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ABSTRACT

During the twentieth century, Anerica not only
devel oped a national drama, but as the country’'s regions
becanme nore distinct, it devel oped regi onal dramas as wel|.
No regi on, however, has received nore attention for its
pl ays than the South. There is, perhaps, a nystique
surroundi ng the Anerican South that is manifested in its
manners, rules, decorum and role assignnents, and with
this comes its own set of expectations. How do we
recogni ze a southern play? There are several markers of
sout hern dranma that have passed the test of tinme. This
study will exami ne three: the southern woman, the bl ack
character, and the Southern Gothic. Because the famly
unit is an inportant el enent of southern culture and,
i ndeed, plays a factor in the vast majority of southern
plays, it is logical to use the famly as an axis for this
study. Finally, if we chronicle the history of southern
drama in the twentieth century, we see how the soci al
nmovenents of the 1960s and ' 70s (the Cvil R ghts Myvenent
and the Wnen’'s Movenent) have changed the way we interpret
the traditional characteristics of this regional drama
After 1980, the southern famly and the southern dranma
genre becane represented sonewhat differently. Wth thirty
pl us years having el apsed since the social turnoil of the
"60s and ' 70s, we have the advantage of hindsight and the
opportunity to reeval uate what constitutes contenporary
sout hern dranma.

| NDEX WORDS: South, Drama, Cvil Rights Mwvenent, Wnen's
Movenent, Sexual Revolution, Lillian Hell nan,
Bet h Henl ey, Paul G een, Pearl C eage,
Tennessee Wl lianms, Harry Crews, Southern
wonen, Bl ack character, Southern Gothic,
Grotesque, Famly



REPRESENTATI ONS OF THE FAM LY | N SOUTHERN DRAMA: BEFORE AND

AFTER THE CIVIL RI GATS AND WOMEN' S MOVEMENTS

by

ANNA MARI A FI LI PPO
B.S., Austin Peay State University, 1987

M A., Indiana University, 1989

A Dissertation Submtted to the Graduate Faculty of The
University of Georgia in Partial Fulfillnment of the

Requi renents for the Degree

DOCTOR OF PHI LOSOPHY

ATHENS, GEORG A

2002



© 2002
Anna Maria Filippo

Al'l R ghts Reserved



REPRESENTATI ONS OF THE FAM LY | N SOUTHERN DRAMA: BEFORE AND

AFTER THE CIVIL R GHTS MOVEMENTS

by

ANNA MARI A FI LI PPO

Appr oved:

Maj or Professor: Freda Scott G les

Conmi tt ee: Charl es Eidsvik
Ri chard Neupert
Sylvia H Pannel
Farl ey Ri chnond

El ectroni ¢ Versi on Approved:

Gordhan L. Pat el

Dean of the G aduate School
The University of Ceorgia
May 2002



DEDI CATI ON

For ny husband, Todd--al ways.

They told nme to take a streetcar named Desire, transfer to
one called Cenetery, and ride six blocks and get off at
El ysi an Fi el ds!

--Blanche DuBois, A Streetcar Nanmed Desire

| seen the day you daddy’'d git up before the daylight and
wal k five mles and plow another man’s | and all day and
come back after dark with fifty cent in his hand. Then pl ow
his own crop by the Iight of the noon.
- - Mabel Boatwight, Blood |Issue



ACKNOWL.EDGVENTS
Thank you to ny commttee for their expertise and
gui dance. During this process | becanme acutely aware of
just how supportive ny famly and friends are, and how very
lucky I amto be surrounded by such | oyalty, encouragenent,

and I ove. Thank you fromthe bottom of ny heart.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGVENTS . . . o e e %
CHAPTER

1 I NTRODUCTI ON: THE SQUTH, THE FAM LY, THE PLAYWRI GHTS.. 1

2 THE SOUTHERN WOVMAN' S “PLACE” IN THE FAMLY .......... 44
3 THE BLACK FAM LY . . . e 92
4 THE FAM LY AND THE SQUTHERN GOTHIC. .. .............. 146

