirties. Definition
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by subject matter was insufficient, he stated; the one neces-
sary distinction between bourgeois and proletarian writers
was the'acceptance by the latter of Marxist ldeology, what-
ever thelr class origin: "they are writers who have adopted
the revolutionary point of view of the proletarian ldeology,
and who try to express that ideology in their work. "3°

The problem received conslderable attention at the
Amer;can Writers! Congress of 1935-~not unnaturally, since
the proletarian genre was then at its zenith. By and large,
the speakers affirmed Calverton's position. Proletarian art
was not to be distingulshed by its subject matter, but rather
by 1ts point of view. Waldo Frank attempted to dispel con-
fusion as to the "material" and "subject" of art.

The subject of a book is a mere label or contailner;
it may mislead or be empty. Our poet or prose-man,
by his loyalty to the working class (whether born

in it or not) . . . will write more and more of the
struggles of farmer and worker. But if his vision

be sound, it willl mke--whatever his gsubject--the

material for revolutionary art. The term "prole-

tarian" applied to art should refer to the key and

vision 1In which the work 1s conceilved, rather than

to subjJect. It should be a qualitative, not

quantitative, term.31

Such a definition had both loosenling and restrictive

consequences. Since "proletarian" was an evaluative, rather
than a descriptive term, the Marxist writer was not confined
to writing exclusively_about the working class. His view-
point, rather than his sub ject matter, qualified his work as
"revolutionary." Nor need the view-point of the work be

overtly militant. If the writer had made public commitment



W7
as elther party member or fellow-traveler, hls work need not
contain an overt revolutionary moral.

The concept of proletarian literature was, then,
rather elastically applied, but it was never a purely descrlp-
tive term. For, as Joshua Junitz pointed out, it was not
inconceilvable that a novel be written about the proletariat
by "someone from an inimical class with an inimical point of
view."32 Such a work, from a Marxist point of view, could
not possibly express the "attitudes, experience and aspir-
ation" of the working-class; hence, it would not be a prole-
tarlan novel. But the dangers lnherent in an ideologilcal
evaluation of art were soon manifest. Although some critics
continually stressed the need for a concern with the technical
problems of art, the more sectarian tended to evaluate liter-
ature almost solely on the grounds of political awareness.
Art was, first andforemost, a class weapon, they asserted;
the dictinction between form and content was fallacious. "If
a man has something to say, as all proletarian writers have,"
claimed Mike Gold, "he will learn to say it clearly in time.'S3
Sﬁch a view, the less sectarian countered, grossly oversimpli-
fied the problems of art. Yes, they admitted, art was a
weapon; but the better the art, the better the weapon.

After the inauguration of the Popular Front, the pro-
letarlan genre--and the esthetic debate whilch it engendered--
dlsappeared, for although it was_still acknowledged that art

was a weapon, there was no longer agreement about what the
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weapon was to be directed against. The Marxists were less
prone to assert their ideological differences with the non-
communist left, being more concerned with stressing the
points of contact. Whereas in such pre-Popular Front prole-

farian plays as Peace on Earth and Stevedore the’villian was

inevitably the capltalist system, such doctrinalre aggres-
siveness might well have dissuaded New Deal liberals from
Joining in the anti-fasclst crusade. The Class Struggle, no
longer the dominant literary theme, was replaced by themes

of anti-fascism and "Americanism.” The communists now pro-
claimed themselves heirs to the American revolutionary tradi-
tlon and pre-empted such native heroces as Tom Paine, Jefferson,

Lincoln, and John Brown. Sklar's Life and Death of an

American (1939) and Gold and Blankfort's Battle Hymn (1938),

desplte revolutlonary implications, were both largely
indistinguishable in theme from the work of such non-communist
anti-fascists as Rice and Sherwood. Themes of revolutionary
Marxism were never revived; Marxist influence upon the drama
steadily declined from 1936 onwards; until, in the period of
the Nazi-Soviet Pact, the Marxist dramatic voice was com-

pletely silent.

There remalins one other important characteristic of
Depression drama which must be consldered. As befits an age
preoccupied with theories of collectivism, American drama of

the 1930!'s was characterlized by the dominance of theatrical
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groups. Few periods in our dramatic history have wiltnessed
such 1ntenée theatrical activity under group auspices. .
Indeed, most of what has reméined valuable in the dramatic
legacy of the thirties was the result of the activities of
such groups as the Group Theatre, Theatre Union, the Federal
Theatre Project, and the Mercury Theatre. In addition to
these professional groups, amateur theatres--mostly of left-
wing persuasion--proliferated: Theatre of Action, Theatre
Collective, Artef, Labor Stage, the New Théatre ILeague made
substantial theatrical contributions by producing such social
playlets as Walting for Lefty, Bury the Dead, Hymn to the

Rising Sun, Plant in the Sun, and by offering opportunities

to many young theatrical artists. Elia Kazan's first'direc-
torial effort, for example, was The Young Go First for

Theatre of Action (1935).

Even the established dramatist felt the need for a
greater theatrical security than that available on Broadway.
In the Spring of 1938, the foremost non-Marxist dramatists of
the age--Anderson, Behrman, Rice, Howard, and Sherwood--
formed the Playwrights' Company for the express purpose of
control;lng the productions of their own plays. The organi-
zatlion subsequently produced, among other works, Sherwood's

Abe Lincoln in Illinois, Rice's American Landscape, and

Anderson's Knickerbocker Holiday and Key Largo. Although the

Playwrights'! Company cannot properly be termed a theatre, in

that 1t did not recrult permanent theatrical personnel nor
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offer a speciflc program, it 1s significant that the play- |
wrights involved felt the need to band together as a produc-
tional unit in order to minimize the hazards of Broadway
commercialism.

The thirtles may, then, he accurately characterized
as an age in search of collective alternatives--both social
and theatrical. All of the groups cited above were caught up
in the social climate of the age; all included a sense of
social obligation in their theatrical credos. Even the
august Theatre Gulld, which had relinguished the mantlé of
the theatrical avant-garde by the thirties, could not remain
aloof from the issues of the age. It, too, climbed on the
bandwagon of social drama, producing such plays as Roar,
China (1930) by the Soviet dramatist Tretyakov, which
attacked the commercial exploitation of China in the twen~»A

ties; Both Your Houses (1933), Anderson's muckraking attack

on politics; They Shall Not Die (1934), John Wexley's spirited

defense of the Scottsboro boys; and Peters and Sklar's left-
ist revue,'Parade (1935), which satirized the enemies of the
proletariat in such verses as the following:

Life could be so beautiful

Life could be so grand for all

If just a few didn't own everytﬁing

And most of us nothing at all.3
That the conservative Theatre Guild would produce a revue by
two of the decade'!s foremost Marxist dramatists offers some

indication of the social atmosphere of the 1930!s. Theatre



51
groups--no less than the dfamatists who comprised them--could
not escape the social and political realities of thelr age.
It 1s appropriate, then, that we begin 6ur investlgation of
the dramatic implications of political commitment by examin-
1ng the theatrical and social ldeals of three major‘theatre
groups of the decade, groups which, although all politically
involved, reveal :1n the varled intensity of thelr respective
commitments different facets of the general problem. After
these generic considerations, we shall turn to an examination
of the specific political commitments of several major
dramatists of the period.
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CHAPTER II
THEATRE UNION: THEATRE IS A WEAPON

A revolutionary theatre without
'its most living element, the
revolutionary public, 1is a con-
tradiction which has no
meaning.

Erwin Piscator, "The Social
Theatre"

That the Theatre Union was primarily a class theatre
is apparent from its initial manifesto:

l. We produce plays that deal boldly with the deep-
going social conflids, the economic, emotlional,
and cultural problems that confront the majority
of the people. Our plays speak directly to this
majority, whose lives usually are caricatured or
ignored on the stage. We do not expect that
these plays fall 1nto the accepted social pattern.
Thils is a new kind of professional theatre, based
on the interests and hopes of the great mass of
working people.

2. We have established a low price scale so that
masses of people who have been barred by high
prices can attend this theatre. A scale of 30¢
to $1.50 (mo tax) with more than half the seats
priced under a dollar, is bringing thousands of
people into the theatre who have never seen a
professional play or who have not gone to the
theatre for years.

3. In order to exist we organize our audlence throu%h
benefit theatre parties and subscribing members. '

The significant phrase is, of course, "the interests and hopes
of the great mass of working people;" Theatre Unlion--the
first and only professional American Marxist theatre--was an

55
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overtly committed theatre; its raison dl'etre was to demon-
strate the efficacy of the slogan: "Theatre is a weapon.”
"Theatre Union is based on a philosophy," Michael Blankfort,
one of its members, asserted: "It has a 'touchstone.!"® And
this 'touchstone! was ideological; the group was less con-
cerned.with the creaﬁion of a theatrical style than with the
presentation of plays which had at their core a coherent
political point of view; its purpose was "to produce plays
about the working-class, written from the point of view of
the working-class,"3 and to create a professional theatre
supported primarily by working-class organlizations. Theatre
Union, 1n short, represented Marxism'!'s most ambitlous excur-
éion into the mainstream of the American theatre.

That such a theatre should emerge when it did is no
-accident. As the "first professional.social theatre in

America,"4

Theatre Union emerged as the lmpact of Marxism on
American intellectual life reached 1its apogee in the mid-
thirtles. It is not surprising that Theatre Union's brief
1ife (1933-1937) should coincide with the similarly brief
relgn of the proletarian novel. In fact, the intimacy of

the group's relationship to its political commitment 1is
revealed by the directness with which it reacted to contempor-
ary soclal currents. It arose 1in response to specifilc socisl
stimulli and disappeared when these stimull were no longer

operative.
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Theatre Union had its inception in two interrelated
phenomena of the early and mid-thirties: the growth of the
amateur communist theatre--stimulated by the fact of depres-
sion~--and the emergence of the Popular Front--during which
period communists, soclalists, and independent liberals
found themselves in uneasy alliance. The first phenomenon
provided the ground-work for the establishment of a profes-
sional "workers" theatre; and the second allowed the fledgling
group to draw upon the professional talents of non-Marxist
theatre personnel.

Despite such amblitlous precursors of sociél theatre
as the Workers! Drama ILeague (1926) and the New Playwrights
(1927),5 there was little impetus toward the formation of
radical theatre groups untll the onset of the Depression.

As soclal 1ssues became of vital concern, amateur Marxist
theatre groups--usually affiliated with soclal or labor
organizations~-sprang into being. Theilr twofold aim was

the dissemination ofAcommunist doctrine and "the agitation
for specific palliatives, which could be . . . slowly
adopted by the American people without commitment to revolu-
tion."6 Two groups became the spearhead of the movement,
the German-speaking Prolet-Bllhne, and the Workers' Labor
Theatre of New York; and they speclalized in a form of drama

known as the "agit-prop," whose avowed purpose was, as its
abbreviated name indicated, agitation and propaganda. This

drama of slogans and invective, cemented by expressionistilc
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device and rhythmic expression, was created for the specific
purpose of mobility and adaptability to its playing environ-
ment: labor meetings, rallies of the unemployed, etc.
Although we shall analyze the agit-prop in greater detail in
relationship to Odets' Waiting for lefty, we may observe at

this point that 1ts primary weakness as an agltational device
was that its magical repetition of slogans appealed essen-
tially to the already converted. In 1ts early stages,
moreover, it was extremely crude both dramatically and
theatrically (the performers were non-professionals), and
separated entirely from the mainstream of American theatrical
development.

Looking largely to European examples, the amateur
radical groups who specialized in the agit-prop, in the words
of John Gassner, "scorned the professional stage as a fen of
stagnant waters and an abomination in the sight of the
deified proletariat";7 the ideals and techniques of Broadway
were looked upon as inimical to political or theatriecal
virtue. As the Depression intensified, however, the move-
ment flourished and by April, 1932, had grown tc such an
extent that a national festival and conference, the so-called
Workers'! Theatre Spartakiade and Conference, was convened to -
establish a central organization for the purpose of coordinat-
ing the actlvities of the various groups. The new organiza-
tion, called the ILeague of Workers' Theatres, 1naugurated a

number of theatrilcal activities, including the publishing of
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its own Jjournal, Workers' Theatre, and began to survey the

radical theatre movement'!s new-found prosperity. It soon
became apparent to the members of the League that 1f the
radlcal theatre was to win adherents in an increasingly
restive America, it would have‘to resort to greater profes-
sionalism; the agit-prop had its place, but it was, by its
very nature, too limited to have wide appeal. As more
intellectuals and theatre professionals found their way into
the revolutlionary movement, it was obvious that the principle
of non-contamination by Broadway would have to be re-examined.
Some of the die-hards still maintained the necessity of com-
plete separation, but they were volces in the wilderness.

