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THE GROUP THEATRE:
A REFLECTION OF THE THEATRE IN THE THIRTIES

Abby Ruth Eiferman
April 29, 1972



Sing us a song of social significance
Or you can sing until you're blue
Let meaning shine in every line

Or we won't love you, 1

‘This snatch of lyrics, sung in the International Ladies

Garment Workers.Union revue Pins and Needles of 1937 captures

an’ important aspect of the literary spirit of the 1930's,
This decade was marked by a tendency of artists towards political
and social commitment, a time when the reconstruction of American

society and the menace of Fascism was a cause celebre to which

artists could rally, American artists had always been interested
perceived,?pmt the 1930's saw a new kind of_commitment and
dedication."The economic breakdown caused by the depression
had invoked a search for sociel alternatives much more intense
than the conplacsncy of the prosperou: 1920'3 had witnessed

To many writers of the twenties, the social enemies were straw
J,men, the Puritans and the Philistines, and not, significantly,
the system which had nurtured them. To those writers who were‘
disgusted by the emptiness they perceived in American during
this decade, escape lay simply in flight to the bohemianism

of Greenwich Village or the cultural richness of Paris. The
only time the twentles had witnessed a consolidation of the o
artistic- intellectual community was the rally to defend Sacco

‘and Venzetti, But the digparate elements brought together were



.

dispersed after the execution of the anarchists, not to converge

again until the middle of the next‘decade.2

By this time, the
writers had realized that their pens could be formidable
weapons; and remained at home to fight, _

The economic collapse of the depression years finally
‘gave many writers an opportunity to attack the system they had

80 long realized to be rotten, and gave them an attentive public,

. Everyone knew that something had gone wrong in America and that

something disturbing was happening in Europe._ The writer 8
Job was to point out the mistakes and aid in oonstructing a

better sooiety.

- ,,;u j’ -;-

The voice of the time speaks best in explaining the new
sense of a writer 8 obligation. In 1937 Eugene Holmes wrote

that the writers of the previous deoades
:oould not see the roots which both produoed and nourished
the evils they attacked , . . We are more fortunate,
Today there is no one, if he but will, who may not
see and comprehend the root causes of war, fascism,

- Injustice, the distortion of the human being, and all
- of the inter-relationships of all of the subsequent
ﬂcomplexities and contradictions,

¥ o Because we can see more clearly our social

f\;robligation is greater, So also is»ourvertistic
obligation.“ 3 ‘ =

This sense of duty, of the neoessity for fighting to achieve
a better world, gave the writers of this period the possibility
of finding meaning in commitment, There was a “sense of 1iving
on the orest of history--of being a vital element in the age
to which one is born , . .“4 The 1iterature of this period,
specifioally the signifioant dramatic 1iteneture, refleoted the

writer! srfeeling of social obligation,
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The social and political dramatic literature took a decidedly
left-wards tone in this period, During the thirties many liberals
turned left; for they saw no other wa& to go.5 In.a sense, the
depression had served ags a radicalizing force, And with the
search for a new soclial order, many writers locked toward
;'Communism, for they were witnessing a period of dynamism and
intellectual growth in the ch1et Union, The Communist doctrine
regarded the,aestheticism of capitalism as a peculiarly vicious
form of decaﬁﬁnce and proclaimed not the freedom of art, but

that art was a “weapon. wb

The artist's commitment thus, was
fundamental tm the change of society. To those who could not
swallow Commnnnism's dogmatic artistic tenets, the Popular Front
against Faseismg established in 1933 was a practical solution2 in

which non-raddcel and anti-fasclst intellectuals could unite,
‘By 1935 the @mmmunists who had slowly been alienating earlier
intellectual @onverts now openly sought the support of those
non—radical, mntl-fascist intellectuals. Although the trend
toward radiealism had been partially soothed by the New Deal, the e
fascist menaee grew throughout the decade.7 The doctrine of A
the Popular%Front declared by the Comintern in 1935,no 1cnger

: viewed all ma@italistic states as equally imperialistic. All
could unite tmc cppose fascism, The commitment to the Popular
Frony—furthermore, was pragmatic, rather than totally ideological.

Adherents of the Popular Front simply accepted certain Marxist
tenets, whil@ disregarding others, ' '

But the @ommunist idea of drama as 8 weapon had taken hold

€ %
-1
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on the young playwrights of the time;‘ The intellectual climate
of the thirties found expression in the social drama of the
period,. .To students of the drama during the thirties, this
social and political preoceupation seemed natural and logical,
In 1935 an artiole read before the American Writer's Congress
stated: ..
' ~ The fact that all drama, great near-great, or
merely time filling, is social drama, in that it
.. reflects and influences the conventions, moods, and
»~actions of various social strata, is, by this time
., generally recognized, 8 o
Another contemporary student held that, "A vital theater ; o o
calls for plays ‘which furnish commentary, interpretation,
illumination and criticism of that epoch, w9
The reoognition of the value of plays dealing with con-
'»temporary issuee led to the belief that the stage oould do more
than expose, it could attempt to effeot reform through intense
involvement with the national scene.10 The new theatre movement
which developed during the 1930's encompassed plays written |
from various 1eftlst political points of view.:th was not until
the late 1920'e that much effort had beem made‘to use the
etage as a soap box, and the new conception of theatre as
propaganda “developed chiefly as a result of that hardening of
political oonvictions which the depression produced "11 |
The new sooial theatre, or theatre of the left, or propoganda
theatre which arose did not, importantly, dominate the stage.
Most plays produced from 1930 1941 were. not social dramas, but the'

common Broadway farevof romance and comedies.n But if the
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significant drama of the thirties is considered; that which had
the greateet survival value and the most critical attention, an
overwhelming preoccupation with social issues is evident.12
This critical concern is apparent in the proliferation
of Marxist criticism which appeared in organs like New Masses

and The Dailv Wcrker, and even seeped into the more "bourgeois”

papers like The New York Times., The critical thrust was

centered'on what was being said in the plays rather‘than the
aesthetic quality.13 This was due perhaps, in part, to the
growing respectability and popularity of Marxian aesthetics, but
the general social awareness of the thirties played a more
substantial part in determining critical standards of a decidedly
issue-criented nature,

While the theatre of the left was becoming embroiled in
issues, an easthetic mission was not forgotten, The enemies
were not only the evil of fascism or capitalism, but the
organizatiot of the entire realm of "Show Business,® By the
early thirties, due to the practice of theatres being converted
to movie houses, the "foad“ had been reduced to a few key cities
and the number of Broadway theatres and productions were beginning

14 With the diminishing number of theatres available

to shrink
for production, the production of plays became v1ciously
competitive with significant aesthetic results, Anita Block,

a contemporaryAdramatic4critic viewed this competition with |
disgust, maihtaining, "tShow business' is first, last, and always
the cynical exploiter of audiences?and the'most sinister'»
obstacle in the way of & vital theatre,"!” The plays which had

the greatest financizl success, she believed, were those which
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affered egcapist entertainment, for "11fe all along the line
is a worrisome and frightening affair, and frighﬁened people
oonsciousl& or unconsciously seek escepe from the reality which
oppresses them," and this escape found expression in plays which

16 Financial

représenbedvlife as the audience would like it to be,
success, it was implied, could not be found in plays which
painfully explored the reasons for oppression and disillusion,

fﬁ;The'typiCal Broedway fare of amusement or ehtertainment :
was mirrofed by its most serious competitor, Hollywood, The
large movie studios controlled the production of films, attentive

'mainiy to the box‘office.‘ The moﬁie industry, furthermore, had
' /twopoverwhelmingvadvantages over the'legitimate stage. Another
edueliy appalled contemporary dramatic critic, Eleanor'FleXner,
expressed her frustration with Hollywood's power of making
,“aveiieblé inferior eﬁﬁertainment at low prices, thus attracting
the tﬁeatre audience and ruining its taSt&.517 The astronomic
salaries offered in Hollywood, Ms, Flexner maintained has also
“drewn away from the theatre a large proportion of itsjtalent.“le‘
The>impaot of the financial power of Hollywood only enhanced'
the trend for plays to be devoted to comedy, romantic drama,-
farcy and musicals, 19 in order to successfully compete.

o The set up of the entertainment industry, coupled with the
problems,urgently pressing on American soclety, led to a
peroefped«neoessity for>dramas dealing with the economic, social,

and political problems of the time, To the critics citted

above, show business was causing the theatre to stagnate, The
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. new social plays produced during the decade offered these
concexned'people some hope, Eleanor Flexner beleived that with
all ite shortcomings, the new movement on the stage had enriched
the theatre with a vast new field of subject‘matter, novel and
vital forms, aﬁd above all, bregght to the public a consideration
of social problems a positive and dynamic view, which, ﬁhen

: coubiedzwith first rate craftsmanship yielded superbd tﬁeatrical
results,?’ The "vital theatre" that Anita Block envisiond as

a result of the new concern would have an integral position

in society., The drama, these critics implied, should wrestle

with hard societal. facts, and should direct aestheticism and

craftsmanship toward a concrete, perhaps utilitarian position

in society, The drama should not be made simplistic for

mass consumptioe, but should single out significart issues 1n

order to deal withvthem artistically and effectively. The social

drama which did arise to challenge the "Show Business" ethic and

attack and mirror the realities of the time reflected these concerns,

both in subject matter and form, : .