5 CONCLUSI ON:  REPRESENTATI ONS CF THE FAM LY I N THE
CHANG NG SQUTHERN DRAMA. . . . . ... 187

REFERENCES . . . . . . . 205



CHAPTER 1
THE SOQUTH, THE FAM LY, THE PLAYWRI GHTS
The good thing about southern witing is that
everybody knows its qualities. “What’s
southern witing?” you say to your dry cleaners
and, without m ssing a beat, they rattle off,
“Great |anguage, famly, strong wonen, religion,
the land, and the past.” And, of course, they're
right. Nobody, on the other hand, knows what
sout hwestern or northeastern witing is. Try it.
Southern witing wins out on definition every
time. (Jory foreword page)
During the twentieth century, Anerica, with its
di stinct history and culture, devel oped a national drana.
Wthin that distinct culture there are regional cultures
each defined by a unique aesthetic to include factors such
as climate, food and nmusic. There are also the instinctive
el enents of rel ationships between nen and wonen, religion
and a uni que history. Wat nakes the southern region, and
therefore, southern drama, unique is that it is all of what
forms the Anerican drama, but with additional special

characteristics. There is, perhaps, a nystique surrounding



the Anmerican South that is manifested in its manners,

rul es, decorum role assignnments, and with this cones its
own set of expectations. How, then, do we recognize a
southern play? Do we use the sanme test for earlier
southern drama as we do for contenporary works? If drama
about the South reflects the attitudes or psychology of its
regi on, then how has the psychol ogy changed over this

hundr ed-year period?

In southern plays, there is a lasting nostalgia for
the Ad South with its genteel ways, its proud people, and
strangely enough, a fixation on its devastating raci al
stigma. The drama of the early half of the twentieth
century may have colored this “AOd South portrait,” which
represents a south that had not yet felt the repercussions
of social turmoil. Wth such vital revolutions as the
Cvil R ghts and Wbnen’s Movenents, the A d South is not
necessarily an accurate picture of the drama of the South
of the 1980s and ' 90s.

The | andscape of the South has changed since the m d-
century social novenents, and this shift has nost certainly
affected the psychol ogy, the culture, and the very essence
of “southernness.” [If we agree with the nunerous critics
and schol ars who declare that drama is a reflection of

society, then it is tine to reexamne the “traditional”



pl ays (c.1920-c.1960) and to exam ne the contenporary plays
(c.1980- ), in their separate contexts, to determ ne what
has changed about the southern drama genre. The bl ack
characters of Paul Green’'s plays, for exanple, do not share
the same concerns as Pearl Ceage’s; and Beth Henley’'s
wonen, unlike Lillian Hellman’s, are clearly products of a
shift in traditional gender roles.

A significant problemfor scholars of southern drana
is that the genre, which is so easily defined in the early
part of the twentieth century by classically strong wonen,
agricultural settings, and noral and interracial
agendas, has, since at |east 1980, been reeling fromthe
effects of mpjor social novenents. |In fact, the synbols
and characteristics that once defined southern drama are
now t he very conponents that confuse us. The nmgjor
guestion is, “Wat constitutes southern drama? What has
sout hern drama becone?” O, perhaps, in extrene terns, the
guestion becones, “lIs there still such a thing as a
sout hern drama genre?” These questions have concerned, and
continue to concern, southern schol ars.

By exam ning the dynami cs of fictional southern
famlies in representative plays, and the influence of
bi ography/fam |y on those playwights’ works, | will test

three markers of southern drama which are the strong wonman,



t he bl ack character, and the Southern Gothic, in plays

witten both before and after the m d-century socia

movenents. | hope to determine if these genre markers are
still applicable; and if they are, how they may have
shifted. | wll also exam ne how these changes in the

fictional famly unit conpare to changes in real southern
famlies and whether or not we can conclude that the
sout hern drama genre still stands as an entity.

If there is, indeed, a southern notion, a nystique, an
aesthetic, but it is not what it was sixty years ago, then
how do we process that? Perhaps the answer lies, in part,
in the playwights’ approaches to identifying with the
South. For exanple, while both Lillian Hellman and Beth
Henl ey pen wonen pitting thensel ves agai nst a patri archy,
Hel | man’ s protagoni st works the established patriarcha
system of the early 1900s. Henley' s post-Myvenent wonen,
however, view the traditional patriarchy as |ess stable,
and, therefore, find it difficult to react. There are
conpari sons and contrasts in both the traditional and
contenporary playwights’ approaches to “southernness” and
sout hern drama markers. By exam ning their techniques, |
hope to establish a clearer understanding of the nutations
in the southern drama aesthetic, especially as manifested

inthe famly.