Ben Blake, the chronicler of the "New Theatre? movement,
wrote: "The practical results of such a line . . . would
have been to neglect the achievements of some 2500 years of
history, and to neglect the technical training and creative
growth of the actors, directors, playwrights, and scenlc

artists of the workers! theatre."8 Workers'! Theatre affirmed

Blake's position: "I think we must . . . examine the
bourgeoils theatre very closely, learn the methqgs it employs
‘15 its propaganda, learn and--as far as possible-~-adopt the
technique it uses to make its propaganda effective."9

A new principle arose, that of "a theatre greater than
the labor movement but drawing its inspiration from the latter
and continuing the new soclial outlook on a broader social

scale.”10 In response to this trend, in September, 1933,
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Workers! Theatre was rechristened New Theatre, and the League

of Workers! Theaﬁres became the New Theatre League. Eligil-
bility to membership in the new group was construed along the
broad lines of the policy which was, in August, 1935, to be
adopted by the seventh Congress of the Communist Internation-
ale, the Popular or United Front. The door was opened for

the non-communist professional who accepted the solé doctrinal
commitment of opposition to "war, fascism and censorship.”

Ben Blake tendered the invitation for non-communist partici-

pation in the New Theatre lLeague in his Awakening of the

American Theatre:

The League 1n no way undertakes to supervise or
impose any particular political or artistic creed
upon any member. On the contrary, 1t seeks to unlte,
and has had marked success 1n uniting, theatres and
individuals of many different political faiths, to
the mutual benefit of all. . . . Members who follow
any particular political party or doctrlne are not
required to forgo their beliefs or to limit their
repertory or affiliation on thils account, so long as
they do not violate the basic program of the League:
the encouragement of the broadest possible struggle
againat war, fascism and censorship.

The groundwork was laid. Not only were the communists
asking for non-communist support, they were getting 1it; and
New Theatre proudly listed among 1ts contributory editors

Sidney Howard, Lee Strasberg, Hallie Flanagan, and H.W.L.
Dana. Since the time was propitious for the radical theatre
movement to reach beyond its amateur status, the agit-prop
theatre of the Prolet-Bllhne and the WLT--so crude and

sectarlan--obviocusly would no longer suffice. Herbert Kline,
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the editor of New Theatre, announced that "the day of the

cliché and mechanical statement has gone by for the workers'
theatre."12 The time had come for a departure from drama-
tized poems, expressionistic satires, and mass recitations.
Since Marxism had won intellectual adherents and had pene-
trated into the mainstream of American cultural life, a
theatre was obviously needed to reflect its new-found
respectability.

In 1933 Theatre Union responded to this demand by
creating a theatre which aimed at a level of esthetic excel-~
lence hitherto impossible in the amateur radical theatre
movement. Obviously, the agit-prop form was not conducilve
to the development of major drama. Moreover, the very fact
of amateur status prevented the movement from sustalning and
developing theatrical talent. It was apparent that Broadway
was not going to provide patronage for revolutionary play-
wrights. There remained one answer: the establishment of a
professional "working-class" theatre, which would cultivate
its own class-consclous audlence to support the kind of drama
it felt must be produced. Such a theatre, proponents argued,
would provide an outlet for revolutionary dramatists who were
forced~~by the absence of an alternative--to accept Broad-

way's terms. Maltz and Sklar wrote in the Dally Worker:

"Since workers do not attend the [Broadway] theatre why
should writers devote any time to the problems and the lives

of a workers? A wrlter today who depends for his living on
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the professional theatre must write for hls audience. And
since hls audlence is a bourgeols audlence, he must write
bourgeois plays."13

But, in the spirit of the Popular Front enunclated by
the New Theatre League, Theatre Unlon did not construe
"working-cléss“ plays along strict, sectarlan communist
lines. The group aimed at creating the broadest-based
Marxist theatre possible; not only was this consistent with
the then current communist line, but it was a theatrical
necessity 1f the group was to draw upon the reservoir of
non-communist Broadway'talent. Time and again, the directors
of Theatre Unlon were to assert 1ts pollitical inclusiveness
and to disavow connection with any specific political doc-
trine, at least officially. "Our only creed," wrote Margaret
Larkin, "is to fight for the underdog."14 Similérly, in
reply to a polemlic by Lawson accusing the Union of insuffl-
clent specificity 1n its soclal criticism, Liston Oaks, a
member of the executive board, asserted that "Theatre Union
has consistently followed a non-sectarian, united front
policy. . . . It 18 not an agit-prop theatre. It 1s a united
front theatre organized to produce plays that all honest
militant workers and mlddle-class sympathizers can support."15
In fact, one of 1ts avowed aims was the hope of winning the
support of the "unconverted" liberals, intellectuals, and
theatregoers who mlght have been put off by a sectarian

communist theatre.16 And 1t must be recorded that Theatre
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Union dld achieve wide non-communist support. Its initial

presentation, Peace On Earth, was welcomed'extravagantly by
the Nation ("this 1s a working-class theatre of the only
sort we believe 1nﬁ}7 the New Republic ("liberals and radi-

cals, soclalists and communists, can unite in their attitude
toward war, and in supporting the opposition to it. . . Z),18
and even the socialist»New Leader ("an exceedingly interest-
ing and hopeful venture").19

Its role as a United Front theatre continually pre-
sented Theatre Union with difficulties. On one hand, 1t was
primarily organized for the purpose of presenting "working-
class," that is, Marxist-oriented, plays, plays that would
leéd inevitably to the assumption of a "progressive' political
position; on the other, 1t was constrained by the necessity
of Popular Front support to avold a too rigld affirmation of
communist policy. Since action is, of course, facilitated
by speclficity, as the communist critics of the Union con-
tinually affirmed, Theatre Union had to be ever-vigilant
against the’sin of "reformism." Oaks, in his rebuttal to
Lawson, attempted to demonstrate that "political accuracy
and ideological clarity does not necessitate speéific organi-
zational labels. . . . If liberals transfer the revolutionary
content and lmplications of our plays into humanitarianism,
that 1s not the fault of the playwright but the result of
the confusion of liberal thinking."ao Throughout 1ts brief

career Theatre Union walked the tight-rope between its
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communist roots and its United Front policy, a balancing act
8t11l possible in the heady political atmosphere of the mid-
thirties.

Such, then, were the forces behind the formation of
Theatre Union. How did 1t undertake to realize 1its ambitious
attempt to create a professional "workers!" theatre? The
directors of Theatre Union realized that the key to its sur-
vivél lay in the creation of a new, atypical theatrical
audlence~-an audlience composed partially of militant intel-
lectuals, but largely of the working-ciass. A workers!
theatre, they loglcally concluded, should be supported hy
the workers, a support Theatre Union attempted strenuously
to achieve. But the group was the victim of 1ts own politi-
cal semantics. We have observed that the words "worker" and
"proletarian"” connoted, in the Marxist lexicon, much more
than member of the laboring force. More often than not, the
proletarian novel or play was considered such not by virtue
of its subject matter, but rather by virtue of its point of
view. Thus from the outset Theatre Unlion was involved in a
necessary contradiction. It attempted to create a theatre of
protest which would express the "workers! point of view,"
i.e., a class-conscious Marxism, while, in actuality, this
point of view was never that of any significant segment of
the.American working class. Theatre Union fought a perennial
battle to achileve working-class support by organlzing theatre
partles, but desplte sporadic success in its initial efforts,
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it was fighting a losing cause. It recognized, quite log-
ically, that in order to survive it would have to depend upon
an audience other than that of Broadway, and it made an all-
out effort to enlist this support. Corps of Theatre Unlon
councll volunteers spoke nightly before labor groups, unions,
and fraternal organizations;21 its policy of low-priced
seats (30¢ to $1.50) aimed at attracting a clientele that
could not afford Broadway prilces. 1Its efforts were not com-

pletely'unrewarded. Pegce on Earth would not have achieved

its slixteen week run without the support of theatre parties
sponsored by such diverse organizations as the Communist
Party, the Socialist Party, the Followers of Nature, the
Jewelry Workers Club, the League of Women Voters, the Flat-
bush Culture Club, and the Bryn Mawr Alumni Assoclation.
Surely this was the Popular Front with a vengeance.22

But the unfortunate fact 1s that despite 1ts efforts--
despite continual assertions of a "dependable audience for
plays dealing specifically with social questions"@3--Theatre
Union never did succeed 1n creating an audlence for its
plays which would ignore the "reactionary"verdicts of the
Broadway critics. Labor and fraternal groups proved as
susceptlble to Broadway reviews as the bourgeolsie. Thus,
Stevedore, which received a good press despite its "class"
nature, had no trouble in finding an audience. However,

subsequent plays fared so poorly that the alling Union,
which had been housed in Eva Le Gallienne's old Civic
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Repertory Theatre on 1l4th Street, in a last desperate effort
declded to confront Broadway directly, and moved into the
héart of the mid-town theatrical district for its presenta-

tion of Lawson's Marching Song, a move which was dictated by

the recognition that Theatre Unlon had faliled in its attempt
to create a dependable working-class audience. Margaret
Larkin pointed out that the 1lnconvenient location of the
Civic Repertory Theatre prevented the group from harvesting
the patronage of passers-by. She also recognized that the
golid core of Theatre Union's support came from the ranks of
the unaffiliated leftist theatre-goers.2u In hopes of organ-
izing tﬁis group, the Union offered a cheap subscription
plan, which entitled the subscriber not only to special
privileges in the choice of seats, but also to a direct voice
in the organization of the theatre. This last scheme never
came to pass. Theatre Unlon put all 1ts eggs into Lawson's

basket, and when Marching Song falled, the group disbanded.

The 1inability to create a dependable audience lay at
the heart of Theatre Union's failure. Without direct patron-
age, 1t succumbed to the commercial vagaries which 1t so
conslstently attacked. But this difficulty, though basiec,
was not the sole éause of Theatre Union's difficulties. As
a politlcal theatre continually aware of its ideologilcal
function, it had to face problems extrinsic to play produc-
tlon. PFor example, administration remained a permanent

difficulty. Theatre Unlon, committed to "collective,
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democratic"” leadership, would not permit authority to be
centralized. Its executive board originally consisted of
writers, artists, and trade union officials who céme together
in enthusiasm for the creation of a professional soclal '
theatre, but with thelr chief commitments in other fields of
endeavor. Since they were not able to engage fully in the
activities of the theatre, the larger part of the activity
attendant on play presentation was performed by a production
committee which the executive board appointed from among its
own ranks. All administrative decisions had to come from
this production committee, which altered from one play to
the next, depending upon who was free at the time. Moreover,
when emergency problems arose during rehearsals, 1t was neces-
sary to obtalin the authority of the entire executlve board.25
Thus Theatre Union's commitment to "collective" leadership
compounded its administrative difficulties.

Political considerations similarly influenced the
group's attitude toward its acting company. Although the
executive board had started the theatre with professionals
of varylng degrees of sympathy for what the plays stood for
in order to make a beginning,26 it recognlzed the need and
the advantage of a permanent group of actors--politically
"aware" as well as technically competent. Obviously, if the
highest production standards were to be achieved actors would
have to be hired on the primary basis of talent, not

political awareness. Thils presented a few difficulties,



68
since a few of the non-politlcal thespians balked at certain
lines and bits of business as "soap-box." However, Emery
Northrup reported optimistically in the pages of the New
Theatre that after the first public performance of Peace on
Earth the recalcitrant actors saw that the didactic elements

' and con-

. n27

"stood out as the most vital element of the play,'’
cluded, "backstage nobody talks about soapbox anymore.