‘The twenties had witnessed several pla&é deeling aith social

21

'.themes whioh were expressxonistic in style. The most notable

of these was Elmer Rice's The Adding Maohine of 1923 The main

.character, Mr. Zero, reflects the ordinary, dull, and hopeless
Acondition of the American working,man, frustrated 1n every
’endeavor. But the expressienistic style of the play, while
admired by 1ntellectuals and aesthetes, could not be suitably

understood by the average person, the audience social drama hoped
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to capture, the audience most affected and imprisoned by the
social system., Instead, the social dramas of the thirties were
more realistic in style, mirroring another play dealing with

a social theme also by Bice; Street Scene, produced in January,

1929, This play is intensely mimetic., The set of an old
brownstone in New York City looks exactly like the model22
the dialogue is straight off the streets, the characters are
the lower middle class of the city. In this play Rice was

a pioneer in the new attempt at verisimilitude, Street Scene

was the first play to record ¢city noises and amplify them
throughout tne“performance.23 The renaissance'of:American

drama seen in the twenties, with the search for new modes of
‘expression, was directed into a radically different channel in
the following deeade‘ The experimentation of the twenties
seemed frivolous to the serious social dﬁ%atists of the thirties,

so in that period "American drama was concerned with centering

£l

its attention on. what it had to say, rather than on the means
t "24 )

of dramatic statemen

2 ;uiz;r

V R
The prevailing realistic form of the social drama of the

\\-.

P‘»r\“‘

thirties naturally led to the melodramatic mode. A melodrama
generally operates first and foremost on the assnmptions which

the audience bringu to the theatre, These assumptions cover

the wide range of common cultural experience, emphasizing
traditionally accepted moral values, To heighten this association
with common value s, the social dramas of the thirties capitalized

on the social pclitical, and economic problems shared by the
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depression audiences, This was effected by using average middle
class people as major_charactersvwho‘spoke iﬁ the peculiar
vernacular of thc time, The generalized use of mimetic sets
served to-intensify the commonaliﬁy»of experience depicted

on the stage, emphaéizing the bond‘bétween_the cudience and

the acfcrs. The ephemeral nature of the social dracas of the
thirties further attest to the reliance on audience assumptioﬁs;
although the moral issues are comprehensible to the reader in

1972, the particuiarizéd social, politicai, and economic atmosphere
is best understood through reference to a history book.

The melodrama is also characterized by a compleﬁe reliance
on emotions, Gut reactions are called for in respcnse to the
prcblems presenced in the plays. Ccmpléx iscuéc are reduced
to an easily recognizable‘emotionaisxrﬁggle betﬁeen good and
evil, the evil uscally beiﬁg the capitalist system with its
myth of success,'the good being the hapless character fighting
to rid himself of the myth in order to rise to true human '
fulfillment The complexities of the depression era are generally
simplified for mass consumption, an 1ntellectual grasp of the
total” situation is never an assumption of these drééas. Instead
of the growth of perception in a complex situation like that
in Kin Lcar; for example, the melodramatic form of the social
dramas does not w1den understanding, but carefully channels /
amdlence reactlons into a predictable dichotomy of approval

and rejectlon. This is not to imply, however, that the social
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plays denie@:richness in characterization or complexity of
plot, but that reaction to both the characters and situations
could only e on an emotional level, No heightening of understanding
the problems faced by humanity is reached, in a purely intellectual
sense, ?he ﬁntention of these plays was simply to win the
audience oear to a particular wav of regarding society, which
could be aeecmplished most efficiently by appealing to emotions,
The pﬁrpose of this appeal was to raise the social conscsiousness
of the audiemcéygio provide them with an emotional experience
which would hopefully widen understanding and evoke sympathy
for a radiea&,viewpoint. |

Theuper%eired mecessity for'plays” dealinglwith contemporary
issues and amcompanied by 8 particular social message, coupled
‘ig the dememstrated inadequacy of the regular channels of
"Show Bu31nems" led to a new movement on the American stage.
Unlike the ementies when New York had only two minor oompanies
which produeed plays dealing with social issues, the WOrker s
Drama League;and the New Playwright's Theatre, the thirties
witnessed a &mrgeoning of many more social theatres in New York,
the capital ef the American stage, These new theatres get out
to attract &.new audience=-~poor workers who could not afford
a Broadway ﬁicket and their wealthier sympathizers.zs??,

One of the most distinguished of the groups arising from
the thirtiee was the Group Theatre, whose existence spanned

the decade from 1931 to 1941, One critic has summed up the

- Group's achkevement in this manner, "the record of American



w]lle

dramatic accomplishment in the thirties is very largely the
record of the Group Thea'cre.“26 |
The Group Theatre was born in the spring of 1931 when
three employees of the Theatre Guild--Harold Clurman, a play
reader, Chefyl Crawford, a casting director, and Lee
Strassberg, an actoryorganized a company of 28 actors to rehearse
a play for eventual Broadway presentation.27 The three founders
became the directors of the Group until 1937 when Clurman wés
the sole director, Through a permanent company of professional
émtors united by a common point of view and trained in a single
@ethod, the directors.hoped to "give the mostAexpert and complete
dramatic expression" to plays that dealt}with "the esséntial

moral and social preoccupation" of the time.28

The Group
%heatre was not coﬁceived as a propaganda organ, bﬁt é‘theatrical
organization Whose aim, in the words of Harold Clurman, “was‘
m@tjand never‘had been to become a political‘theatre, put to
E@ a creative‘éﬁd truly representative American theatre.“29

. The founders believed that in order to be representative
of American life, a new acting method shouia beAused to_create
a greatér ﬁheatrical realism than had been poSsible previously
on the American stage. This new method was derived from
Stanlslavsky and the Moscow Art Theatre, and consisted of scene
improvisations and "the excercise of affective memory," in which
an actor was asked to recall emotional details from anievent
of hio own past, producing a certain mood, These excercises
set .the mechanisms of the emotions in motion,‘preparihg the

actor to do a scene‘calling for a particular emotion.30 The



new method of ecting was to complemented by an upgrading of all
aspects of theatrical production. Clurman asserted:

There were to be no staps' in our theatre, not for

the negative distinction of avoiding distinction,

but because all distinction--and we would strive to
attain the highest»-was to be embodied in the production
as a whole, 31

After the Greup s first production of The House of Connelly

on September 28, 1931, Clurman attested to the success of the
Group's endeavors | , 4
The value and importance ., . . was not that it had
. better actors or even a better director, not that it
- . was composed according to a more serious method or:'
.- took more time to prepare, but that its technique
- amd intention were aimed toward the creation of some-
. thing different in kind from the usual production
"« o » The Group had succeeded in fusing the technical®

-~ elements of their craft with the stuff of thelr own
f"spiritual and emotional selves, . 32

The Grenp 5 concentration on raising the quality of production
resulted in theatrioal practices unusual on the Broadway stage,
Actors':salaries, for example, were not dependent on the size
of their roles, but fixed by the directors fcr the entire
season.1 The Group produced an average of two plays per season,
and an aetor would receive the fixed sum (which was generally

substinence wage due to the Group's continually precarious
financial pcsition), regardless if the actor had no part at all
in the produetions for the season, The actors and actresses
who comprisea the Group Theatre, therefore, were concerned

mainly wlth their craft, not their fame or salary, and were

-fiercely 1oyel to the Groupt's ideals, Many endured poverty,

and refused to be lured away by julcy offers from Broadway or
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Hollywood. The attempt fo foster & spirit of communalism
attestod to the Group's radical position as aAproducing
organization. Through communalism, each actor could strive
‘ ato improve himtelf as an artist, rather than a competitive

7;oommodity. In an article addressed to The New York Times

on January 25, 1933, Clurman described the unique operational
procedures of the Group:

. The Group began its career during a period of
severe economid depression, and, therefore had to go
about its work without the benefit of a subsidy or

‘patronage of any kind, This means it had to' present
its plays on practically the same basis as any other
producer, But what the Group Theatre aimed to do was
fundamentally different from Broadway, and its position
as-a competing organization was entirely irrelevant