After the Movenents reached their peaks in the 1960s
and ‘70s, civil rights legislation overtook racial issues
and, consequently, becane | ess imedi ate for southern
dramati sts (Watson 192). Because drama is a reflection--
however accurate--of its society, southern drama began
paying | ess attention to interracial and political issues
and nore attention to the individual as a human enoti onal
being. There were now di fferent problens facing
sout herners. These issues arose in the representation of
the famly unit and affected the interpersonal dynam cs,
often drastically.

Si nce social change nust begin at hone, and the famly
is a mcrocosmof society (MCarthy 129), it is logical to
trace this turn in southern drama using the fanmily as an
axis for this study. Charles Watson provides a sumary of
sout hern dranma characteristics. Anobng themare the three
“markers” previously identified: the presence of
di stinctive social types such as the southern | ady or
belle; the evolution of black characters, and the cul tural
el ement of violence as it manifests itself in the
grotesque. Each chapter in this dissertation deals with a
mar ker of sout hern drama, i.e., the southern |ady, the
bl ack character, and the grotesque, which is also referred

to as Southern Gothic. Chapter Two exam nes how t he



Wnen' s Movenent changed the perspective on wonen’s roles
and how this change affected the southern fam |y dynamc.
Chapter Three deals with how bl ack/ bl ack issues in addition
to white/black racial tensions affected the African-
Anerican southern famly, and Chapter Four reveals how the
famly is affected by the fornerly taboo, yet now conmon
and graphic, thenes of sexual m sconduct--one subtopic
under the larger unbrella of Southern Gothic.

This is primarily a study in aesthetics and genre,
unli ke Watson’s work, which is al nbst exclusively a
hi storical account of drama in the South fromits inception
right up to today’s witers. Wtson states clearly that
fromthe outset his intention has been to lay the
groundwork for nore intensive studies by providing an
overall view and by including dramatists and plays ripe for
further investigation (x).

By accepting that there has been a traditional genre
of drama that has reflected the southern regi on, we can use
this body of literature as a nodel for conparing and
contrasting what southern playwights are creating today.
By using the traditional plays as nodels, perhaps we are
al ready setting up expectati ons about the ways in which a
pl ay should be read which can be both productive and

[imting: traditions provide both restraints and incentives



to the devel opment of new genres. |If we are able to
recogni ze a genre, how does that recognition reduce the
possibility of msinterpretation and maxim ze
reinterpretation (Gerhart 7)? These are sonme of the issues
at stake in this investigation of the traditional southern
drama genre and its contenporary counterpart.

WAt son argues that the southern drama genre can be
characterized by certain nmarkers, or characteristics.
These markers, | argue, define southern drama before the
Cvil Rights and Wbnen’s Movenents and heavily influence
t he southern aesthetic. Now these characteristics have
been drastically reinterpreted by witers, scholars and
younger -gener ati on southerners, so does this signify the
end of the genre as we know it? | wll closely exan ne
representative plays, via these markers, to identify comon
t hemes/ patterns which reflect changes in society in the
South. This study does not include all southern drama, for
obvi ous reasons, nor does it intend to make sweepi ng
general i zati ons about society. |Instead, | will use plays
that nost clearly represent the three chosen
characteristics and use the famly--a mcrocosm of society-
-as an axis for the study.

Each chapter focuses on two playwi ghts--one pre-

Movenment writer and one contenporary--to prove that the two



soci al nmovenents have changed the southern drama genre from
one with easily defined, traditional characteristics,
having its roots in the Gvil War, to a body of literature
t hat escapes the confining descriptors of the nineteenth
and early twentieth century. The South now has a different
| andscape, which, in turn, affects its psychology and is
shown in dramatic depictions of southern wonen, the bl ack
experience, and Southern Gothicism (the three selected
characteristics examned in the body of this dissertation).
Paranpbunt to this exam nation is the anal ysis of
characters, which will provide background for better
under st andi ng the psychol ogi cal | andscape of the South and
al so provide insights into the interpersonal dynam cs of
the famly. This will be an exam nation of literary
characters as “real” humans, thus tuning in to inner
enotions and earlier experiences that shape the characters’
choi ces and give the reader clues as to their psychol ogi ca
makeup. There is the interior world--the character’s
neur oses, for exanple--where we can | earn what drives him
and his concerns. It is how we discover the world in which
the character lives. This neans that the social climte--a
product of, anong other things, history and politics--that
is reflected in the play cues us to the outside, or

exterior, world.