Not An Actor Prepares or My Life in Art passed dog-eared

from actor to actor, but instead John Strachey's The Coming
Struggle for Power and communist pamphlets. The acting com-

pany, no less than the audlience, was to be converted to
militancy. "Out of the 40 there are now, besides the corps
of worker ex-servicemen, twelve others who know their
economics,” Northrup reported. "They work like leaven among
the group, a gradual, irresistible process of enlightenment."28
While 1t could not afford a permanent company, Theatre

Union made an effort to fecast actors who had appeared in

previous plays. In Sallors of Cattaro seventeen of the cast

of twenty-three had appeared in previous plays or were
members of the studio; in Black Pit, twelve of the seventeen
had thls same close connection. And in the season of 1935-
36, seven actors were selected as the nucleus of a potential
permanent company. But a large permanent company was
rejected on more than merely financlal grounds. Although the
Union recognlzed the stylistic advantages of such a set-up

(as witnessed by the excellent productions of the Group), it
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feared that a large, closed acting combany might result "in
the dangerous tendency to choose plays to fit the acting
company, rather than for their intrinsic merit as working-
class drama."29 The esthetic consideration had to take
second place to the political consideration. Consequently,
Theatre Union augmented 1its small permanent group of actors
from previous casts, from Broadway, from other theatrical
sources, and from 1its own studlo.

The most difficult single problem that Theatre Union
had to face because of 1ts ldeologlcal commitment was the
discovery of plays that were both politically aware and
dramatically sound. When a théatre limits itself on subject
matter as stringently as did Theatre Union, the script famine
becomes even more acute than when the only consliderations are
box~-office potentlial and personal taste. Thus, although the
group was 1in continual search for sultable plays to present,
so.few were found that it had to have plays specifically
composed by members of its immediate group (Maltz, Sklar,
Peters).3O This action brought forth criticism--in the late,
faltering moments of the group's exlstence--that it was a
closed corporation which discouraged new talent.3l The prob-
lem of play selection was further complicated by the "col-
lective'" nature of the group's administration. When a script
came into the office, the play—reading department, on
deciding that it had possibillities, passed it on to the

executive board of twelve men and women. If they found it
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vacceptabie a meeting of the entire board was called, and the
play was given a general reading. After several other read-
ings a declsion was reached as to whether 1t be produced or
not. Once the play was accepted, a playwriting committee was
appointed to work with the author on script revision. ‘
Theatre Unlon held with no theoriles of the inviolabllity of
the author's words. Frequently it demanded that changes be
made, in the words of Michael Blankfort, "to fit the needs of
its mass audience,"” i.e., for the sake of ideological
correctness.32

Each of the plays was rewrltten in this manner.
Stevedore was revised three times. Peters had originally

written it in 1930 under the title Wharf Nigger; but between

that date and the Union's production of the play in 1934, he
had found political enlightenment, and felt that the play
dealt inadequately with the "real social forces" behind the
racial conflict in the South. He and Sklar thus set about
- writing a new play which attempted to show that the Negro
question "was not a racial issue at all, but an economic
one."33

It is not surprising, then, that Theatre Union had
difflculty finding adequate scripts. Many playwrights found
themselves, in the words of Blankfort, "temperamentally
incapable of collective work." They could not surmount the
innumerable ideoclogical roadblocks thrust in their path.

For besides the playwriting committee, the script had to
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receive (when the nature of the play called for it) the
approval of a worker in the field with whilch the play dealt.
Thus Negro and white longshoremen read Stevedore; Italian

refugees read Bltter Stream. Finally the revised script was

agaln read to the executive board, and, if definitely
accepted, a production committee and director were appointed.
These people, with the author, then decided upon a scenic
designer and cast.34 With such an array of obstacles to
overcome it 1s no wonder that most of Theatre Union's scripts
came from within the group itself. All had to demonstrate a
fundamental unanimity concerning what the play must say, a

unanimity based upon the group'!s political "touchstone.”

What, then, was the dramatilc contribution of Theatre
Union? An investigation of the group!s seven productions
reveals that in each case the political touchstone remained
vparamount. Surveying the group's achlevement at the time of
the presentation of Black Pit, Margaret Larkin pridefully
noted the variety of the Union's productions. She observed,
however, that desplte diversity of style the plays all
possessed a common aim: they all "laid bare the class
forces surrounding each situation, pointing the way out."32
"The way out" in each instance lay in the acceptance of
Marxist soclal theory and a willingness to ally, in United
Front, with all opponents of the capitalist systemf All of

the plays were either totally or partially proletarian in
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subject matter. Stevedore, Black Pit, and Marching Song

stressed the class nature of industrial and racial strife;

Peace on Earth attacked war as an instrument of capltalist

expansion; and the Union!s three foreign works--Wolf's Sailors
of Cattaro, Brecht's Mother, and Silone's Fontamara (adapted

by Victor Wolfson under the title Bitter Stream)--came from

the pens of several of Europe!s leading Marxist writers.
(Silone had, as yet, not defected.) They stressed in turn
the necessity'of revolutionapy preparation, the conversion of
a proletarian to Marxism, and the oppression of the Italian
 peasantry by the Faseists.

Desplte the Marxist bias in each of these plays, the
lessons each contained were not always sufficlently explicit
to satlsfy the more sectarian communist critics. For this
the Theatre Union's Popular-Front role was partly responsible;
1t did not wish, after all, to allenate non-communist support.
Partly 1t resulted from a most rigid interpretation of the
role of proletarian literature. Works which diverged from
formula were often suspect, despite'the attempts of the less
sectarian critics to demonstrate that class-consciousness
did not necessarily demand cliché. |

The group's initial production, Peace on Earth (1933),

for example, received the following chiding from William
Gardner in the New Masses:
The theme and story of the play are not to be

endorsed unreservedly. . . . There is too much
emphasis on Professor Peter Owens! individual
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sacriflce. Apparently the authors lacked con-

fidence in their ability to achleve the desired

dramatieo and emotional effect by basing their

emphasis more directly on the working-class 1t-

self, thrOggh its organized representatives in

the play.3

This dissent, however, was drowned in a chorus of

praise from the left-wing press; for opposition to war was,
after all, a cause to which most could whole-heartedly sub-

scribe. But Peace on Earth is not concerned with generallzed

protest in the manner of What Price Glory? or Idiot!s Delight.

It is specific in its attribution of war to the logic of
‘capitalism.

Jo: Suppose they do go to war in Europe-- that
doesn't mean we have to get into 1it. :

Mac: We can't keep out of it, Jo--there's too
much involved. We'!ll have credits to protect
and markets to think of. We can!'t afford to
keep out of 1it.37

In fact, the pacifism of Peace on Earth is nowhere based upon

‘a demonstration of the horror or absurdity of war, as in

Johnny Johnson,'for example. Its anti-war theme 1s, in

actunality, a device to assert the fact of another very real
war, class war. The evils which Maltz and Sklar itemized are
the evils which, according to Marxism, inevitably arise from
an oppresslve capitalism: the murder of militant strikers,
the Suppression of radical opinion, the alllance of religlon
and education with finance capital, the corruption and sub-
servience of the police, the control of the media of communi-
catlion by vested interests. The catalytic elements in the

plot are two familiar standbys of the proletarlan genre: the
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conflict between a group of militant workers and their
capltalist oppressors, and the conversion of an uncommitted
individual to militancy and, ultimately, martyrdom.

In the first instance, we may observe how Maltz and

Sklar exploit thelr theme within the orthodox context of the
strike situation. A group of longshoremen refuse to ship
munitions and inevitably bring down upon themselves the might
of capitallst suppression. Before they are dispersed by the
law, however, they succeed 1in persuading a group of German
longshoremen to refuse similarly to handle war goods. The
roots of the agit-prop are clearly discernible in thelr
sloganized appeal:

Show your solidarity with the strikers!

Down with the imperiallist war!

Join our ranks!

No more war!

Don't be a traitor to your class!

Stop munition shipments!

Don't scab--Strike! (p.58)

But the authors of Peace on Earth do not pursue the theme of

the strike. They are more concerned (after‘all, this 1is a
United Front play) with the conversion of Professor Peter
Owens to mllitancy. At first happlly ensconced in the Ivory
Tower, he ultimately comes to recognize the meaning of the
strikers! action. He confronts his educational superiors
with the injustices he has observed and 1s censured for his
radicalism. Finally, he interrupts a commencement exercise.
to protest the granting of honorsvtoaa trustee who, because

of his financial ;interests, has encouraged violence against
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the militant strikers. In the tradition of many a proletar-
lan hero Owens 1s rewarded for hls honesty with a frame-up
and goes militantly to a martyr's death.

Peace on Earth 1s significant as a transitional work

which touches on various themes which were to be more fully
exploited in later proletarian drama. Stylistically, it
reveals at timés its agit-prop roots in the directness of
its call to militancy: the play's last lines are the slogan
"Fight with us, fight against war." Despite the realism of
specific scenes, 1ts synoptic, staccato pace is reminiscent
of much experimental drama of the 1920's. In fact, the last

act of Peace on Earth abandons itself entirely to expression-

ism, a structural transition which mars the consistency of

the work. Above all, however, Peace on Earth reveals Theatre

Union's determination to woo the non-communist left. The
facts of class strife are circumscribed by the greater issue
of war or peace. Maltz and Sklar attempted, not altogether
unsuccessfully as reviews from the non-communist left demon-
strate, to link a condemnation of war to an acceptance of the
Marxist interpretation of its causation. If leftists could
not all agree on the sklll of the production of Peace on
Earth, they could at least agree with 1ts fundamental thesis.
They, too, were "agin' sin."

There were no doubts, however, of the success of.the
Union's second production, Stevedore; even the "bourgeois"

crltics pralsed 1t, a verdict not without mlxed reaction.
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After all, did not Broadway criticism of Peace on Earth reveal

the effectiveness of 1ts class analysis? Had not leftist
critics continually affirmed that the condemnation of prole-
tarian literature by the bourgeols critics was inevitable?
Thus, the paradox of Theatre Union's theatrical position is
revealed; although good Broadway reviews were a requisite to
the filling of the more expensive seats in the house, such
pralse, 1f received, the militant feared, might cdmpromise
the effectiveness of the play's class criticism. The
inevitable answer was that such pralse had its roots in "mass
pressure” which the Broadway critics did not dare to ignore.

In any case, Stevedore, with the blessing of Broadway,
was the Theatre Union's most successful production. Despilte
Lawson's charge that the play lacked specificity ("what union
did [the strikers] . . . belong to? If this was an AF of L
union, what was the attltude of the workers toward the
. Federation bureaucracy?")38 most radical critics were effusive
in their praise. Mike Gold led the play's champions with
characteristic enthusiasm: "whén big, lovable, motherly
Binnie who runs a lunch-room and bosses the husky stevedores
with her spicy tongue, picks up an old gun and pops off one
of the gangsters, the audience cheers. It cheers not only
because a brute 1is dgad, but because something has happened
in the soul of a working-class mother. "3

Perhaps there were those among the spectators of

Stevedore who responded similarly to Binnle's spiritual
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enlightenment, but most responded to the simplicity of the

play's melodramatic line. Peters and Sklar succeeded--where
Maltz and Sklar had failed--in realizing their theme of

class warfare structurally. In Peace on Earth the framing

of Owens 1is gratuitously introduced gﬁ’order to enforce . the
play's thesis; in Stevedore Lonnie's frame-up for the
alleged rape of a white woman is intrinsic to the melodramatic
plot. Thus, Stevedore moved forward with headlong directness
to its violent conclusion in which Negro and white longshore-
men fight side by silde against the forces of reaction. Race
prejudice is 1nexorably tied to economic factors: Lonnie is
framed because he 1s the most militant of the Negro steve-
dores and supports the fledgling union. He will not accept
an "Uncle Tom!' role.

Ain't no peace fo! de black man . . . aln't never

gwine be, till he fight to get 1t . . . We try to

organize to get ourselves a decent living. And

what happen? Dey beat us up, dey arrest us, shoot

us, burn down our houses. . . . We can't wait for

de Judgment day. We can't wait £ill we dead and

gone. We got to figﬁt fo! de right to live.