- and even injurious to its aim,

' . « When you choose your scripts not ‘as commercial
bait but for the pertinence of what they have to :
say, when you know beforehand that some of the scripts
chosen are by no means perfect ,”, ;' 'when you do not
cast strictly according to the "type" system, which

‘not only managers but many playwrights and even

~reviewers insist upon, when you have undertaken to

. sustain a permanent acting company which does not

- 1imit itself to the customary four-week rehearsal

- period; when, finally, the number of.so-called good
plays is alarmingly small in any event persistance in

- pursuing the ordinary course of theatrical produotion
becomes fo;_z o o 33

AC‘f:;';;n‘» S s

The poSition of the Group as a different kind of producing
organization is reflected in the plays chosen by the directors
to put on the stage.f In considering the boé&nof the Group s
plays as a-: whole, it must be remembered that the choice of plays
was strictly dofined by the output of contemporary playwrights,
for the Group did no revivals with the exception of plays they

had originally proéuced Clurman believed tpat a_good.piay»for
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the Group to produce was: , _ :
one which , . . is the image or symbol of the living
problems of ou. time, These problems are chiefly
moral and social and our feeling is that they must
be faced with an essentially affirmative attitude,
that is, in the belief that to all of them there must
be some answer, an answer that should be considered
operative for at least the humanity of our time and
~place. 34 » |
The concern for contamporary moral and sccial issues with
an accompanying affirmative attitude is best illustratedcin the
~notable rejection of Maxwell Anderson's Wintefset. This play
is a parabie~about the Sacco and Venzetti case, 1ﬁ ﬁhich the son
of an ungustly executed man seeks- ‘revenge for his father s
death, The play has an interesting Elizabethan poetlc quality,
but ends witlhh the murder of the son'and his young lover whose
brother's false testimony had led to the original execution,
When Clurmanjfifst“read the seript he "could not make myself
ccmfcrtable}i& its atmcsphere of an 'Elizabethan'! East Side."35
Although Clurman later regretted the decision not to pfoduce
Winterset, the actors were shocked at this'change of view.
They had ”felt no immediacy, no true life in the play, cnly
a filtering cf these matters (Justice, Sacco and Venzetti)
tangible reaswn for dlssatisfactlon with the play, I believe,
is due tc the the fact that the villains murder the young
heroes, even though the old father asserts 1n the end, "And
these, who were yet chlldren, will weigh mcre than all a city s
elders when the experiment is reckcned up in the end “37
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Although the old father speaks in the voice of wisdom, it is
painfully evident that the justice of the young man's revenge
was not fulfilled, In none of the Group's plays is there this
marked attempt'at tragedy for the righteous, in all the plays
the oppressed triumph to some degree., The optimism of the plays
reflect in a large measure the ritual optimism of the political

Another indlcation of the Group's commitment to optimlsm
was the changing of the ending of the first play produced

Paul Green's The House of Connelly, This, perhaps, set the

tone for the future.t The play deals with the 1ast scion of a
degeneratlng Southem”ramily durmg the turn of' the century

and his 1ove for a young tenant farm girl, The play points out
the futllity of oontlnuing the 01d Southern Order, and upholds

a belief that the love between Will Connelly and Patsy can

bring society "out of this death and darkness~~into the 11ght'"39
In the orlginal version Patsy is murdered by two Negro women ‘
wno serve as a kind of Chorus, Clurman though the ending ‘

to be false

stook devioe to round off a rather somber play. It
"fstruck us as historically and humanly untrue and in
conflict with what we thought to be the theme of the
play. . . The resistance of the black servants was
something that had to be overcome through Patsy's
firmness, rather than yielded to through a memory of
~Fates in literary drama,

. « « Our own sense of the perfectability of man,
or at least, the inevitability of the struggle against
evil, not only made us impatient with the play's
violent ending, but roused Paul!s own verve and decision
in our dlreotion. 40 « :
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In the revised version, Patsy is not murdered and is allowed
to triumph, This gives the play a rather lopsided qoality, for
ﬁhe two Negro women loom ominougly through the first two acts,
in the revised last scene they are shuffling, silly, stereotyped
Negroes, | ‘ |

The optimism portrayed in the Group's productions occassionally
took a decidedly practical political turn (the call to strike

in Waiting For Leftv, the organlzation of the unemployed in

231--), but generally the optimism was expressed more vaguely
in a 1ess politicelly orthodox manner, Like many sensitive
people iﬁ&%he’1930ié; the young actors of the Group (the
average age of the company at its inception was 2?), were
attracted towards the political left. During the Group's
second summer of rehearsal Clurman noted that a ”sudden preoccupation

I é

with social, economic and political matters was 1ike a fever

pl1

running through our camp.v With the flnancial success of

Sidney Kingsley‘s Men in White in 1933, Clurman realized the

5 “.‘

conscience of severel of the aotors

- "was troubling them over the fact that we, the first
-+ to have spoken of a theatre with social significance,
- were making money with a play that to our more intimate
= eritics was on the level of a Saturday Evening Post
"story, while downtown the Theatre Union had alreadyput
" on Peace on Earth, an anti-war play, and were preparing
. Stevedore, a rou31ng play on the negro problem. . kb2

The result wes that the "actors. began to question themselves,
their work their theatre. They seemed to henker after barrlcade
dramatics,’a sense of being in the fight rather than on the
side 1inesef‘43 o : ‘ ' '
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w1ﬁh this agitation, the directors still maintained f;rm
control over the eelection of plays, upholding the original
eritereon of creating a "tradition of common values, an
aotive consciousness of a common way of looking at and dealing
with life , . ;“44 . This view obligated the directors not to
commit themselves to a particular political philosophy. ‘Glurman
admits: | |
my education and inclinations had been chiefly aesthetic,
Besides,this, however, I had always had a reluctance
to delve into problems while they stlll remained out-
glde the range of my actual experience. L4y
And Clurman's standards prevalled, good drama was given preferance
over outrighb propaganda Lately soholarshlp has made much
of the testimony of Group members Clifford Odets and Elia Kazan
before HUAC in 1952, Odets reported that of a total of 35 |
members in ﬁhe Group, four or five were connected to fhe Communist

46 But the point is

perty, Kazan:olaimed a membership of nine,
not whether the agitation in the Group was inspired by Communist
1nfiltretlon, but that the members of the Group Theatre were
‘responding to the pulse of their time, The record of the rlays
produced by the Group Theatre, nevertheless, show a marked
preoccupation W1th soclal issues in response to the search for

iy
g . ROACAS 4

common values.

of the Group 8 publlshed47

productions up to 1939 (when
'plays were respondlng to a decidedly different historlcal

circumstance), only Men In White did not respond to e particular

issue. But Men In White did conform to another dominant motif .
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of the majority of Group productions§ its hero was young end
idealisitic, these two words seemingly inseperable in the Group's

plays.’ Young Dr. Ferguson in Men In White faces a choice between

1ove and duty, and he chooses the more concretely ideal duty.
The fulfillment of his love must walt until he has;fulfilled his
scientifie duty., Dr, Ferguson's choice is upheld by the older
and wise Dr, Hoehberg; the wisdom and guidance of youth by
elders being a familiar melodramatic convention, This guidance
by elders is repeated most notably in Clifford Odets‘ Awake '
and Sing' with the relationship between Jaoob and Ralph

~ Most often, however, the young heroes of the Group 8 plays
stand alone to defend their 1deals. . In two plays, The House

of Connellv and nght Over Taos, the young oppose their elders

and eventually triumph, signifying the inevitabllity of a new
order. Although the older people in these plays are presented
sympathetically, the societies they are valiantly striv1ng to
maintain are statlc and deoadenqx oompared to the dynamism and
egalitarianism of the new, youthful order, The 1mpllcatlon of
this 81tuatlon is that the_old American soclety has proved to be
no longef‘viable, and should surrender itself fo‘thef;evisions
offered by a newer conoeption of society, a oonceptlon best
understood by the young. g
A variation of this themeis evidenced. in the plays portraying
idealistic youth thwarted by contemporary socletal values

The neoes31ty for a secure financial positlon before love can

be consumated in marriage is explored in a play like 1931--
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when the unemployed Adam complains to his girlfriend, "Christ,
why do they make us want what we can't afford, why do they meke

us love and have kids ., . , when we can't get the money to make

48

themdecent, and in Success Story, when the central character

remarks to the woman he loves, "love'!s not bread and butter, it's
ohambagne, fine for them that can afford it.““9 The intrusion

of societal demands into the persoﬁal life is one way in which
the sprawling pervasxveness of an unhealthy society is expllcated
for a barrier to sexual consumation is certeinly destructive.