As Charl es Watson, John Giffin Jones, author of
M ssissippi Witers Talking; and all three contenporary
pl aywrights in this study agree, biography and playwiting
are inseparabl e conponents. Biography is an undeni abl e
part of the definition of southern drama genre; there is a
connection to witers, their experiences, and their work.
As noted southern literary critic Fred Hobson clains, there
i s sonething that happens to the southern witer as the
Sout h changes, as conditions that gave rise to earlier
witers seemnot to be with us anynore (1). Southern
witers nost coomonly wite about being southern, but what
does that nean? The answer lies in the very
characteristics that mark the drama. Southern playwights
respond to the world in which they |ive, which changed from
the times of Paul Geen to those of Beth Henley. By
i ncl udi ng bi ography not as the primary focus, but as a
device used nerely to better understand the playwight’s
perspective of famly, and therefore, society, we can al so
nore clearly establish the paraneters of the genre.

| will include excerpts frominterviews | have
conducted with the three contenporary authors who conprise
the focus of this study: Beth Henley, Pearl C eage and
Harry Crews. | will also include previous

bi ographical/interview material fromthe earlier witers on
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t he changing i mages of the southern famly in their
respective works and how soci al novenents affected their
visions of the contenporary southern famly. Each
contenporary playwight has his/her vision of the post-
Civil R ghts South and has determ ned to what degree the
past figures in his/her witing.

While there will be exceptions, what | hope to prove
is atrend toward the reshapi ng of the southern drama
aesthetic. To support the traditional inage of southern
drama, | amusing representative plays from southern
pl aywights with established reputations. |In fact, | would
be renmiss to exclude a playwight such as Tennessee
Wllianms. In the later plays, the playwights are sel ected
due to their treatnents of specific southern drama
characteristics: Beth Henley' s use of the southern woman,
Pear|l C eage’s handling of the black experience, and Harry
Crews’ use of Southern Gothic.

Wil e the southern drana characteristics of strong
wonen, the black character and Sout hern Gothici sm appear
repeatedly in 1980s and '90s literature, the representation
of these characteristics has changed. To understand how
this “southern distinction” cane about, it is inportant to
pl ace the drama in its cultural context. Cultura

di fferences between the South and the rest of the country
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evol ved due to regional differences: the aftermath of the

Gvil War

Sm | ey:

Mor eover,
regi ona

South (i

and racial tension. According to historian David

The reasons for the dichotony in the national
personality are conplex and often obscure. At
the same tinme that has served the purposes of
Anmerican patriotismto sound a bold trunpet for a
native civilization, it was politically

advant ageous to assent to the proposition that
that civilization contained two “nations,”
opposites in fundanmental aspects. The subsequent
defeat of one “nation” by the other had the
effect, on both sides, of inspiring each to
glanorize its superior civilization and to
denigrate that of the other as alien, un-
Anerican, and |l acking in enduring and essenti al
val ues. Especially was this activity preval ent
anong Southerners [. . .]. (9-10)

this production of culture gave birth to a

genre of literature which projected i mages of the

.e., the plantation in full force, the

preoccupation with class, the inportance of the famly

unit, the strong southern wonan, etc.).
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Vanderbilt’s men of letters, or the Fugitive Agrarians
(1933-37), identified and standardi zed this southern
cultural inmage which was years |ater projected through
drama with Tennessee WIllians’ works as its primary
exanpl es. These particular inmges renai ned attached to the
South for many years, and, in fact, are still used as a
gauge for change today.

Since cultural context, historical franmework, and
political climate are inportant influences on this study,
it is logical to introduce the roots of and the influential
forces behind the nodern formation of southern drama. The
whol e crux of the southern novenent and agrariani sm which
spawned t he Sout hern Renai ssance of 1930-1955, began with
the nmen of letters at Vanderbilt University in the 1920s.