Now=--now--right now.40
It comes as hardly a surprise that Lonhie should be offered
as the traditional martyr to the proletarian cause, ahd
this is not the only conventional element in Stevedore.
Walcott, the strawboss, and his subordinates are painted in
the familiar hues of caricature; and Lonnie's militancy is
shared by the white organizer,Lem Morris, who points out to

the prejudiced in his unlon that hatred is the boss's best
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ally: "thap's the stuff! You call them dirty niggers, and
they call you low white trash. If you'd cut that out, if
you'd get together and fight the Oceanic Stevedore Company
for a change, maybe we'd get somewhere." (p. 62)

In short, Stevedore continually points the moral that
race prejudice has its roots in the exploitation of the Negro,
that<it must disappear when Negro and white workers recognize
their common class unity. In the words of the union song,
"Black and white together/ We shall not be moved."” The Negro
stevedores are joined in battle by their white comrades and
put the forces of evlil to rout. It is as 1t should be in a
melodrama; the cavalry always arrives in the nick of time.

- Stevedore succeeded because 1t appealed on the most primitive

dramatic level. 1In the words of Robert Benchley, in the New
41
11

Yorker, it was "

a hell of a good show.
Of all the plays which the Theatre Union produced, the
one which aroused the greatest sectarlan criticism was
Maltz's Black Pit (1935); for although it was proletariah in
subject matter--it dealt with the life of the miners--and
point of view, it attempted something which ran dangerously
close to heresy, the sympathetic portrayai of a man who
betrays hlis class. 1In the black and white world of clasé
struggle such an undertaking was indeed hazardous, and while
radical eritics recognized that Maltz portrayed the horror
and'degradation of such an action, many felt he might well

have made a more positive statement. Under the heading
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"Despicable Role of A Scab Portrayed in Play Black Pit,"

Carl Reeve wrote in the Daily Worker: "only the rottenest

and weakest elements in the working class become stool
pigeons, and I had the feeling that Joe must have been rotten
at the start: . . . to yleld to personal difficulties and
betray his class;. . . in the vast masses of the Amerlcan
workers the hatred for stool plgeons 1s bred ln thelr very
blood."ue Joseph North seconded this verdict in the New
Masses:

When the playwright séts out to tell his audlence

of workmen that obloquy and limitless misery are

the lot of the traltor, he tells a tale more than

twice told;. . . 1f through indirection the tragedy

of the stool pigeon would cast into bolder relief

the heroism of the rank and file (for that is the

great realitg) then Maltz!s emphasis could be

understood.
North attributed the play's 1deological fallings to Maltz's
"relatively recent initiation into the proletarian environ-
ment."uu

But desplte 1ts divergence from the formula of the

proletarian play, Black Pit leaves no doubt as to its ideolog-
ical position. Joe Kovarsky, because of his defection, 1s
anathematized with fervor only possible in the fully con-
verted. No economic or personal difficult can justify the
sell-out; in the long run the worker's only salvation is to
make common cause with his class.

Joe: Tony . . . Icla gone have baby. She got have

doctor. I t!'ink maybe I fool Super get job. . . .

Tony: By be stool pigeon, hah? Joe, bett!r be Iola
dle from baby--bett!r be you die from starve. . . .
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Joe: I no wan! do, Tony. . .« . I be wan! 111! bit
somet'ings have. . . .have awright 1il' bit. . . .
Tony: Have awright? How you wan' awright? By self,
- hah? By lie, by cheat, by crawl on belly. . . .

Jesus Chris!, Joe, miner no can get by self. . . .

when company got everyt!ings miner no can have

noddings. . . . You wan! somet'ings you got go

wit! odern m&ger, tak! company by t'roat,

fight L] . L] » .

And in the end, rejected by those who loved and trusted him,
Joe recognizes the folly of his actilon: "What good get
t'ings by be false to odern miner?. . . Bett!r be starve,
bett'r be 1live in hole lake animal" (p. 105) Maltz attempted
to point his moral negatively, hut he polnted 1t clearly
nevertheless. In place of melodrama he substituted a prole-
tarian morality play: what does 1t profit a worker, he asked,
if in gaining the world he lose his class?.

It 1s a sad commentary upon the sklll of American
radical playwrights that the most significant, though not the
most commeréially successful, of the plays which Theatre
Unlon produced came from the pens of Europeans. Friedrich

Wolf!s Sallors of Cattaro and Brecht's version of Gorki's

Mother are undoubtedly the best of the group!s seven plays.
(Silone's Fontamara 1s certainly one of the great works of
the decade--one of the very few genuine proletarian novels--~
but Victor Wolfson's adaptation, contemporary reviews indi-
cate, unfortunately captured more of the letter than the
splrit of the book.)_ Perhaps the European was more funda-~
mentally involved in the radical experience than the Ameri-

can, who often seemed to come to his commitment more from an
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act of conscious will than from personal total involvement.
Much the same comment might be made about the religious com-
mitment; we have no major modern religious novels, no writers
comparable to Graham Greene or Francols Maurlac, no film
makers comparable to Robert Bresson or Ingmar Bergman; and
the American thirties produced no radical novels comparable

to Pontamara or la Condition Humaine, nor no playwright of

the stature of 0'Casey or Brecht.

Wolf!s Sailors of Cattaro, for example, faces certain

fundamental facts of the revolutlonary experience and suc-
ceeds largely because 1t does noﬁ melodramatize. The class
struggle 1s not viewed as a conflict between all-virtuous
heroes and all-evll villians, but rather as a social fact
which must be accepted and acted upon. The playwright does
not exploit the emotive nature of the revoiutionary situation.
Although the sailors! grievances are duly listed, Wolf pre-~
sents nd scenes of wanton brutality, his concern belng with
the problem of revolutionary action manifest in the dramatic
situation. The play 1s based upon the actual abortive
revolt of the sallors of the Austrian navy in the bay of
Cattaro, an inlet of the Adrlatic sea, in the last year of
the first World War. Angered by their grievances and

~ inspired by the expected support of the Viennese socilalists,
the crews of several battleships mutinied, demanding immedi-
ate overtures for world peace, participation of representa-

tives of the Socialist Party in the peace negbtiations with

i
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Russla, equal rations for officers and enlisted men, recog=

nition of committees and delgations elected by the crews to
supervise all 1ssues of food and clothing and to review all
awards of punishment or leave. But the expected support

from the mainland did not materialize, the revolt was quickly
crushed, ahd the mutinous leaders executed.

Wolf 1s concerned less with the heroics of the Cattaro
revolt than with the causes of 1ts fallure. He takes as his
text Lenin's statement that "you can't play with revolution.
Once it starts youlve got to follow it through to the end."46
Franz Rasch, Wolfe's hero, is not the monolithic, all virtu-
ous protagonist of»American proletarian drama. His militancy
1s indeed evident, and he fights to the end to prevent the"
sallors from acceptling the captain's offer of clemency; but
he 1s torn between his knowledge that autocratic action 1s
demanded by the specific revolutionary sltuation and his
willingness to act‘without the democratic consent of the
Sailor's Council. This conflict 1s the key dramatic situa-
tion in the play, and it 1s not unequivocally resolved.
Stonawskl, the advocate of immediate action, observes that
unless Rasch assumes direct command the revolt 1s in danger:
"We've started something. We must go through with it. To
the end. What else dild we raise the red flag for?" But
Franz's answer shows his refusal to compromise his democratic
revolutionary ideals: "to put a stop to autocratic rule . .
to fix 1t so that all who fight our fight shall have a say in

what we do." Stonawski--and he is confirmed by the turn of
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events--counters with the traditiénal revolutionary excuse
for'thé abrogation of democrafic rule: thére Just isn't.
time. ."Thats not going against the men, Franz; this way
you'lre playing with pheir onlyuchance'of stopping the war.

. . . Let them learn the trade of government as they've
learnt the trade of sailloring, but for what we've got to do
now minutes count. . . ." (pp. 73-4)

But Stonawski does not fully aésent to Sesan's mili-
tant cry that "to debate is death," that Rasch is wrong. In
the long run, Stonawskl asserts, Franz 1s right, even if he
has let "a sentimental sense of loyalty to the council over-
come his loyalty to the fleet" (in other words, a too intense
dedication to democratic principles overcomes loyalty to the
revolution); Stonawskl tells the impatient Sesan that "I'd
rather have it his way, bad as 1t is, than yours.” (p. 79)
In the end desplte his vacillation, Rasch emerges mosf herol-
cally. Hé adamantly refuses to accept the captain's termé
and exhorts the sallors to keep revolutionary faith: "Com-
rades! You have mutinied--struck the first blow at the old
power. With the third blow--or the fourth, the fifth--
wreck 1t!" (p. 106) His final statement in the face of
defeat was the slogan with which the exlled Wolf was himself
greeted when he arrived in Moscow: "Comrades, next time--
better!" (p. 109)

Although the play was generally well received in the

radical press there were those who recognized the dangerous
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implications of Wolf'!s tactical equivocations. Burnshaw
wrote in the New Masses, "Wolf . . . has falled to indicate
the need for politically developed leadership, such as the
Bolsheviks gave to the revolting sailors and soldiers of
Czarlist Russla. . . . The successful Bolsheviks . . . realized
that in every revolutionary endeavor leadership must be dele-
géted to politically clear individuals and groups gulded by
principles of the revolutiqnary vanguard."u7 But the super-

ior quality of the Sallors of Cattaro was so manifest that

even this objection was not too strenuously pursued.

Erwin Plscator pointed out that Wolf took his place
with the "dramatic" contehts of the drama, in opposition té
Brecht's "epic" theatre: "By the dramatic principle we mean
that treatment of the subject matter along lines of théatrical
or dramatic movement which leads to its simplification, its
erystallization, allowing freer stressing of political
mood . . . then could the corresponding epic treatmc-:‘nt."“8
But, he affirmed, "from time to time in political drama, the
eplc element has seémed more lmmediate, more indilspensable,
than the dramatié." And in its presentation of Brecht's
Mother (1935), the Theatre Union offered one of the first
American epic theatre producﬁioné--albeit somewhat diluted.

Much has, of course, been written of late about
Brecht'!s esthetics, indeed perhaps more than has been written
about his work itself. Just how practical the concept of

alienation--"Verfremdungseffekt"--has proven in theatrical
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terms 1s difficult to ascertaln. Martin Esslin points out
that it has yet to be proved thét Brecht!s theories have any
validity apart from his own works and productions, which
they were intended to explain and 3ustify.u9 And Brecht him-
self towards the end of his career warned against a too
serious application of his esthetic: "My theories are alto-
gether far more nalve than my way of expressing them might
allow one to suspect." © The difficulty is, of course, the
dublous concept that action has 1ts roots in rational aware-
ness, that a demonstration of fact--apart from emotional
considerations--can result in a fundamental change in human
behavior. But let us take Brecht's own counsel and not apply
the concept of allenation too literally; obviously action
demands emotional involvement. The question is one of
primacy: emotion must be grounded in knowledge if it is to
be effective. One of the best descriptions of Brecht's pur-
pose 1s contained in one of the earllest discussions of his
work in English. Eva Goldbeck wrote in 1935:

Whereas the old theatre tries to get below the level
of the mind and to use brute emotional force on our
subconscious, the epic theatre tries to make our own
reason awaken and direct our emotions. The differ-
ence in emphaslis and method is dictated by the dif-
ference in purpose. The theatre of entertainment,
though provoking a show of excltement, really keeps
us passlve; the theatre of education wants us to
remain as calm and collected as possible in order

to arouse us to ultimate action . . . the drama has
become an object lesson.5l .
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In short, the purpose of the work of art is not merely to
show the world as it 1s, but, by means of this demonstration,
to change 1it.