to human fulfillmente Another aspect of this motif is_found

in a_ple§'1iké:MeIVin Levy's Gold Eagle Guy. The strong, young,

Guy. ButtoﬁskeXpends his energy in building &p;e finanoial
empire, and loses his innocence, the love of hlS wife, and

ultimately his 1ife, Success Story also is based on the loss

of innocence of Solomon Ginsburg, its youthful protagonist
Sol's keenulntelligence and vigor can only find meaningful
expression in ruthless financial acqu131t10n o Sol had wanted,
“Something real--either make money or else, . . work fOr
somethin' I believe 1n.“50 Society had prevented him from
seourlng a v1able outlet for his energy, and Sol, who had
turned from soolalism to the dominating oapitallsmx is destroyed
1ike Guy Buttons, by money, R '

The belief 1mp11ed by these dominant thematic structures
is that man is a victim of socio-economic forces. Theydeterminism
of this view is, however, overruled by the more important

optimism, While deploring the society which prevente or perverts
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human aspirations, the plays of the Group assert that change
is possible, inevitable, and desirable. The degeneracy of Sol
Ginsburg and Guy Buttons serves to expose the false values of
middle class sbciety, a step necessary for the re-ordering

of middle class values, The decadence of polite middle class

society is explored in John Howard Lawson's Gentlewoman. The

female protagonist in ﬁhis play slowly realizes'through the
tutéiage of her young radical lover the gamut of the viciousness
and vacuousness of her society. Although Gwyn realizes that
she is lost due to her complete involvement with middle class
standards, she cheerfully accepts the departure of her lover
Rudy‘ﬁo join the struggling workers in the West., Her only hope
lies in Budy's child, which she carries., Gwyn expresses
her predicament by stéting, "I'm afraid, . .'perhaps I can make
a child who won't be afraid, he'll take sides and die-=but
theret!s always a ghance he might live and make a new world.“51
The new world for which Gwyn yearns is the subjeotiof most
of the Group's plays. It is implied aé being the opposite of
the one which destroyed Sol Ginsburg and Guy Buttons; it is
deliniated in 1931-- when Adam joins an uprising of the
unemployed. All the central characters seek a better order,
a world in which love will be fulfilled, a society in which
everyone will have a chance to discover and creatively explore
their own potentialities, unhampered by the figid and false

structures of the present order, Yet this better life is
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~ never concretely deliniated, Most of the plays end on a

hopeful note, with the main characters bravely faping a new
»future after enduring a crisis of faith, such as Gwyn's intellectual
conversion to radicalism, This failure to present the revolutionary
order in complete Marxist detail often infuriated Marxist |
eritics, who hurled the epithet "copfused“ at these ambiguous
'social dramas, Non-Marxist plays displeased the Communists
because4they were not sufficiently revolutionary, dramas that‘
implied a class struggle were not explicit enough, and the MarxianA
dramas did not clearly depict & triumphant, united working
class.52 But this "confusion" can be understood best as part and
'bafcel of the melodramatic mode. The melodrama, essentially
emotional, is not equipped to intellectually solve the problems
it presents, Iﬁstead, dilemmas which are buttressed by and built
upon the audience's assumptions are thrown back to the audience
at the conclusion of the prlay. The plays are fundaméntally
aiming to channel audience assumptions into a radically different
social perspective, in which traditional moral values Qill
operate better in an improved social organization. The audiench
after viewing a social dramﬁx must choose between the 6ld ordery
in which values are subvertedy and the implied new ordeqx in
which values are allowed to flourish, The playwright has doﬁe
his duty by presenting the old, with moral frustrations that
are idenﬁifiable by the audience, amd merely hinting at the new,

which 1s the audience's obligation to consider,
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The playwright of the Group Theatre who best represents
both the weaknesses and strengths of social drama is Clifford
Odets, whoée plays run the gamut from the angry-political
Waiting For Lefty to the intensely peréoﬁal psychological

drama of Rocket to the Moon, Contemporary critics enthusiastically
responded to the young playwright, Richard Watts wrote in the
Herald-Tribune of March 31, 1935, "it is pretty'clear by now

that Mr, Odets! talent for dramtic writing is the most exciting
tﬁing to appear in the American drama since the flaming emergence
of O'Neili ..o 0"53 Anita Block also compared Odets to.O'Neill,
sayiﬁg; "Both are essentially concerned with the inner conflicts
of phe individual, with his struggle for fulfillment against
external forces that dominate and crush him.“54 Cdets' greatest

aCéomplishment as the social dramatist par excellence lay in

his ability to fuse a social critique with psychological
pénetration of his characters. In the preface to the Modern
Library collection of his first six plays, published when Odets
was 33, the playwright points out that: ' ”

Much of my concern . ., . has been with fashioning

a play immediately and dynamically useful and yet

as psychologically profound as my present years and

experience will permit, 55

Odets was one of the original membérsréf the Gf&up

acting troupe, who later discovered his talent d4id not lay in
acting, but writing, But the philosophy of the Group Theatre,
for which he had strong affections, is evidenced in his work,

It is only natural that Odets was concerned with the social
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problems which his brother'playwrights confronted, and that he
'brought to his'plays an optimism which characterized the social
plays of the Group. But most important, Odets was the good firiend
of Group director Harold Clurman, who helped shape the aesthetic
quality of ﬁdets' work, refining drafts and slaving with Odets
to produce an artistically balanced finished product, The
viability of the Group Theatre itself no doubt left its mark
on Odets. It certainly provided a stimulating environment in
which a yousg artist could explore his potentialitles.

In hlS‘MOFk Odets dealt mainly with the middle class,
confideut'iﬁ its inherent virtues, deploring the economic and
social conditions which he saw perverting this class.f Odets

"'~e

perceived his herc s “the entire American middle-class of

”56 ‘In his plays he tried to encourage the

liberal ten&eney.
“liberal ten@ency of the middle class, and attempted_to point
out the debilitating effects of society to his heroes.

Waiting For Lefty, Odets' first play produced by the Group,

is a uniquespiece of American Theatre, In 1t, propaganda is
merged with the fullest exploitation of the possibilites of

the stage.: Tension throughout the play is kept at a max1mum,
the flashbacks portraying emotion-charged moments of conversxon
are interspexsed with action in the present on the stage,
climaxing in.the exposure of a strike-breaker. Odets planted
actors in the audience who got up and yelled at the stage, the
henchmantof the villainous Harry Fatt, who is trying to subdue

the strikers, even points his gun at the audience, who, in the
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context of the play is the audience at the union meeting.
Every aspect of the play contributes to the endlng, in which
the audience joins with the actors in demanding "Strike! Strlke!""
after learning that Lefty, the head of the strike committee
has been murdered, \ ) |

Waiting For Lefty was written as an entry in a contest

sponsored by the left wing New Theatre League, whlch was
looking for one-act plays of a revolutionary theme which might
be easily produced, The play was written in three'days and
y;ghts, won the contest, and was produced at one of the New
Tkeatre League's Sunday night benefit performances by members
" of the Group Theatre on January 5, 1935.°7 The performance
was %itnessed by Clurman who described ifs_reception:

The first scene of Lefty had not played two
minutes when a shock of delighted recognition struck
the audience like a tidal wave, Deep laughter, hot
assent, a kind of joyous fervor seemed to sweep the
audience toward the stage. The actors no longer
performed; they were being carried along as if by
an exultancy of communication such as I had never
witnessed in the theatre before., Audience and actor
became one, Line after line brought applause, whistlesg
bravos, and heartfelt shouts of kinship.

« « There were very few taxi-drivers in that
first audience, I am sure; very few indeed who had ever
been directly connected with such an evert as the Union
meeting that provided the play its pivotal situation,
When the audience at the end of the play responded
to the militant question from the stage: "Well, what's
the answer?" with a spontaneous roar of "Strike!
Strike!" it was something more than a tribute to the
play's effectiveness, more than a testimony of the
‘audience's hunger for constructive social action, It
was the birth cry of the thirties, Our youth had
found ity voice, It was a call to join the good fight
for a greater measure of life in a world free of
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economic fear, falsehood and craven servitude to
stuplidity and greed., "Strike!" was Lefty's lyric
message, not alone for a few pennies wages or for shorter
hourse of work, strike for greater dignity, strike

for bold humanity, strike for the full stature of man, 58

Althouzh Clurman was perhaps a little too carried away

by the play@ it is evident that Waiting For Lefty did answer

a need in thke thirties., The middle class, to which the appeal
of this pla@'was essentially directed, is represented in its
widest specfrum, frbm the lower-middle class young hack and

his girl and the battling Joe and Edha, to the professional
interne and lab assistant, The moment of crisis is captured
swiftiy and succinctly. As each}man in the flaéhbacks is
humiliated By some form of societal injustice,‘and as his values
are’threateaed, the bénds placed on human fulfillment by society
are made apparent. |

On closer scrutiny it seems that while Waiting For Lefts

operates on issues most pressing dﬁring the thirties, it
éxploits the meiodram&tic mode with incredible effectiveness,
Each character in the flashbacks has an integrity which can
be admired, for they stand for such assumed middle-claés
virtues as honesty, hard work, professional integrity, and
family loyalty; as opposed to the decadence of the Stereotyped
Harry Fatt. The characters truly come alive in the flashbacks;
as well as in the‘exposuré of the strike-breaker, in which the
agonized vodice from the audience materializes as a man on
stage who finally declares, "Boys, I slept with him in

the same bed, sixteen years, HE'S MY OWN LOUSY BROTHER!!®">?
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The moral dilemmas faced by the central characters are quickly
ascertainable, and the audience's sympathy ie immediately
aroused., The people are average, industrious; the boy-next-door,
Emotional identification is the only possible response, and it

is carried to its logical conclusion, Waiting For Lefty

isrﬁbt merely an intruiging historical artifact, it is viabﬁle
and fresh today. The issues with which it deals are not simply

relics of j@? §@a, but a imedese yearning for a better

life, Waiting For Lefty is propaganda raised to its utmost,

Although not really a drama in the traditional sense, it captures
an emctionallplateau probably unequalled onythe American stage.
For this, it is to be admired, o » .