Dissatisfied wth the direction the South was taking
after World War |, the Fugitive Agrarians stinul ated
di scussi on about the inpact of what they saw as
industrialisnis devastating inmpact on the South. The
Vanderbilt Agrarians expressed great disdain at the South’s
inability to maintain its agricultural reputation and to
generate economc growh via the land. Twelve Fugitive
Agrarians--including fanous nanes in literature and
criticismsuch as John Crowe Ransom Allen Tate and Robert

Penn Warren--eventually contributed to the essays in the
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publ i shed manifesto, I'Il Take ny Stand, which was an
intentional reference to the stanza fromthe southern tune,
“Dixie.” It was in this manifesto that the authors rel ated
their refusal to succunb to the industrialization of the
Ameri can South to the honbgeni zed version of their native
| and:
Man, it is said, far from being a godlike genius
of unlimted potentialities, is a fallible,
finite creature, who functioned best in a society
t hat took account of his limtations. In his
zeal for the benefits of nodern scientific
civilization, he was placing so high a value on
material gain that he ignored his own spiritua
wel fare and his noral obligations to society [.
.] Man was | osing contact with the natural world,
with aesthetic and religious reality; his
machi nes were brutalizing and coarsening him his
guest for gain blinding himto all that nade life
worth living. The tenuous and frail spiritua
i nsights of western civilization, achieved so
arduously over the course of many centuries, were
being sacrificed. The result, if unchecked,
could only be dehumani zati on and chaos. (T. Young

607)
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Al'len Tate, John Crowe Ransom and Donal d Davi dson becane
avid defenders of the South. Their coordinated efforts
merged in the mani festo, which, conbined with the rapidly
changi ng econony, eventually led the way to a | oosely
organi zed Agrarian novenent (Conkin 33). It was, as the
Agrarians noted, a matter of southern pride--and so, the
sout hern novenent was born

It was during the Agrarians’ southern novenent that
t he nost nenorabl e and productive period for southern
[iterature occurred: the Southern Renai ssance. From 1930
until 1955, the South experienced an outpouring of
literature unlike anything in its history. At a tine when
the country was in the throes of The G eat Depression, the
American South was formng its own distinctive genre of
literature. It was during this tinme that Paul G een,
Lillian Hell man and | ater, Tennessee WIllians wote the
pl ays that forned the earliest perspective of twentieth
century southern drama. Mich specul ation followed the
Renai ssance phenonenon; sone of the nore popular and wi dely
accepted theories included Allen Tate's “backward gl ance
theory.” It was Tate' s philosophy that the South, after
Wrld War |, becane nore progressive, and that southern
authors attenpted to capture the changes while taking a

“backward gl ance” at the South they left behind. Robert



15

Penn Warren's “parallel” theory explains the Renai ssance as
follows: Just as the Northeast changed after the Cvil War,
the South followed suit after World War | with its changes,
in a parallel fashion. Finally, W J. Cash clains that
southern witers experienced a sense of defensiveness about
the harsh criticismof their native |and, hence, Cash’s
“defensive thesis.”

However, given that the Cvil War and World War | were
already long over, it seens reasonable to question the
timng of these hypotheses. The answer may lie in two
parts: the “introspective evolution” (King 357) and H. L.
Mencken. The 1920s provided fodder for an introspective
revolution in the 1930s and ' 40s; World War | provided the
first chance for young nmen to be heroes since the Gvil
War. Finally, they had the opportunity to enulate their
patriarchal role nodels. The second part of the answer is
in the stinging words of journalist H L. Mencken's acerbic
wit, in his "Sahara of the Bozart” (1917):

But nowhere in the north is there such conplete
sterility, so depressing a lack of all civilized
gesture and aspiration. One would find it
difficult to unearth a second-rate city between
the Chio and the Pacific that isn't struggling to

establish an orchestra, or setting up alittle



theater, or going in for an art gallery, or
maki ng sone other effort to get in touch with
civilization [. . .] [There is] the inpulse to
seek beauty and to experinent with ideas, and so
to give the life of every day a certain dignity
and purpose. You will find no such inpulse in
the south [. . .] The little theater novenent has
swept the whol e country, enornously augnenting
the public interest in sound plays, giving new
dramati sts their chance, forcing reforns upon the
commercial theater. Everywhere else the wave
rolls high--but along the Iine of the Potomac it
breaks upon a rock-bound shore. There is no
little theater beyond. There is no gallery of
pictures. No artist ever gives exhibition. No
one tal ks of such things. No one seens to be
interested in such things. (Mencken 326)

Many sout herners found Mencken’s remarks incredibly

of fensive, and responded after a chance to contenpl ate

Mencken’s intent. The result was, for the nost part, the

outpouring of literature by southern witers known as the

Sout hern Renai ssance.