If we are still baffled by much of Brechtian theory
after twenty-five years of debate as té its applicabiiity,
imagine the reaction of the producers of Theatre Union, bred
in a school of playwrliting which demanded the maximum in
audience identification. The forms of the Brechtian theatre
were not unfamiliar——iﬁs presentationalism seemed grounded
in European expressionism--but the splrit was something else.
How, for example, were actors striving for beiievability, by
virtue of their recent initiation into the mysteries of the
Method, to realize Brecht's ldea that the actor must not
identify himself with the character, but, rather, interpret
him, both as actor and as critic? Consequently, the Theatre
Union's production of Mother actually vitiated the intended
eplc effect by making the play, within the confines of its
presentational form, as realistic as possible. 1In fact,
Brecht himself went to New York towards the end of 1935 to
attempt to forestall the conversion of his epic play to con-
ventionallty, to prevent the re-insertion of the naturalistic.
detall he had purposely omitted. He did not quite succeed,
and the performance apparently vaclllated between 1its epile
and 1ts naturalistic elements.’2 For example, instead of
addressing the audience as a chorus always separated from the

players, the singers alternated between this and participation



87
in the action--with the resulting mixture of style.J3 Brecht
also complained that the mother, whom he had created as a
symbolic matriarch of the proletarian masses, had been
reduced to a life-size ordinary working woman, in order to
gailn the sympathy--not the admiration--of the spectators.54

Mother was born of the fullness>of Brecht'!s Marxist
commitment. It 1ls, in fact, an expanslon of the brief,
didactic form of the lLehrstlick, whose avowed purpose was the
teaching, within an almost ritualistic simpliclity, of certain
specific social and communal lessons. The style (more so in
the original German than in Peters' adaptation) 1s dry and
matter-of-fact; 1ts dildactlc elements are ever dominant. 1In
keeping with eplc techniques, lantern slides comment upon the
action by means of photos of demonstrations, prisoners, the
Czar, and workihg men; by informative statements such as "On
May first the workers of Tversk demonstrate against the wage
cut," or through revolutionary slogans such as "Class

' or "Exploiter." Thus did Brecht attempt to dem-

Struggle,’
onstrate that individual action could no longer be understood
in isolation from the historical and social forces which
determine 1t.

Freely interspersed in the play are didactic songs

which uniformly expound Marxist doctrine. (The music was
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composed by Hans Eisler.) A typical one is entitled "In
Praise of Socilalism":

The foollsh call it foolish

And the filthy call it filthy

But 1t fights filthiness

-And it fights foollshness.

The profit makers call it ceriminal,

But it will put an end to their crime.

It is not madness

But it 1s the end of madness.

It 18 not chaos,

But 1s order.

It is the simple thing

That's hard to do.55

In keepling with eplec theory, Mother rejects the log-

ically constructed well-made play. The drama of the conver-
sion to Marxism of Pelage Vlasova is related 1in a series of
independently constructed scenes which begin with the abortive
 revolution of 1905 and end with the revolution of 1917. Each
situation 1is complete in 1tself: the mother distributing
clandestine pamphlets by wrapping sandwiches in them, the
mother educating the teacher in the ways of socialism, the
mother beaten bloody in a side-walk demonstration, etc. The
total effect 1s thus achieved cumulatively through a seriles
of montage-~like images which approxlimates the teéhnique of
the cinema. The unifying element is the play's didacticism,
its technique. In Brechtlan theatre, play and production
cannot be separated. Unlike American proletarian literature,
in which didacticlsm often seems extrinsic to the work's
essential form (the form, more often than not, being utterly
conventional), neither Brechtian drama nor theory can be con-

1

sidered apart from its "message." The message 1s the play.
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Theatre Union's last two productions, Victor Wolfson's

adaptatibn of Fontamara, Bitter Stream (1936), and Lawson's

Marching Song (1937), were similarly Marxist in ideology.

The latter, John Howard Lawson's attempt to write the model
of a proletarian play, dealt with the theme of class strife
in terms of a sit-down strike in an automobile town. Overtly
docﬁrinaire in 1deology, 1t represented.Lawson at his most
polemical; we shall defer detailed consideration of Marching
Song until a later chapter on Lawson's dramatic development.

Since Bitter Stream was never published, we can only relate

the judgment of 1ts contemporaries. Reviews indicate that
although 1t followed closely the plot of Fontamars emphasiz-
ing the oppressive nature of fascism and Bernardo's conversion,
most critics agreed that it falled to capture the scope and
color of Silone's novel. Thus the record of Theatre Union
productions confirms Blankfort's.assertion of a political
touchstone. Despilte occasional sectarlian criticism, beneath
each play lay the Marxist substructure. The record of the
gfoup's dramatic achlevement--particularly its native con-
tribution--is unfortunately not impressive, but it does
possess that most dublous of virtues, consistency.

The failure of Theatre Union was, of course, primarily
financial. It 1is estimated that it sustained an annual
deficit of over $15,OOO.56 The left press offered several
reasons for the group's lack of support. It was claimed

that the Unlon had not done what it might have in creating a
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labor audience; the Dally Worker asked why the group had

falled to bring its work to new audiences by using a mobille
troupe for performances in union halls and settlement
houses.o7 - But by far the harshest critlicism arose from the
group'!s concern for the Broadway verdict.

One of the most pathetlc pictures of those days was

the cast of Theatre Union walting up anxiously for

the early morning papers to see how "uptown' was

going to take the new play. . . . There was a con-

tinual inner struggle between the desire to do plays

which would be afrald of nothing and the knowledge

that such productions would be lambasted by the

critics and avoided by the moneyed patrons. As a

final ironic touch, the company emigrated uptown

and produced its last show in the mlddle of the

theatrical district, somehow hopeful that thg gap

could be bridged between vigor and violets.D

The fact is that the brief heyday of proletarian lit-

erature was over. By 1937 the great wave of indignation had
abated; liberals who had taken a both-your-houses attitude
toward the major political parties found that they could,
after all, find virtue in the Roosevelt administration. In
fact, the Federal Theatre, in offering a low-priced (or free)
theatre which did not have to worry about commercial exigen-
" cles, stole much of Theatre Union's thunder. The leftist

theatre movement elther collapsed or was absorbed into the

mainstream; New Theatre, as well as Theatre Union, folded in
1937. Moreover, the Popular Front was breéking up. True,
it remalined the official communist line until the end of the
vsecond World War (save, of course, the period of the non-

aggression pact), but the New Deal captured many - of -the
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liberéls, and the Trotsky purge trlals alienated the social-
ists. It 1s not surprising, then, that the disbanding of
Theatre Union should be shortly followed by recriminatory
charges and counter-charges. For example, Mike Gold revealed

in the Dailly Worker the "inside" story of four members of the

Union's board. Both Charles and Adelalde Walker had retﬁrned
from a Soviet tour completely disenchanted, as had Liston Oak
and Manuel Gomez. Oak, claimed Gold, was a Trotskyite spy
sent to Russia to see "only what Charlie Walker told him to

see,"

and Gomez had written to Oak denouncing Russian dom-
ination among the Loyalists.59 The political honeymoon was
over. The moment in American political and theatrical
history which Theatre Union epitomized passed, and with it
passed America's one and only professional revoiutionary

theatre.
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CHAPTER III
THE GROUP THEATRE: THEATRE IS COLLECTIVE ART

The follies, absurdities, confu-
sion, cleverness, or failure of
our Group are far less important
than what brought its people to-
gether, made them struggle, and
kept them on thelr hectle course
for ten years. The career and
collapse of the Group were an
eplsode. The thing that gave 1t
birth is part of an epic of which
the Group history is but a brief
gesture.

' Harold Clurman, The Fervent Years

Because the Group Theatre was the theatre of Walting
for lefty and Awake and Sing! it has generally been viewed

as a product of the radical ferment of the thirties; inasmuch
as the plays and policles of the Group were directed by this
ferment the designation 1s not inaccurate. Indeed, in its
time, the Group was Invarliably classed with the theatres of
social protest. But,kin another sense, this classification
is incorrect. The Group was indeed ?he reflectlion of radical
ferment, but i1t was not--as in the case of Theatre Union--a
product of this ferment. 1In fact, the Group actually shared
fewer common aims with the Theatre Union than with the art

theatres of the twentles; after all, it was an offspring of
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the Theatre Guild. The Group's rallying cry was not "Theatre
is a Weapon in the Class Struggle,'" but rather "Theatre is
an Art which Reflects Life.™M™ It is in this broader sense
that the Group was a soclal theatre; it owes 1ts impetus not
to the radical climate of the‘early thirties, but rather to
the legacy of the new movement in theatre which had swept the
playhouses of Russia, France, Germany--and to a lesser
extent the playhouses of England and America--in the latter
half of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the
twentieth. The Group's forebears were not the revolutionary
proponents of the aglt-prop, but rather the great art
theatres to which we owe the legacy of modern drama: the
Moscow Art Theatre and 1ts various studles in Russia, the
Freie Buhne in Germany, the Théatre Libre and the Vieux-
Columblier in France, the Independent Theatre in England, and
the Provincetown Players and the Theatre Guild in the Unlted
States. Stanislavski and Copeau, not Marx and Engels, were
the Group's patron saints.

The Group Theatre shared common aims and ideals with
the great permanent theatres listed above; it ilnherited, and
adapted to 1ts own needs, three baslec ldeas of what a theatre
should be: (1) The idea of Theatre as Art; (2) the idea of
Theatre as a Collective, and (3) the idea of Theatre as
Communion.

In raising the banner of Art, the Group Theatre

responded to the perennial problem of the American theatre,
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that it 1s also "show business." The nature of the profes-
sional theatre--no less in the late twenties and early
thirties than today~--makes the production of any play
analogous, in the metaphor of Mordecal Gorelik, to a pick=-up
baseball game. Each member of the theatrical production 1s
hired separately; actors, director and designer--often of
diverse background and training--unite briefly in common
theatrical cause. If the play:succeeds commercilally the
collective effort endures the length of the run; if it falls,
the disparate elements are dispersed, agaln precipiltately
abandoned to the whims of a market in whichw~-except for the
favored few--supply fahtastically exéeeds demand. Apart
from the sheér waste of artlstlc talent, theatrical rebels
have continually pointed out, and tried to alleviate, the
inevitable esthetic deficlencies of such a system (if chaos
can be dignified with so orderly a word); theatrical art,
they have asserted, 1ls dependent upon the intimate relation
of several diverse arts. Theatrical familiarity is not merely
én esthetic luxury; it is a necessity. Stylistic coherence
cannot be induced within a two or three week reheérsal period.

The Group Theatre'!s unique contribution to American
theatre has been the development of a native "style," a style
which had 1ts roots in the concept that theatrical art is
moré than the sum-total of diverse arts. The play 1s but the

beginning for the creation of the work of art. It can be
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realized only through the active collaboration of each of
several theatrical artists: the director, the aétor, the
scenic designer.

What constitutes the play, finally, is not that

which may be written down as a text--these are

only the words of the play--but the sum of the

activities of the §roup under the leadership of

one of its actors. _
In short, one of the Group's essentlal tenets was that theatre
1s production, that no element in the creation of theatrical
art should dominate, that the artistic whole 1is greater than
the sum of its parts. Obviously such a concept could not
survive abstractly. 1In Qrder to fulfill the ideal of esthetic
coherence a method was needed whereby thls coherence could be
achieved, a method which the Group found primariiy in the
theory and practice of the Moscow Art Theatre, and 1its
founding genius, Constantine Stanislavski.

But although theatre was an art, i1t was 3lso a neces-
sarily collective art; thus esthetic questions of style and
production could not be separated from the problem of a
group. Clurman writes of the Group's beginning: "From con-
sideration of acting and plays we were plunged into a chaos
of 1ife questions, with the desire and hope of making pos-
sible some new order and integration. From an experiment in
the theatre we were in some way lmpelled to an experimenf in
living."2 Since theatre was a necessarily collective art,

it demanded a collective approach. The unity of theatrical

production, Clurman pointed out, was not one that sprang out
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of an abstract sense of taste or craftsmanship, but, rather,
"out of unity that is antecedent to the formation of the

"3 4 unity of feeling and thought and

theatre group as such,
need among a group of people that had formed itself eilther
consciously or unconsciously. Once this motivating force’
had resulted in the formation of a dedicated group, it was
essential to dp everything possible to affirm the group's
collective nature. Thus the Group Theatre was conslderably
more than a play-producing unit. Its theatre artists--
actors, playwrights, directors, designers--were integratéd
into most phases of the theatre'!s activity; the Group
engaged 1n continual drives to Interest new theatrical
workers; it set up a number of projects to train its own
members as leaders, teachers, and directors; above all, 1t
protected 1its actors from the vagaries of the Broadway market
by supporting a permanent acting company of from twenty to
thirty performers for ten years. As Clurman stated: "The
Group's inclusive phllosophy adumbrated a cosmos; therefore
the Group's function, even its duty, was to become a cosmos.
It had to provide what society itself failed to provide."u
But Theatre was more than a collective in the service
of art. 1In this the Group was at one with the radical
theatre movement: art 4did not exlst for 1ts own sake; the
development of technlcal facllity and collectlve purpose had
to serve a goal beyond the artistic growth of the theatre's

individual members. "A technique of the theatre," Clurman
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asserted, "had to be founded on life values."> In the pro-
gram to 1931- he published a short statement under the title
"What the Group Theatre Wants":

"In the end . . . the development of playwrights,
actors, repertory and the rest are important only
as they lead to the creation of a tradition of
common values, an actlve consciousness of a com-
mon way of looking at and dealing with 1life. . . .
When an audience feels that it is really at one
with a theatre; when audlence and theatre-people
can feel that they are both the answer to one
another, and that both may act as leaders to one
another, there we have the theatre 1in its truest
form. Tg create such a theatre 1s our real
purpose.