Unfortunately the quality of Odets' pfcpaganda is not
sustained in his next play, Till the Day I Die. This short

piece was written as a companion for Wgitine For Leftv in the

Group's production, for the Group decided to produce 1t themselves
after the in1tia1 success at the New Theatre League. T111 the
Day I Die concerns the persecution of Communlsts in Naz1 Germany
and demonstrates the conflict between party loyalty and family
fealty. The Nazis are mercilessly caricatured--not only is

the N321 Captain vicious, brutal, and slimy, he 1s also a
homosexual The German Communists are simple, charming, and
idealiepic,_ These stereotypes do not work very well, perhaps

the foreign situation detracts from the immediate appeal of a

play like Waitng For Lefty, Till the Day I Die is a very ordinary

rlay.
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The quality of Odts' writing is significantly raised in
his next play produced by the Group, Awake and Sing!, This

~ play had been written before Waiting For Lefty and originally
60 |

titled I've Got the Blues,

~y

indication of Odets' aim in the play. Odets himself explained

The change in title gives an

in a New York Times interview in 1935 that:

I understood clearly that my intent was not in
the presentation of an individual's problems, but
in those of a whole class . . . the task was to find
a theatrical form with which to express the mass
as hero, 61 ‘

The Berger family of Awake and Sing! presents a character
analysis of the lower middle class, each charactér repfesenting
- some aspect of the class, and a particular search for meaningful
1ife values, The central conflict of the play araises from the
- desire of Bessie, the mother to be "respectable" in a middle
‘ c&égs way, forcing her daughter to marry a man éhe does not
love because she is pfegnant, and probhiting her son from
romancing a poor girl; and Jacob, the gradfather, whose Marxist
sentiments and desire for a better life removed from the
_artificial constraints that determine Bessie's actions lead
to his suicide, Through suicide, Jacob leaves Ralph, the son,
his insurance policy, his Marxist.ideals, and gives him a
chance to leave home, The play ends with Jacob's ideals
triumphing--Hennie is about to desert her husband and baby to
run off with a man who promises better things from life, and
Ralph also is about to leave home, summing up the conflict

in the play by saying:
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Did Jake die for us to fight about nickels? No!
®Awake and sing" he said. Right here he stood and
sald it. That night he died, I saw it like a thunder-
bolt! I saw he was dead and I was born! 62
The peower of the play stems primarily from the search for
meaningful life values, and is enhanced not so much by good
characterization, but by the dialogue which is fresh and, at
times, poetic, Although the reasoﬁ for-Ralph's final conversion
is extremely hazy, he expresses himself powerfully and dramatically
when he asserts, "We don't want life printed on dollar bills."é3
This kind of poetic, but vernacular speech characterizes the
play. Each character announces himself through his dialogué,.
there is little action’in which the character can be revealed,
The vernacular speebh creates a bond with the audience, the
heightening of the speech creates an admiration as it reflects
1ntensified‘percéptions on commonplace themes powerfully
expressed, Odets said that “allef.the characters in Awake
and Sing!mshare a fundamental activity: a struggle for life

amidst petty conditions.“64

The dialogue expresses the struggle
brilliantly. | | |
‘The resolution of the play presents difficulties. By
funning away Hennie is shirking the enforced value of responsibility,
and her husband, 1iké all the characters‘in the play, is not
evil, but,misguided, Ralph's departure is too ambiguous to
present a definite solution, Even Jacob,’whose ideals have

such strong effect on Ralph and Hennie, had never actually

done anything until his suicide, He had admonished Ralph,
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"Do what is in your heart and you carry in yourself a revolution,

But you should act. Not like me, A man who had golden opportunities
but drank instead a glass of‘tea.“65 But while the intellect

may be dissatisfied by the ending of the play, the emotions have
found a definite release, enhanced by the tense last act.

Odgts in 1955 upheld that all his plays, “deal‘with one subject;
.thejstruggle not to have life nullified by circumstances, false

66

values, anything,.' This statement is a key to the contradic-

tions of the ending of Awake and Sing!, ‘Ralph starts out fresh,

purged by the contradictions he saw around him; Hennie can start
to discover 1ife unhampered by forced circumstances. The young
people are mnot caught.in the same societal values of their
parents, whose age makes it difficult to change. The familisar

tone of salwation through youth is continued in Awake and Sing!.

The depression environment of the Berger home serves to set
the play in its historical background, the hope isvcharacteristic
of 1ts time, but it captures a vividness and struggle that can
be‘appreciated'today.

Paradige Lost, Odets' next play produced by the Group

~does not capture this vividness, The theatrical form in which

Odets had presented the mass as hero in Awake and Sing! had

been basically allegorical..The Berger family had represented

the problems facing the lower middle class, In Paradise Lost
the Gordon family presents the dilémma of the middle class, They
are not on the defensive, like Bessie Berger., Yet the Gordons

lack the vitality of the Bergers, The vernacular is polished



-30-

and abstréeted, the situations in the play are formalized, the
characters symbolically ekaggerated, while the Bergers more
successfully convey a real-life intensity. |

Odets has chosen in this play to portray the degenerating
impact of socieﬁy on the middle class in the abstract. This
rather overt social theme works against the symbolic natufe of
the piece, The~symbolism is far from sﬁbtle; the unscrupulous
partner of Lou Gordon is impotent and beats his wife, one of
the Gordon sons has 31eeping sickness but talks Qontihuously
of the stock market, the other son can find no place in society
and is killed as a gangster, In thege dbvious ways, the effect
of the,nefrarious‘éapitalistic ethic is explored. The abstract

quality, furthermore, detracts from the emotional immediacy

of a play like Awake and Sing! or Waiting For Lefty. Leo's

dramatic conversion at the end of Paradise Lost is more logical
than thé departure of Hennie and Ralph, for throughout the play
he questions those societal structures which eventually ruin
him financially, while Balph and Hennie complain in a more
personal way. The abstfact'nature of Leo's questioning and
convérsion, and his advanced age serve to detract from the
emotional, albelt hazy conversioﬁs of Hennie énd Ralph., The
intellectualized nature of Leo's final realization rings a

bit falge, for as the detached though honest observer of those
around him, Leo seems sbmehéw not to be emotionally involved
with the'situation until the'end of the play., Then he suddenly

becomes intenseiy involved with his fellow men as he envisions a
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new world, phrasing his vision in high-~flown rhetoric;

The new world which Leo sees after his family has suffered
financial ruin poihts to the inability of Odets to fashion a
truly viable alternstive, Leo rhapsodizes at the end:

th yes, I tell you the whole world is for men to
. possess, Heartbreak and terror are not the heritage

B of mankind! The world is beautiful, No fruit tree

wears a lock and key. Men will sing at their work,

men will love ., ., , the world is in its morning
~ e s« o and no man fights alone! 67

The title of thebplay implies that there is a paradisé to be
regaihed.,>0dets makes it cléaf that the paradise has been lost,
but the new one remains the dﬁ%m of a man ruined by the circum=
stances of é severe financial depression, This makes Paradise

Lost more ephemeral than Awake and Sing!. Although the failure

to define a practical alternative is characteristic of the social
drama of the thirties, and the emotional appeal of Leo's final
speech characteristic of the dominant melodramatic mode, Paradise

Lost hés indeed lost sight of the fine emotional intensity of

Odets' earlier work. In Awake and Sing! the emotionalﬂstruggle

carries the play to the conclusion, in Paradise Lost the

sensationalized conclusion runs counter to the intellectualized
abstractions of the rest of the play. Leo's emotions at the
end seemvartificial, perhaps Odets can only envision an abstract

world when he portrays the present so allegorically. Awake and Sing!

manages to capture a commonality of emotional experiences, its

hazy conclusion squar%ig with the actualiyy of an emotional

struggle, Paradise Lost does not have this emotional immediacy,
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nor is it truly an allegory. It falls uncomfortablg between
the two. '

Many of the contemporary reviewers disliked %his play.
Odets was angered at the reception of this, his favorite play.
So in 1936 Odets went to Hollywood, where he received a salary
of $250b,per week, certainly a contrast to the substinance
wage he had been accustomed to receiving in the Group, He
remained in Hollywood, separated‘from the Group and the roots
of his New York radicalism until the following year, when hé

returned with Golden Boy.68

This play reflects Odets! Hollywood experience in two
significant ways, The style of the play with its pat plot,
prizé-fighting subject matter, short scenes and fadeouts,

69

reflect the movie technique 7, a departure from the one set

of his previous full length plays. The theme of Golden Boy,

an allegory dealing with the emptiness of financial success

like Gold Eagle Guy and Success Story, reflects Odets' personal

struggle between the glittering but phoney allure of Hdllywood
and the more satisfying but difficult road to fulfillment he

| fbund{as a Broadway playwright. The,hefo, Joe Bonaparte, is
an artist who eventually sacrifices himself to the cause of
fame and fortune,

The allegorical implication of Golden Boy is clearer than

Paradise Lost, Odets has once more returned to simple but

effective plain speech, and more realistic characters. His

favdigite position as critic of middle class values is maintained,
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All the characters demonstrate to some degree the effect of
societal values on the individual, Odets stated in an interview
after the opening of the play that he had tried to place his
hero
in his true social background and show his fellow
conspirators in their true light, (to) bring out the
essential loneliness and bewilderment of the average
citizen, not (to) blow trumpets for all that is
corrupt and wicked around the little Italian boy,
not (to) substitute a string of gags for reality of
experience, (but to) present genuine pain, meaning,
and dignity of life within the characters. 70
The characters in this play, as is typical of Odets,
seek meaningful life values, It is this seardh, in the context
of society, which perverts then destroys Joe, He feels he must
make some mark on the WOfld, and can do this only through the
barbaric world of the prize-fighter. Although Joe believes,
"playing music . » o that's like saying, 'I am a man, I belong
‘ heré;'“71, he must find some other way to keep up with the
world, maintaining:
"~ You can't get even wi'h people by playing the fiddle,
If music shot bullets, I'd like it better--artists and
people like that are freaks today., The world moves
, fast and they sit around like forgotten dopes, 72
Joe realizes too late that he was wrong, he is not truly a
fighter, but an artist who must remain on the fringe, finding
satisfaction in himself and his art,

AGOlden Boy is essentially a condemnation, Odets again

fails to.affér'any real alternative, although he attempts to
- contrast Joe'with his brother Frank, who uses violence to
better society by working for a Union. Frank alone has found
a satisfactory compomise with society, he is "at harmony with

millions of others."73 But Frank is a minor character, In
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the character of Lorna, the woman Joe loves, Odets repeats the
Utopian view of Lou Gordon, Lorna hopes "to find some city

| where poverty's no crime!--where theré‘s no war in the streets
--where a man is glad to be himself, to live and make his
woman herself!“w‘L |

In Golden Boy Odets once again regains emotional immediacy.

The quick pace of the play, the sharp dialogue, the variety

of characters serve to make the play interesting and involving.
Although the slick language of some of the characters and outmoded
manners of expression date the play, and the issue of a false
success is no longer so absorbing today to the American public,
theoplay remains vigorous, It is interesting that the melodramatic
;éSSum?tions of the natufe of average people are eitende&’to the
gangster Eddie Fusell and Joe's manager Tom Moody, characters

made familiar by the movies, The audience also was probably.
aware(that Joe was doomed from the start, and a mixed emotional
satisfaction is gained by his demise, ‘The:publio enjoyed .

Golden Bov,>it'Was one of the Group's more financiallylsuccessful

productlons But in Golden Boy the 1ndictment is indiv1dualized

in Joe s peculair nature, it does not have the stlrring ring

of propaganda of Waitlng For Lefty and Awake and Sing"

Although the moral impllcatlons of the allegory are falrly
obvious, the play may be taken as merely a good show portraylng
a famillar dilemma, The story of the golden boy had become

& recognizable American myth, the opposito of the usual rags
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to riches motif,;  Although this makes for an interesting plot

and absorbing characters, Golden Bey's effectiveness as a protest

against SOCiety is partially reneged by its concentration on
the idiosynoracies of its protagonist and the inevitability
of 1ts_destruction. In this way Golden Boy illustrates the

0ld homily that money can't buy happiness,

 Rocket to the Moon,'Odets' next play, moves away from the

specific social allegory. It ié more concerned with deep
psychological penetration into the characters than exboSing
societel injustice and delusion. It is perhaps one of the most
compiex of'Odets' plays and the most fragile, The cohtemporary:

setting of the play gives it a social context, but in Rocket

to the Moon Odets is really concerned with the search for love,
Each character's search tjpifies a particular psychological
nature; ?he most easily recognizable type is Mr, Prince,
LE%n Stark's father-in-law. Prince is the map\ﬁhose money
»ﬂ}cannot buy love. The types become more fuzéy in the characters
;:lof Ben and Cleo who are given more psychological depth than
ﬂwggince or'hie daughter, the nagging frustrated housewife.
Although Odets displays some skill in these characters, they
are not,sufficiently well-defined., Much of the author s
personal concern finds outlet in these characters, as opposed
to an explloitly social focus. The deeply personal nature of
the play offended such critics as Thornton W1lder, who ‘remarked,
*I am not interested in such ephemeral subjects as the adulteries

ef dentists w5 Another crltlc believed the play "was too much
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a reflection of his (Odets') personal problems to be a thorough-
going work of art."76 :

‘Much of fhe difficulty in the play lies in the definition
of love it tries to present, Essentially love provides, for
the two central characters, an escape from the unexciting confines
of their lives. The conflict between this rather unhealthy
view of the nature of love and love as an unescapable realityy
provides the crux of the play's conflict., The philosophical |
Frenéhy articuiates Odets' view of the nature of love: r

| Is it something apart, love? A good book you go to
in a spare hour? An entertainment? Christ, no!
It's a synthesis of good and bad, economics, work,
play, all contacts. . . it's not a Sunday suit for
special occassions, That's why Broadway songs are .
phoney . , . Love'!s no solution of life! Au contraire,
as the Frenchman says--the opposite, You have to
bring a whole balanced normal life to love if you
want it to go! 77
None of the characters have a “whcle balanced normal 1ife.“
The source of their imbalance stems both from the societal values
,they have accepted and their own_peculiar psychological composition.
Although Odets announces what he believes love should be, he
cannot demonstrate it in the play, Jjust as in the socialvplaysl
an alternative was merely Vaguely hinted,

The‘melodramatic mode often operates successfully on an
announced pretext, if the announcement is of a familiar nature,
Although Frenchy's statement certalnly is familiar, it is
contradicted by the play itself, The audience is brought to

a point of sympathy with the growing love between Ben and Cleo,
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regardless of its faults, Whén Cleo leaves in the end to
search for "a love that uses me, that needs me,"781t is almost
an inexplicable let down, The emotions of the audience had been
led in>opposite directions, with no attempt at synthesis. The
form of'the play itself, lively in the first act, dragging
in the third, points to Odets' inability to recdncile these
two divergent points'of view, for Ben is left with no alternative,
At the end of the play declares, "Yes, I, who sat here in this
prison-offiee, closed off from the world, fbr the first time
in years I looked out on the world and saw things as they really
are . . ;"79 ‘This is not a satisfactory conclusion, for“
"things as they are" have not been successfully probed. Ben
must return to his wife, he would not have done that if Cleo had
remained, Ben's resignation is indeed hollow,

It is defficult to depict frustration without being
frustrafed. Odets, in Rbcket to the Moon-has relegated the

social situation to the baltgground; on the canvas of the depression
he'depicted the search for iove,va search that has'occupied

artists through the ages. But the frustration of love in this’
play does not indict a society full of contradictions, it rails

at human weakness, but is resigned; The young social play-

wright had shown skill in psychological depiction of characters,
but seemed not to know what to do with them after he had removed
them from a purely deterministic setting.