Theatre was, then, a communion between artist and
audience. Thus the Group was dedlcated to producing plays
which spoke in the authentic voice of 1ts time. (Of all its

plays only one-~-the Case of Clyde Griffiths--was not by a

contemporary American playwright.) Clurman asserted that
theatrical art had to rest upon a foundation that was "humanly
valusble." Actors were, after all, not merely artists; they
were citizens of a community. It was the purpose of the

- Group to assert the artist's role as citizen not only within
the theatrical collective itself, but also within the context
of the artist!s larger societal obligation. Ideas in the
theatre did not exist in isolation; they had to be trans-
mitted to an audience, "for it is the audience (seen as a
tcommunity!) that has given birth to 1ts artists.”! Esthetic
values are not self-sufficilent: '"the criterion of judgment
for what 1s good or bad in the theatre--be 1t in plays,

acting,'or staging--does not derive from some abstract



102
standard of artistic or literary excellence, but from a
Judgment of what 1is fitting—-that is, humanly desirable--~for
a particular audience."8
Thus, the Group's dedication to plays which reflected
contemporary social issues sprang from its conception of
theatre as a soclal, as well as an artistic, institutlon.
But this soclal role was not conceived in any revolutionary
sense; theatre was communion, but it was not necessarily
revolutionary communion. The Group Theatre did not attempt
to cultivate, as dld Theatre Unlon, a proletarian audience.
Although 1t rejected Broadway values, it 1s significant that
it worked within the mainstream of the American theatre. The
Group was committed to plays which concerned contemporary |
soclal problems, but it was not committed to any specific
soclal solution. The Group's commitment was more moral than
political; it felt compelled "to give the most expert and
complete dramatic expression 1t could to the living forces
of its day. . . ."9;t0 raise and reflect social questions,
rather than to offer a uniform solution. If the Group was
informed by one generic political assumption, it was that
soclal problems were soluble; but beyond a general affirma-
tion of the feasibility of political action, the directors
of the Group affirmed no overt political commitment.
A good play for us is . . . one which . . . 1is the
image or symbol of the living problems of our time.
These problems are chlefly moral and social and

our feeling 1s that they must be faced with an
essentlally afflrmative attitude, that 1s, in the
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bellef that to all of them there must be some
answer, an answer that should be considered
operatlve for at_ least the humanity of our
times and place.lO
But although the Group was ndt primarily a political
theatre, it was impossible, considering the time of its
existence, for it to remain free from the storm of political
controversy which swirled around 1t. The life of the Group
colncided with the 1life of the thirties, and 1t 1s inevitable
that a theatre dedicated to "life values" should become
necéssarily embroiled in the turbulence of 1lts decade.
"Every wind of doctrine was reflected in some corresponding

11 and as

ripple in the flow of our lives," wrote Clurman,
the decade progressed the Group!s lack of political speci-
ficity was to be challenged both by the orthodox Marxist press
and its own small core of militants.

At the beginning of the Group's l1life, despite the
onset of the Depression, Clurman reports that there was very
little political discussion. Although the production of a
Soviet play, Red Rust, was contemplated, the interest in it
was more esthetic than political. Why--Clurman antlicipates
the objection--desplte all the talk about the need of facing
the times and of finding affirmative answers to the social
problems of the day, did politlics recelve so little attention
from himself, Strasberg and Cheryl Crawford, the Group's
founders? He replies for himself that his training and
inelination had been chlefly esthetlc, and that he always

demonstrated a reluctance td delve into problems while they
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remained outside the range of his experience.12 In any case,
none of the founders was primarily involved, in the aftermath
of the”;f;sh, with the recognition of the fallure of capital-
ism; thelr major concern was the practical problem of organ-
izing a theatre.

Clurman reports his inltial contact with the radical
theatre movement. Although the Marxists did not fully approve

of the Group's initial production, the House of Connelly

(they claimed Green sentimentalized the South), they were in
sympathy with several of the "progressive tendencies" in the
Group manifesto. Strasberg and Clurman were consequently
invited to a symposium upon "Revolution and the Theatre"
held by the John Reed Club of New York. Clurman did not
anticipate elther his introduction as a middle-of-the roader
(as compared with the Right of the Theatre Guild and the
Left of the Workers! Theatre), nor the barrage of epithets
which followed his asssytisn that a play did not have to deal
with obvious soclal t.iaw.: in order to have soclal signifi-
cance. Here for the f’ 3% Uime he heard the slogan of the
revolutionary theatre movement: "The theatre is a weapon."
The experience, he relates, was "my first lesson in the
temper of the thirties."13

It was by no means hls last. Before the production of

Lawson's Success Story, he noted a sudden preocccupation with

social, economic and political matters among the actors of

the company. An actress challenged hls interpretation of the
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play: "You seem to divide people into the sensitive and the

crass," she asserted. "That 1s a very sentimental distinc-

tion. People are divided by'economic classes. There 1s the

capltalist class and the working class."lu

Clurman replied
that her distinction was less theatrically useful than his;
the essential problem was not how can this play be used to
demonstrate a political thesis, but how can 6he thesis of
this play-=whatever it be--best be realized theatrically.
When the Group achleved financlal success with the

non-political Men ln White, dissatisfactlon among Group

actors became more pronounced. The New Masses reported that
the cast fqught hard to have lines inserted which would have
allowed the play "to say something important about a hospital
system which 1is kept alive by the whim of the wealthy."l5
When Theatre Union was in the process of formation, Molly Day
Thatcher, Mrs. Ellia Kazan, 1s reported to have regarded it,
rather than the Group, as the hope of the New Theatre. The
Group, some actors feared, was becomlng too involved with
psychological rather than with social problems. Moreover, in
contrast with Theatre Union?s tiéket high of $1.50, the Group
was still catering to the carriage trade at Broadway prices.
A militant core sprang up within the acting company. (Odets
reported to the House Un-American Actltlties Committee that
of a total Group Theatre membership of 35 there were four or
five, including himself, who were‘connected wlith the Com~

munist Party;16 Kazan claimed a Party membership of nine.)17
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But militant or not, all, in Clurman's words, “"sought soclal
knowledge." The perennial political debates on Roosevelt,
NRA, Commuhism, and Fasclsm drowned oub theatrical table-
talk. Controversy was in the air and the actors responded.
"They seemed to hanker after barricade dramatics, a sense of
being in the fight rather than on the side-lines."18

When the first rough draft of Melvin Levy's Gold Eagle
Guy was read to the company in 1934, the actors voices thelr
disappointment. It was not so much that they consldered 1t
a bad play, but it did not deal with a contemporary political
or soclal problem. Clurman was determined to answer the
Group's discontent. He wrote a forty page paper in which he
pointed out that the Group's aim "was not and never had been
to become a political theatre, but to be a creative and truly
representative American theatre."19 To‘the supporters of a
more overt politicai theatre he asserted that "just as we had
done the first depression play in 1931- not from any political
blas but from a Sense of what was golng on in our day, so in
the future we would do more soclally conscious plays than any

other theatre functioning."zo

But the creation of a theatre,
‘he asserted, was a long-term proposition; it had to adapt to
productional exlgencies, and not attempt to hew too closely
to one specific line, political or otherwise.

There were simllar objections by the actors at various

stages of the Group's career. Despite Clurman's assertion

that the theme of Rocket to the Moon was the inability of
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love to flourish in an acquisitive socilety, there were many
who felt that Odets, in concerning himself with the amatory
problems of a middle-class dentist, had betrayed his revolu-
tionary roots. Similarly there were those who objected to

Shaw'!s Gentle People, despite its obvious fascist parallels,

on the grounds that the play might be thought cute, that the
Group was indulging in quaint melodramatics rather than help-
ing to change the world. When Clurman grew impatient with
the literalness of such views and asked the dissidents what
he could do concretely to stimulate the writing of more
important plays, his challenge was met with the suggestion
that Odets be commissioned to write a Roosevelt third-term
propaganda piece. Clurman ironically reports that had such
a play indeed been produced in 1940, the same actors most
probably would have been quite critical of the project, for
the Nazi-Sovliet Pact had intervened in the interim.21

In many cases, the Group's self-criticism was more
intense than that leveled at it by the Marxist press. Once
the group had, 1n radical eyes, allied itself with the left
by virtue of the early plays of Odets, Marxist criticism
tended to be of a "corrective,” rather than of a vituperative
nature. After all, there was great prestige for the left in
counting the Group among 1ts supporters. Had not Lefty been
produced by Group actprs at a New Theatre ILeague benefit?
It was not unusual, therefore, to find the Marxists bending

over backwards to affirm the revolutionary intentlons of the
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Group's theatrical credo. Against the charge that the Group
avolded proletarian themes, Norman Stevens wrote in New
Theatre: "It is possible that the richest art of our time
may be developed out of the . . . attempt of the middie-class
to free themselves from the fears and phobias of the past and
to take thelr place with the workers in the struggle for a
better world."22 The Group, in essence, was envisioned as a
middle-class Theatre Union.

' But the Group--despite its radical core--never allled
itself fully with the radical theatre movement (though many
of 1ts artists participated independently in such groups as
Theatre of Action and Theatre Collective). On the contrary,
Cheryl Crawford asserted in a letter to John Mason Brown that
the Group's philosophy was based on "the truest preoccupa-
tions of an intelligent American audience."23 1In fact, the
directors of the Group found themselves in the crossfire
between Left and Right, between the radicals who asserted
that they were not goling far enough left and the Broadway
criticsvwho often asserted that they went too far. The
Group's most overtly Marxist play (along with Odets! play-

lets), The Case of Clyde Griffiths, was severely castigated
by the critics who resented its revolutionary didactism.
(Atkinson wrote: 1t "sounds pretty silly when it is rattling
the skeleton key of Karl Marx and accusing the audience of

conspiracy and high treason.")au
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Thils time the Group directors had to inform Broadway
that it did not affirm any specific political doctrine, that
it was not--as a theatre--responsible for the political views
of 1ts playwrights.
Certain remarks in a few reviews . . . make us
wonder whether our general approach to the theatre
is not belng taken with an almost mechanlical 1lit-
eralness. . . . We have produced plays by . . .
dramatists of varying personalities and credos.
« « +» We bellieve 1n a varled, rich theatre that
neglects nothing in the unmeasurable gamut of
human experience and lmagination, and we believe
too in allowing our collaborators--playwrights as
well as others--the privileges of their own
idiosynerasies, prejudices, and partisanship.2>
What 1s a socilal play? Thils was the question that was
often lost sight of in the intensity of debate. The Marx-
ists, although they often disagreed on particulars, could
agree that soclal drama had to have at its base some funda-
mental Marxist c¢riticism of capitalism; most Broadway critics,
on the other hand, often merely equated the form with any
dramatic didacticism. ("How combat a force without defini-
tion?" Clurman lamented. "Unlike other people, our reviewers
are powerful because they belleve in nothing.")26 Although
the group was commltted to plays which dealt with contempor-~
ary socilal 1ssues, its personnel did not agree on the
overtness of this criticism. From the touchstone of Theatre
Union, the record of Group plays reveals but five which
suggest specific Marxist solutions; but if we accept as our
criteria for social drama those plays which challenge basic

soclal attitudes or institutions, which suggest socilal
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alternatives, elther reformist or radicél, or those plays
which demand personal or collective action in response to ,
specifilc socilal or politieal phenomena (e.g., the Depression,
war, fascism), then the record of the Group'!s social drama is
not inconsiderable. In fact only three or four of the
Group's 24 plays do not meet the requirements of these
criteria.