Before considering Odets'! final play with the Group, Night
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Mugi~, it is necessary to look at the historical circumstances
which were changing the pattern of social drama,vreflected in

thosé produced by the Group from 1939 to 1941,80

Two significant
facts had changed the intellectual climate of the United States;
the Nazi-Soviet pact and the war in Europe in‘1939. The Nazie
Soviet pact disillusioned many artists of left-wing sentiments,
while the war in Europe shook the pacifism'that had characterized
the Left, The depression itself had célled up the New Deal
- which soothed many liberals, Issues which had been fought
M‘in the earlier years of the decade had eithér been woﬁ or
forgotten, And the imminence of war served to bring together
many artists énd subdue them,

The attitude towards war is the most obvious indication of
the change in the Group's plays. In 1936 Paul Green's Johnny
Johnsén portrayed the insanity of war, in 1939 Robert Ardrey's

Thunder Rock exhorted intellectuals to become commited and fight

for the preservation of freedom, Thunder Rock's depiction

of "the disillusioned artist escaping fo a light house reflects
t@g return of many artisté—intellectuals to'their.ivory towers
invthé‘latter part of the decade. Besides showing a changed

attitude towards war, thus, Thunder Rock makes it clear that the

social commitment of the artist was retreating, and had to be
prodded to return again to its rightful position of social

concern,

The form of Thunder Rock is more fanciful than the earlier
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Group plays, The plays of 1939-41 no longer had the striking
verisimilitude of their forerunners, They were more personal,
lyrical, and literary. The characteristic optimism remained
intact, but it was of a different nature, Instead of forecasting
the imminence of a better social order, these plays displayed

an abiding faith in the tenacity, integrity, and essential
goodness of the average man, This faith was wistful in é play

1ike Irwin Shaw's The Gentle People, In the preface to the

play Shaw states, "This play is a fairy tale with a moral, In
it justice triumphs and the meek’prove victorious 6ver arrogant
and violent men, The author does not pretend that this is

the case in real life.," The Gentle People is a very gentle,

moving play, But its impact lies not in the exposure of the
injustice of society, but in a faith that little people can
conquer large evils like organized crime and fascism, The two
0ld men in the play find satisfaction in a simple thing like
fighing in the4evening off Coney Island and playfully arguing
and complaining to each other, This play is not so much a
protest against’a society that produces a character like thé
gangster Goff, but an affirmation of a society of quiet little
péoplé free to seek their simple pleasure,

The position of the United Stétes at this time was insecure,
The simple pleasures upheld in The Gentle People reflect this

insecurity, for they were being seriously threatened by world
events, And the murder of Goff by the two'old men is not

malicious, it is protect a quiet way of life, One of the
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men had explained to his friend before the murder:

Finally . . ., if you want peace and gentleness, you
got to take violence out of the hands of people like
Goff and you got to take it in your own hands and use
it like a club, Then maybe on the other side of
violence, there will be peace and gentleness., ' 81

My Heart's in the Highlands also upholds an unobtrusive
wéy ofjlife. It is the story'of the artist struggling to sﬁrvive
in a society where he cannot earn money to buy the groceries,
But the artist in the play is not militant, he contents himself
with enjoying nature and hlS fellow men, He generosity reflects
the 1argeness of his soul, And the play afflrms the artist'!s
unremitting will to exist and enlighten humanity,

‘The softening of tone, and the broadening'of social concern

is reflected well in Odets! Night Music, a play'about loneliness
and homelessness, Rage over social issues is feduced‘to a
minimum. Instead there is pathos, humillty, qulet love. Clurman

noted that Odets had captured the spirit of the time in this

play:

- History was marking time, Progressive thought and
‘action seemed to stand in shadow, tired and disheartened,
Everyone seemed to be waiting., Everything was in
question, and all the old answers rang a little false
beside the darkening reality, The tone of the play
"was gentle and melancholy, as if the clarinet the play's
hero tooted was his only weapon to combat the feature-
less chaos of 1940, 82

The difference in tone of this play and one of Odets‘

earlier social pieces, Awake and Sing! is ev1dent in the

character of Rosenberger, who, like Jacob, conveys the wisdom
and experiercc of an older man, Instead of env1sion1ng a Marxist

revolution as an alternative and usihg this to guide the younger
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people like Jécob, Bosenberger‘upholds life itself as an
answer, He says, "Where there is life, therenis hope, in my
humble opinioﬁ. Only the living can cry out against 1ife.“83
In this play, Odets moves out into the streets of New York to
look at life, tp capture the sad but determined spirit of an
insecure generation, For a dramatist so sensitive to the social
mood, Odets?® heighteﬁing concentration on personal pfoblems
is a clear indidcaﬁion of the change of tone as the thirties
became the fourties, | |

Odets! social view had mellowed, not only due to the

playwright's personal maturation, but to a change he perceived

in the nature of society itself, Night Music was not

enthusiastically receivéd by'the critics, Clurman noted:
Odets takes for granted‘that we all recognize our
homelessness, that we all believe the rootlessness
and disorientation of his hero to be typical, that we
. all know that most of the slogans of our society are
- without substance in terms of our true emotions,
Perhaps Odets ve his audience too much credit in
assuming that 1t would feel as he had hoped., 84
Clurmants statement demonstrates that with a change in the nature
of society, the sociai dramatist's duty was to find a new set
of assumptionms with which to operate., Due to the subdued and
insecure nature of society during the'early 1940's, plays could
no longer operate on the bravado assumptions of earlier years,
but had to capture a different spirit; In 1940 it was difficult
to determine what that spirit should be, The optimisn of Night

Music like the other later Group plays is fragile, no longer‘
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assertive. The cry in Night Music is té "Make this America

for us!", a hope born out of confusion aﬁ& despondency., Earlier
ﬁ%etéry had been, "We don't want life printéd on dollar bills!",
a,militant demand , Whiie the earlier plays had exposed life-
@ﬁgitashould;not-be, the 1éter ones wistfully portrayed 1§Ié

as it shouldiﬁe. Night Music, too, looks at America to f;nd
something worth saving,‘ahd it found the oldest of ali
solutions; love. | 5 |
At this.tiﬁé,'Odets was unsure of what he wanted,‘frustrated

Iy the adverée reaction to a arama'he had though to be "the best
p&ay and flnest productlon 1n New York, "85 'Clurman reallzed
%hat Odets ; '

" wanted to run with the hares and hunt with the hounds ;

. .he wanted to be the great revolutionary playwright of

our day and the white-haired boy of Broadway. He
‘'wanted the devotion of the man in the cellar and the

congratulations of the boys at "21.," He wanted the
praise of the philosophers and the votes of Variety's
box—score. 6

w@ets was tlred of the Group and felt it was constrlctlng him,

He had his next play, Clash By Nipht produced elsewhere.87

Odets? departure from the Group. 31gnalled the end of that
@%ganxzatlon. Through its existence, 1t struggled in the

competitve Broadway world, and as Clurman said, "as no individual
88

can exist alone, no group can exist alor:," Apart from this

consideration, the social drama which the Group had consistently

presented was no longer filling a need, Clurman perceived that:
in the thirties there developed to a high point of
consciousness the hunger for a spiritually active

world, a humanly meaningful and relevant art, However,
the peculiar social-economic development of the
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thirties, successful at first, only to lead to a
crisis in the outbreak of war, brought about the
dissolution of that movement of which the Group
Theatre was one of the outstanding voices, 89

After the production of Irwin Shaw's Retreat to Pleasure, the

Ll collectivism of the Group Theatre dissolved, as each
member left the fold to find satisfaction éomewhere else, The
Group had beén composed of young, volatile actors and actresses,
each with a particular opinion and desire., Any collection of
this type of people is uncomfortable at best, and Harold Clﬁrmaﬁ
did a magnif}cent job in keeping everyone togethef. But the
task of maintaining such an explosive collection of people
strained himgto the end, and when the collapse of‘the Group
seemed imminent, Clurman leashed hisvpent-up frustrations,'
telling the actors, "if anyone else~, o o could make a Group
Theatre with or without me, I béggéd'him to do s0."?0 The
actors protested, Clurman grew angry, and Luther Adler, a Group
member, wryly remarked, "Harold wants a divorce.“91 But

' Clurman had finally realized: | |

My will and the collective will of my fellow workers
were not sufficient to establish a Group Theatre
that might endure the jungle 1life, the drought and
famine, of the Broadway theatre in the early forties, 92
But the record of the Group Theatre remains impressive{
It gave a complete voice to the new concerned generation of
artists and brought intelligence and skill to its: performances,
The radical idea of a theatre collective enmeshed with the

radical ideas presented in the collective's plays., The Group

Theatre was a daring enterprise, maintained by the youth and
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commitment ofvits members ., These youﬁg artists were attracted
by the new type of theatre the Group hoped to form and maintain,
and stuck to their commitment thrcugh financial uncertainty
and even hardship. And the plays to which theee people lent
their voice reflected & young,wpciﬂeering;;définitely romantic
spirit, One recent critic has remarked that "socially slanted
theatrekhae always been a theatre of the young."93 The hope
presented in the Group's plays make it easy to dismiss them as
childish or naive.‘ But in a ﬁime>cf severe crisis, new ideas,
a new romance was needed to brlng the country back to its feet
and tc look 1ife in the eye again, More than ‘social reform,
the plays of the Group attempt to reaffirm the dignity‘of man
in society, Clurman points out that the aim of the artistic
movement of the thirties: | o |
could not be summed up or conclu31ve1y defined in
~a few political-social reforms, The end was man and
. his relation to the world or life itself on all the
planes that the concept implies. o4
The assumptions of the social playwright of the thlrties,
that progress‘is 1neviteble and the old order must die, are the
most easily dismissed in‘th;s more cynical era of nuclear
weapons and existentiaiism. The siﬁplicity of stating problems
in reiaticn'tc a‘very complex socio-econoeic fabric further
enhances the naivite of the social drama of the thirties.
But the abilityvof the social dramatists to’cepturevecvage of
collapse and infuse it with hope, to fecord the speecﬁ of

an uncertain buﬁ strong new generation desperately searching for

a remedy for society's ills provide a vital historical record
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that should not be forgotten., Although the social dramatists
did not write plays of the highest literary quality, théy
gave voice to the desire for a better life that has sparked
the vitalityﬁof a reforming nature.

But the larger question is whether thersocial plays(were
effective in aiding the reform they cherished, ' Here they are
tangled in both the advantages and. . pltfalls of the prlmarlly
emotional melodramatic mode, By aiming for an essentially
emotiOnal reaction to the problems presented, it is possible |
to raise consciousness on éocial issues by fostering emotional
~ ldentification with the ohéfacters on the stage, These characters
are oéoght in the dilemma of false socieﬁal values, although théy
are basically honest, conscientous, and even admirable, But |
the emotional level often blots out an intellectual oomprehenSion
of'the total situation., By attempting to alter opinions, the
sooial dﬁg%ists,'furthermore, were forced to oonfront the nature-
of opinion'formation, a hazy mixture of family background;
fiﬁancial Situation, personal expérienee, manipulationiby
news medié; and the realm of personal inseoﬁrify with its
attendant defense mechanisms; In the melodrama, the social
dramatiét’could select only one situation and try to eﬁoke the
impact of society on particular individuals, Although the
audlence could sympathize with these charactérs, once out of
the theatre they againroonfronted the real world, to shake their
heads over the 1aziness of the unemployed, worry about their

business and family, and generally pursue their own aspirations,
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%he experience in the theatre could be easily forgotten as an
enjoyable emotional release, One play is not really sufficient
to significantly alter an individual‘s world-view, although it
is possible that the beginning of a new understanding could
result from an experience in the theatre, making a v1ewer more
receptive to radical ideas. d |

Some of the Group's plays are more effective social tools>

than others, It is certainly conceivable that Waiting For Lefty!

could cause a strike vote at a Union meeting similar to the one
cii‘depiots. It is also conceivable that a person in.the
Broadway:audience at the same play could cross a picket line

the next day with no scruples. ‘The effect ofiplay like this
depends prlmarily on the attltude brought to the theatre; a
ﬁnlon sympathlzer would have his bellefs reinforced by the play,
an antl—Unlon person oould quite p0331b1y be offended by the
character of Harry Fatt To those who were uncommltted the

play could offer a new perspective, 1ead1ng to a p0331b1e
conversion.c | Vv ":b v

‘ Mosvu propaganda operates on the 1eve1 of emotionsr

When an art form llke the drama strives to reooncmle dldaoticlsm
with aesthetlolsm, certaln inconsistencies are inev1tab1e. Art
Vsearches for a oomplex understandlng of the nature)of-man,
propaganda searches for a very strictly constructed understanding,
whether it be a Marxian dlalectio or simply a more moderate
socialistic view. The sooial playwrlght as an artist could seek

to make his characters psychologically complex, then push them

summarily toward a doctrinaire view of society and mankind
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as a propagandist. By using the melodramatic mode, the play-
wright can attempt to reconcile these divergent tendencies.
Emotional identification can lead the audience toward conscious-
ness-raisiné a propagandist aim; emotional identification can
also lead to an awareness of the compiexity of emotions of

which man is capable, an artistic confrontation with man's
complex self, The "artsy" or "intellectual" play prohibits
tﬁis,identification, making consciousness raising more difficult,
The social dramatists of thé thirties wanted their plays to

be understood immediately by every member in the audience,

they wanted moral dilemmas to be ciear cut so the effect of
society could be brough into conflict immediately with the

moral values of the individual, In the best plays of the Group,

this is exactly what occurs. In Awake and Sing! the emotional

vitality of all the Bergers wérks in some way to bring out

the societal values which they are striving to embrace or

© overcome,

The 1imitations on the social drama are complicated further

by the natﬁre'of the theatre, for the theaﬁféupréSents%two

hours of fléeting impressions« It is not an encounter“group.
The audiéncelis passive, having no chance fo respond to é.play
or question’its objectives fully until the performance is over,
And whaﬁ peoble expeot_from a play is aé;varied as‘hﬁmén nature
itself, Oné critic méintains'that "not ideas, but characters
will remain in the memories of the audience when the curtain
falls, If ideas are recalled, it will be those voiced'by

a living character."95\
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" The theatre is not and should not be a news;broadcast,
a political platform or debate, or a college seminar; it is
an aft form with attendant ambiguities., But the theatre
should strive, as an aft form, to provide its viewers with a
challenge to their assumptions, some new insight into the realm
of human experience. The meiodramatic mode of the social
drama, which drawe on the audience's assumptions, is never able -
c;ziggly}escape them, It is caughtin the cultural definiﬁicn
of the "good life" as it tries to define that good life ih
its fulleet sense, The sccial/aramas did not attembt to explore
the limitations and potentialities of the human being in the
most complete<artistic way. King Lear'ie\a socia1 play in:
tﬁat it deals‘with pclitical injustice, but moVes from there
to explore the human pBSlbllitleo, breaking through cultural
assumptlons into universality, .

This is not to suggest that the plays of the Group Theatre
should be derlded as “failed tragedles. They dld not attempt
to be traglc 1n the claSS1c sense, but in a very contemporary
sense, ?ay deplored the limitatlons placed ‘on the human
being by soclety, but never tried to totally separate man from
society (like Lear on the heath), to discover exactly what man
is. The wanted to discover how man -and society coulaboperate
in harmony, ahd}naturally became concerned with che cuitural
assumptions of the day. The'socieﬁaleprobiems could not be
ignored by ﬁhis committed generation of playwrights, and it

became impissible to divorce man from the crisis environment
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of the,depression years, The urgency of their message found
intensé émotional expression in the mélodramas they produced,

As a social comment, the plays of the Group Theatre capture a
moment: of struggle in our history, and articulate the frustration
of a generation, Although most of the Group's plays are

Justly relegated to literary obscurity, the best of its plays,

Odets! Waiting For Lefty and Awake and Sing! are remembered

not only as important historical artifacts, but as the best

of that peculiar genre of social drama,
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"APPENDIX
TheAfoliowing is a listing of all the Group Theatre’'s ﬁroductions,
including‘date of opening, playwright and title of play, and

number of performances.

28 September, 1931, Paul Green. The House of Connelly. 91.

10 December, 1931. Claire and Paul Sifton. 1931--. 12,
9 March, 1932, Maxwell Anderson. Night Over Taos. 13.

26 September, 1932, John Howard Lawson. Success Story. 121,
17 January, 1933. Dawn Powell., Big Night. 7.
26 September, 1933. Sidney Kingsley, Men in White. 351,

22:March, 1934, John Howard Lawson. Gentlewoman. 12.
28 November, 1934, Melvin Levyt Gold Eagle Guy. 65,

19 Febraury, ~1935.> " CIifford Odets. . Awake’ and Sing! 185,

26 March, 1935. Clifford Odets. Double Bill, Waiting for Lefty:

Till the Day I Die. 136,

30 November, 1935. Nellise Child. Weep for the Virgins. 9.

g Deéember, 1935, Clifford Odets. Psradise Lost., 73.

13 March, 1936. Erwin Pascator and Lena Goldschmidt. The Case

of Clyde Griffiths. Translated, Louise Campbell. 19

19 November, 1936. Paul Green. Johnny Johnson. Music, Kurt Weil. 68.

L November, 1937. Clifford Odets. Golden Boy. 250,

19 February, 1938. Robert Ardrey. Casey Jones, 25.

24 November, 1938, Clifford Odets. Rocket to the Moon. v131.

-5 January, 1939. Irwin Shaw. The Gentle People. 141.
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13 April, 1939, William Saroyan. My Heart's in the Highlands. U4k,

14 November, 1939, Robert Ardrey. Thunder Rock. 23,

22 February, 1940. Clifford Odets. Night Music. 20.

17 December, 1940. Irwin Shaw. Retreat to Pleasure. 23,
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