The Group produced five plays which suggest specific
Marxist correctives: Odets! first four plays and Piscator's

Case of Clydé Griffiths. Criticism of capitalism--~often from

an implied Marxist point of view--is manifest in the Siftons!
1931~-, in Lawson's Group plays, in Odets! later works, and in

the exposé of the success myth in Gold Eagle Guy and The Big

Night. Paul Green's two Group plays deal respectively with
‘the death of the old Southern order and the absurdity of war.
Robert Ardrey's two plays have for thelr themes "the enslave-
ment of the individual by his Job in a society in which the
Job for the individual is unconnected with a creative pur-

pose."27 and the necessity of facing the problems of the

world. Irwin Shaw's Gentle People relates a fascist parable,

and hls Retreat from Pleasure and Odets! Night Music mirror

the mood of young Americans in the period of the phony war.
Nellie Childs' Weep for the Virgins deals with the theme of

proletarian frustration. Even Men in White and My Heart's

in the Highlands, although basically unconcerned with social
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problems, are contemporary in subject matter. It cannot be
salid of the Group that it evaded the lssues of lts day.

Much of the Group's reputation for being a radical
theatre arose because of the phenomenon of Odets. The emer-
gence of Lefty and its subsequent critical success on Broad-
way created the image of a theatre of militancy. But this
image was, in fact, illusory. Surely the Group was proud
that the foremost revolutionary talent of the day had emerged
from within 1ts own midst, but Odets' work was not produced
because 1t was consciously revolutionary. Had Odets' view-
point been reformist and hls dramatic talents still manifest
(one of those hypothetical conjecturés thwarted by the
uniqueness of art), the Group, unlike Theatre Union, would
stlll have produced him. Odets! subsequent dramatic contri-
butions affirm this assumption. Clurmah rejected The Silent
Partner not because of 1ts proletarlian subject matter, but
because he felt that 1t needed more work. It was Odets!
dramatic, not hils revolutionary volce that the Group
cherished.28 But there can be no denylng that there was
gstrong sentiment in the Group for the production of leftist
plays. Although Clurman's standards were ultimately esthetic,
one cannot imagine the Group having done a politically con-
servatlve play. One wonders what reaction the Group personnel

would have made had 1ts theatre, rather than the Federal

Theatre Project, scheduled the production of Murder in the
Cathedral.
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Thus the Group spoke in several political voices, all,
however, left of center. At the far left were Odets! mili-
tant playlets and his allegories of middle-class decay (all
produced 1ﬂ 1935), and Piscator's adaptation of Dreiser's

American Tragedy, produced under the title, The Case of Clyde

Griffiths (1936). Produced but a few months after Theatre
Union's version of Mother, Clyde Griffiths similarly employed

eplc technique, and was Jjust as heartily‘disliked by the
critics (although the Group's physical production was more
solidly praised).

The play 1s overtly presentational in style. As in
Mother, a Speaker contlinually points out the revolutionary
Implications of the successive scenes. At the very outset
the didactic nature of the work is stressed.

Attention, ladles and gentlemen! You will see this
evening a play that has been made from a novel, which
1ts author, Theodore Drelser, calls An American
Tragedy. But we are concerned not so much with the
naked reiteration of the novel or the simple dramati-
zation of its incldents. The tragedy is as inter-
national as the problem of Class-Contrast, Class
Distinctlon from which the story arises. We are

here to solve a mathematical problem that shows

that the fate of man today 1s as i1lnexorable and
absolute as was his fate in the old Greek trage-
dies. We might term i1t: The Law of Labor, or

better yet, of Capital.29

Clyde Griffiths follows the basic line of Dreilser's

work, but Piscator, exploiting epic dldactlcism, loses no
opportunlty to make explicit in Marxist terms the social
implications of Clyde's tragedy. As Piscator sees it,
Clyde's downfall lies, 1like Joe Kovarsky's in Black Pit, in
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class betrayal. Clyde has his chance; when the union votes
to strlike against his uncle, he 1s temporarlily with them.

But when confronted by the elder Griffiths he reneges, and,
in the Marxlist catechism, falls from grace. But Piscator 1s
less concerned with excoriating Clyde than wlith drawing from'
his fall the soclal lesson that evil 1s a product of insti-
tutions, not of individuals. In the last scene of the play
--the trial--the Speaker enters consciously into the action
(rather than serving merely as commentator) in order to
affirm the play's thesis. He defends Clyde agailnst Right
and Left (represented theatrically by stage right‘and stage
left throughout the production; stage center represents the
no-man's-land of Clyde's indecision). "Shall Clyde be
saved?" all are asked. The Right cries: "No! He has cost

us enough! He should go back to the class he came from."

The Left cries: "We want nothing to do with him! He never
belonged to us. You (i.e., the Right) took him up and now
you must stand by him! We won't raise a finger to help

him{" (p. 81) But the Speaker counsels against the adamancy
of the Left's hatred. Yes, he agrees, Clyde has betrayed his
class. That is his real crime--greater than murder: "He was
so bewitched, so enslaved by his vision of the world of
riches he saw about him that he became so morally corrupted
that he shrank from nothing, not even murder in his determ-

ination to become part of it!" (p. 83).
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But despite the fact that Clyde had left "the great
army" of the proletariat to seek false goals, he is--no less
than the expiéitgd workers themselves--the victim of an
oppressive social system. The District Attorney asserts that
talk of social systems is irrelevant to the facts of the case
(a judgment the reviewers enthusiastically shared), but the
Speaker affirms its relevancy:
What is Clyde Griffiths without your poverty and your
wealth? In him lies the longing that 1s 1n the
hearts of everyone of us here for safety, comfort,
beauty, happliness--and in his make-up an indictment
agalnst a world that is not capable of giving suf-
ficient to everyone. Who ls responsible for
this? (p. 83)
Clyde's real crime was that he adhered too strictly to the
capiltalist ethic; on one side he saw the ragged poverty of
the exploited poor; on the other, the luxury and power of the
exploiting rich. Was he so gullty to desire to leave the
class which had nothlng but degradation and misery to offer
him? Hadn't he merely accepted the loglc of the successful,
that progress resides in the rise of the clever? Clyde's
crime, from the point of view of capitalism, was that he
overreached himself by committing murder. But once having
committed himself to the desire to rise, had he any other
alternative? The only distinction between Clyde's crime and
capltalist exploitatlion was that his murder was officially
unlawful. The play's moral is unequivocally stated. Mrs.

Griffiths laments that Clyde "dies as a sacrifice to his

restless, longing heart, but he will be forgiven!" The
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Speaker, however, denies her religious fatalism: "He dies
as a sacrifice to soclety. And that will not be forgiven!"
(p. 87) of al1 the Group plays only Lefty ends on such a
note of forthright radicallsm.

In answer to actors! complaints about the lack of
~soclally~-conscious scripts, Clurman had pointed out that the
Group had produced the first Depression play in Claire and
Paul Sifton's 1931-. The play 1s particularly interesting
because, while 1t points the way toward the proletarian drama
of the mid-thlirties, it retains umbilical connection to the
expressionistic soclal drama championed by the New Play-
wrights, to which the Siftons had belonged. The drama of the
New Playwrights--as reflected in such plays as Lawson's

Internationale, Dos Passos! Alrways Inc., and the Sifton's

gg;ﬁ:-presentéd apocalyptic visions of social protest based
upon the chaos the authors feared capitalism might breed; in
the context of the twentles their vislons were necessarily
prophetic. After all, prosperlty reigned supreme. Radical
in style, undogmatilically radical in politics, the work of the
New Playwrights was a true product of the.experimental fer-
ment of 1ts age. 1In the words of Gilbert Seldes, the plays
"all seemed to be built on the 1ldea that labor troubles,
economic troubles, political troubles, ended in.a Jazz
dance. 39

But in 1931 the Jazz-Age had been interred, and the

soclal apocalypse 1indeed seemed to be at hand. 1931- is
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significant because, while 1t 1s conceived structurally in
the semi-expressionistlc style of the New Playwrights,
thematically its soclal protest is based upon contemporary
reality, not undefined prophesy. Structurally, the play con-
sists of fourteen scenes which comprise one line of action--
the plight of a modern everyman, Adam, in the grip of soclal
and economic forces which threaten to destroy him--and inter-
spersed with this personal drama, ten interludes which occur
as flashes between the scenes, and which comprise the drama
of the group to which he belongs. The alternating rhythm of
the scenes and interludes is progressively accelerated until
the two 1lines finally converge, and the drama of the individ-
ual 1s seen In the light of the drama of his group.

The Interludes are concelved cinematically as brilef
vignettes which progressively record the growlng fact of
class struggle in response to economic deprivation. At first
the jobless are "silent and motionless as death, tense as a

loaded gun, "31

but slowly their desperation in the face of
growing unemployment intensifies: "they are . . . a little
more frightened, a little hungrier, a little more anxious.

« « " (Interlude II) Then their protest explodes into
violence: 'there is a silent, frustrated movement in the
crowd, then a yowl of protest . . . then a blind, instinctive
surge against the [factory] gate, to force it in. It holds."
(Interlude IV) Finally, genulne class strife results as the

police attempt to break up the workers! protest (Interlude
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VIII); and the last interlude, with which the play concludes,
ends on a note ofbsolidarity in the face of police terror.

« « « onto the stage spills a streaming crowd of

men and women . . . they walk steadlly across,

eyes ahead. Halfway across, gunshots start. Two

fall. Two waver, turn and run. The others go

on; more shots; still they go on.

As they near the other side, machinegun fire

begins. (p. 172)

It would seem from the progress of these interludes
that 1931~ is an uncompromisingly Marxist play. But the
thesis of class awareness 1ls not stressed in the play proper.
It is true that Adam does Join the militant marchers at the
end of the play, but this "conversion," if so it may be
characterized, occurs precipitately in the play's last
seconds. Nowhere does Adam himself demonstrate any class
conseélousness, nor any of the other familiar attributes of
the proletarian hero. The Siftons are primarily concerned
with the horror of his situation, and the fact that it must
be alleviated; they are moré concerned with affirming that
something must be done than in offering specific remedies.
"Christ, why do they make us want what we can't afford,"
Adam cries to his girl, "why do they make us love and have
kids . . . when we can't get the money to make them decent.”
(p. 111); and thls cry strikes the essential note of 1931-.
The play offers--in 1lts progressive delineation of Adam's
degradation--the rebuttal to the executives! clalm that

"there's no unemployment except among men who don't want to

work." (p. 37) 1In short, 1931- is, in the Sifton's own words,



118
"concerned with an individual in the tidal movement of a
people caught in a situation which they can nelther explain,
escape nor exercise."32 It attempts to record the horror of
this bewllderment, the horror bred by the recognition that
the great economlc machine had, in reality, broken dbwn. The
spectres on the.bread—lines challenged the American con-

science.

Oh, God, give me a job--Anything that pays wages.
« « « Anything so's I can llve. Make it dirty as
hell, I don't care. . . . Money. That's every-
thing: eats, sleep, a woman, kilds . . . every-
thing you think about when you haven'!t got it;
everything, a fellow!s got to have to stand up

and look a man in the eye. Money . . . not a hell
of a lot, but regular . . . regular as hell. . . .
I've got a right to live! Il've got a right to
work! Whaddeya say? (pp. 1M1-44§

One of the perennial themes of the Group plays--
particularly in the early plays--was the emptiness of the
myth of success. Success Story (1932), Big Night (1933),

Gold Eagle Guy (1934), Golden Boy (1937)--all had as their

protagonist a man who sells out his better self in order to
achleve financlal gain. In the plays of Lawson, Odets and
Powell the lesson was obvlious: the capitalist ethic had--as
in the case of Clyde Griffiths--proved corrupting. The
social criticism, Af not manifest, was at least implicit.

In the case of Melvin Levy's Gold Eagle Guy, however, there

were those withln and without the Group who felt that the
portrayal of the robber baron, Guy Button, was altogether
too sympathetic. It was not that levy had falled to show

his protagonist's ruthlessness and avarice, but he had,
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elther consciously or otherwise, infused him with a tremend-
ous vitality and zest for l1life which seemed, if not to justify
his actions, at least to render them diabolically fascinating.
Button's evil 1s of such a magnitude that, in the manner of
the great Elizabethan villains like Barabas or de Flores, it
seems to rise beyond any faclle psychological or soclal moti-
vation. I am, of course, not implying any invidious compar-
ison; Levy's play hardly merits comparison with those of
Marlowe or Middleton. I am, however, attempting to define,
within the limitation of the play, why many objected to
Ievy!s portrayal. Button, unlike Sol Ginsberg or even Joe
Bonaparte, seemed less the product of social forces than the
manipulator of them. His final destruction does not follow
inevitably from the corruption of his character by zealous
avarice, but is the result of an act of God: he is killed
in the famed San Francisco earthquake. As one critic remarked,
Levy had created a character of such stature that it took a
physical catastrophe to get rid of him. And surely Guy
departs on a note of herolc defilance; as the walls around him
gquake he breaks into a wild, ecstatic dance, his hands 1lifted
to. heaven.

I called on You to destroy my enemies. You heard
me Lord, and did my prayer and didn't touch one
hair of me. . . . You can pull in the horns of
your wrath now, Lord. . . . Don't You take no

chances of doin!'! harm to me, Lord. Youlre too
smart for that. Guess You ain't no man's fool.33
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Guy Button so dominates lLevy's play that, despite his evil,
he transcends human limitations. No wonder that the Marxist
critics chided that the play did not "resolve class issues,”
and that Levy (who, paradoxically, had himself chastised

Lawson for the indecilsion of the Latter's Gentlewoman) and

the Group had strayed from its "serious and social pur-

poses."3u

But if Gold Eagle Guy did not "resolve class issues," it

did at least present a figure who was clearly--despite his
size~-a class symbol, and on these grounds some defended the
play's revolutionary intentions.3® The fact of "class" was
one that few American dramatists escaped in the thirties; man
was primarlily a social, not a psychological, animal. Thus
Paul Green in his drama of southern decadence, the House of
Connelly (1931), 1s less concerned with the forms of this
decadence than with the Jjuxtaposition of a healthy alterna-
tive. It was, as we have seen, not an uncommon device in the
drama of the period. Odets and the Marxist playwrights
posited the revolutionary alternative to middle-class deca-

dence; Lawson (in Gentlewoman) and Rice (in Between Two

Worlds) contrasted the sterllity of the old order with the
vitality of the new; even the ordered worlds of Behrman and
Barry admitted new soclal intruders.

We might profitably contrast the South of Hoﬁse of
Connelly with the South of Tennessee Willlams. .As Green
palnts the decay of the old order it seeﬁs, at first, in the
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manner of Williams: '"now the grace of hospitality is gone,
the Jjovial host 1s gone, gone 1ls the slave. The furniture
is falling to pleces, . . . The dead Connellys in their

frames wait for the end."36

The living Connelly'!s exist in
a past world of Belle Reeves and Blue Mountains; the old
order is crumbling before the onslaughts of new social
forces, and the Connelly clan, like the Sartorils, can only
rall against the powerful upstarts.

That!s 1it! a Yankee or a Jew, I don't know which

is slickest. The Yankees first sold us nigger

property, then took it away from us in the name

of Christianity and paild us nothing for the

loss. But they kept the money they!'d got for

the trade, b'God!

So far so good. Now were Tennessee Wlilliams proceed-
ing with the play, the o0ld order, however infinitely decadent,
would stlll be preferable to the new. After all, 1s there
not a virtue inbthe posture of gallantry? Will Connelly, the
sclon of the clan, would hardly display the energy to cry:
"From this day we're going to change. . . . I'm going to
work--we're all going to work." (pp. 72-3) He would most
probably drink until the click in hls head drove out dire
images of castration. Surely there could be no rapprochement
between the old order and-fhe new. And yet this is Green's
theme: '"out of this death and darkness--into the light!"

(p. 63) Will recognizes that he cannot resuscitate a dead

past, that the old, aristocratlc order is gone forever. He

finds in Paﬁsy, the daughter of a tenant farmer, hope for the
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creation of a new future, and despite the cruelty of the
choice (Patsy is bitterly resented by the older Connellys)
he is convinced by her that it must be made.

That!s the way 1t has to be, Will. To grow and
live and be something in this world . . . you'lve
got to push other things aside. The dead and the
proud have to give way to us--to us the living.

We have one life to live and we'll fight for it to
the end. (p. 118)

The premise that resides at the heart of House of
Connelly is that decadence is a fact of institutions and
classes; 1n the work of Tennessee Williams corruption is
existential. The first premlse makes the concept of social
action meaningful, the second declares all soclal gestures
essentially irrelevant.

Green, in his second play for the Group, Johnny
Johnson (1936), departs from his familiar regional environ-
ment, but he 1s again concerned with asserting a socilal
thesis: 1n thils case, the insanity of war. The method he
employs~~the juxtaposition of a supremely sane man agalnst
the organized absurdity of-conventidnal institutions~-has

been employed more recently for purely comic effect in such

military comedies as No Time for Sergeants and At War with

the Armx. But Green's purpose in Johnny Johnson is completely

serilous. As the play proceeds 1t becomes increasingly bitter
in tone, untll at last the laws of sanilty apply only within
the confines of an insane asylum. Why had Johnny been conj-

mitted? Merely because he had acted upon the "mad" conviction
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that human beings were reasonable creatﬁres, that mankind
would not willfully destroy ltself.

Green's ironic fable (which came out of the Group's
"suggestion, stimulation, and adtual‘assistance")37 is not

primarily concerned, as 1s Peace on Earth, wlth the causes

of war; 1t 1s rather concerned with 1its ultimatevabsurdity
and its devestating horror. "Yeah, there'é legs and arms
scattered all around," Johnny observes, "Young arms and legs
that used to throw rocks and walk about.”38 1In the name of
country, religlon, family, mankind forgets 1lts common human-
ity and acts more vicilously--~because 1ts actions are gratu-
itious-~than the most vicious animal. Johnny's crime is
that he demands a reason for fighting. In the play's first
scene war is declared in the midst of the unveiling of a
statue dedicated to Peace. All rush for arms, forgetting
the pacifist slogans of the last moment. Only Johnny
naively muses: "Why--I thought we were all for peace."

(p. 142) Finally he consents to fight when he is told that
this war will end all wars, but he soon discovers, in the
horror of the grime and dismembered bodies, that this reason
is a lle. For the powers that control the destinies of the
men who fight do not want peace. Johnny offers it to them,
but the precious gift is denied; only a madman could believe
that war could be neded by rational discussion, they conclude,
and turn back to the abstract patterns on the planning board

which represent the life-blood of millions of men. Green,
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through Johnny, passionately states the case of the common
man who dies 1in wars not of his making:

We were meant for something better, I tell you!
We want to live, and you could let us live! We
want to be let alone to do our work in peace--
to have our homes--to raise our familes. . . .
what sense is there in human beings trying to
cut and tear and destroy one another like wild
beasts in a jungle? There's no sense in 1t, is
there? Youlre our leaders--end this killing--
end 1t now. Do it! Do it! (pp. 173~-4)

Johnny Johnson 1s a cry against the ultimate absurdity

of war; the paradox of Green's play resides in the question:
in a world governed by lnsanity must the forces of sanity be
eternally suspect? The leaders of the "civilized" world
reject Johnny'!s pacifism as madness; the inmates of the
asylum accept hls leadership and unanimously c¢reate a League
of World Republlics. But Green does not end the play on a
note of despair; Johnny, when released from the asylum, again
sees the warclouds gathering, and again hears the famlliar
rationalizations: "Daddy says that we're in for a terrible
war and all the people have got to be ready to keep the enemy
from destroying us." (p. 190) But Johnny, when faced with
the recurrence of mankind's perennial blight, does not lose
his unconquerable optimism, his faith that sanity shall
ultimately prevail: "Even so, Johnny Johnson is not hushed
by the strange voice boomlng through the world. As he dis-
appears down the long street that leads from the great city
into the country and beyond, he begins whistling his song
again--a little more clearly now, a little more bravely."

(p. 190)
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Paul Green's dramatic contribution to the Groupvcanon
ralses wistful cohsiderations of the dramatlst he once was.
As his career progressed the lntense regionalism, which in
the twenties and thirties was 1llumined by social and psycho-
logical insight, degenerated into the hollow formalities of
spectacle. The playwright who had shown himself capable of
In Abraham's Bosom, House of Connelly, Hymn tb the Rising Sun

and Johnny Johnson abdicated in favor of the scenarist for

such confederate flag-waving extravaganzas as Wilderness

Road, The Founders, and The Confederacy. Surely this record.

does not indicate that social concerns distorted Green's
accomplishment; his recent total dedication to patriotic
spectacle of the most obvious banality ("The Confederacy 1is
now our Lost Cause, but the ideals we served are not lost.”
"Yes. Yes.") raises the unfortunate apprehension that like
the Confederacy, Paul Green!s dramatic seriousness will not
rise again.

We have observed that at the end of the thirtles the
threat ofrfascist belligerency Jjolted many liberals from a
paclfist position into a realization of the possible neces-
slty of force to combat it. It is not surprising then that
two of the Group'!s plays for the year 1939--Irwin Shaw's
The Gentle People and Robert Ardrey's Thunder Rock--should

take for thelr themes the necessity for man to face the out-
break of soclal evll and act in order to eradicate it. Both

plays face the issue obliquely--The Gentle People through the
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meéns of whimsical allegory, and Thunder Rock through the

means of fantasy--but both leave no doubt as to their impll-
cations. Both Shaw and Ardrey significantly accept the
phenomenon of social evlil; they are not concerned with its
causation. The problem they raise is: how can man accommo-
date himself to this evil? Both answer similarly: he cannot
evade the necesslity of action.

Shaw'!s play reveals the reversal of the liberal posi-

tion on war. In 1936 Shaw had composed Bury the Dead, one of

the most famous short plays of the decade, for a New Theatre
- benefit. In this pacifist plece, the soldiers senselessly
killed in an exploiting war refuse to be buried desplte the
threats and cajoling of officers, politicians, family and
friends. 1In mood and ironlc savagery 1t approached the

intensity of Green'!s Johnny Johnson. However, in 1939 war

did not appear so completely senseless. It was obvious to
most liberals that Hitler could not be placated rationally,

that a stand against him was inevitable. The Gentle People

does not treat this theme directly; 1t deals in parable, and
the difficulty with parable 1s that if 1t is too obvious it
may lose all specifilclty and credibility on its primary

level (e.g., Rice's American Landscape); and if it concen-

trates too intensely on the detail from which 1ts allegorical
implications are to arise, these implications may well be
lost (Miller'!s the Crucible). There were those who professed

to see in The Gentle People nothing beyond the whimsy of its
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Brooklyn environment, an obtuseness which astounded Clurman
who saw the play clearly as an allegory concerning fascism
and the common people.39
The parable which Shaw relates is simply stated. Two}
gentle Brooklyn fisherman are "shaken-down" by a gangster who
not only demands protection money, but who also infatuates
the young, headstrong daughter of one of the men. The gang-
ster's creed 1s simple: the strong shall derive their
sustenance from the weak.
Read the history books. . . . There are superior
people and there are inferior people. . . . The
superior people make the inferior people work for
them. That 1s the law of nature. If there 1is
any trouble you beat 'em up a coupla times and
then there 1s no more trouble. Then you have
peace.H0
But peace cannot be bought at such a price. Philip,
one of the gentle people, maintains that Goff, the gangster,
must be paid because "he 1s a man who 1is not afraid to kill
other men," (p. 45) and for a while the men indeed pay. But
Goff willl not be appeased; his demands grow continually
larger, and soon the men realize that they must make a stand
agalnst him. The common man, eternally persecuted, realizes
that there must be an end to running. "I was pushed out of‘
Russia, out of school, out of business, out of a house that
cost me $8000. We're getting old. . . . We must take up a
stand . . . before we're pushed right off