Wiile the introspective revolution and H L. Mencken

may have been two contributing forces to the Southern
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Renai ssance, there is sonething el se to consider:
Progressivism From 1900-1920, the southern upper cl asses
took it upon thenselves to reformthe |ower class whites
and bl acks. The agenda was over -ent husi astic and
idealistic. Some major concerns were education, child
| abor, passing prohibition, wonen’s suffrage, and health
care inprovenents. A new mddle class of white
prof essi onal s energed. Doctors, |awers, mnisters and
nurses, and the church were spotlighted as the chanpi on of
noral gui dance. Consequently, the relationship between
reforners and the reformed becane paternalistic, and the
inequality was harshly felt by the underclass. Qldly
enough, better working conditions at the textile mlls and
an end to cheap | abor were not encouraged via
Progressivism Wth the South still overwhelmngly rural,
it was | abel ed a periphery region in terns of industry, and
t he Northeast was | abeled the core. The South, however,
due to its slower industrial pace and nore rural geography,
had a busi ness systemthat was nore personal, nore face-to-
face with nerchants, which distinguished it fromthe rest
of the country.

Wi | e the Progressives agenda may have been good-
hearted, it was not entirely successful. |In fact, the

chasm between the | ower class and the rest of the
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popul ati on wi dened, |eaving the planter class and nerchants
in even nore powerful positions. Al of these factors,
then--the paternalistic upper class, the | ow wage earners
inthe mlls, the power of the elite--conbined to supply
the ammunition for a clash of the classes. This conflict
fueled the fire in many of the South’s great witers.
Dramatic i mages of the South and sout herners occurred
earlier than the Southern Renai ssance, but primarily in
pl ays that never reached the stage and were quickly
forgotten. Neverthel ess, the beginnings of southern
dramatic el enents began to take form
The ent husiastic nationalist stand of early
dramatists [. . .] made their plays nuch |ike
ot her American plays in spirit. 1In the years of
the sectional crisis before the Gvil Wr,
however, southern dramatists used some of the
sane history to present sectionalist argunents,
directly opposed to those in the North. Politics
rather than culture identified their works as
above all southern plays. (Watson 74)
Wth increasing fervor, the South’s politics becane
enbedded in its culture: racial tensions, econony,
agriculture, and tradition/custons. Concepts, characters,

and notifs began creeping slowy into the drama of the
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Sout h and eventual |y becane not only indigenous to but also
| andmar ks of these regional plays. For exanple, in difton
W Tayl eure’s (1832-91) Horse- Shoe Robinson (c. 1857), a
Revol uti onary drama designed to strengthen southerners in
their conflict with the North, the idea of allegiance and
loyalty to the South is portrayed with particul ar
vehenmence. As Horse-Shoe nmakes plans to attack sone
British soldiers, a young Carolinian prom ses not to
desert: “That’s not a [S]outhern principle” (Watson 73).
Many early southern dranma el ements of what |ater
formed the essential characteristics of these plays stemred
fromthe conflict and the m ndset of the Cvil VWar. For
exanple, loyalty to the Confederacy topped the pyram d of
values. It created a plethora of characters who, in turn,
uphel d the sout hern phil osophy of allegiance to not only
t he Confederacy but also to family and the past. One such
character was the | oyal slave who spoke in a comca
di al ect and was a southern response to Uncle Tom He was
hunmbl e and kindly, but earnestly desired freedom The
sout hern Uncl e Tom was happy down south, standing by his
mast er and refusing freedom (Watson 84). Anot her character
to come out of the rebel force was the heroine of Dixie, or
the real woman who sacrificed and served bravely in the

Conf eder at e cause:



These southern heroines interestingly anticipate

such wonen in nodern novels, as Ml ani e of Gone

with the Wnd [. . .] And such theatri cal

20

descendants as the spunky nother Amanda Wngfield

of The G ass Menagerie [. . .] The heroines of
Conf ederate drama are not unworthy ancestors of

t he heroi nes of nodern southern drama, whose

conbi nation of steely tenacity and fem nine grace

has created powerful roles that actresses have
rendered convincingly. (Watson 84)

In fact, southerners’ admration for displaying

loyalty to “the cause” translated into a nyriad of southern

al | egi ances. These included ties to the southern soil for

whi ch sout herners fought (which relates to climate and the

agrarian experience); loyalty within smaller units, such as

the famly; dedication to religion and the church;
remenbrance of those who fought in the War; and the

i nportance of ancestors and the past. There was an
unfortunate clinging to racial tension as a result of
abolition, and even, perhaps, a response to the violence
and atrocities of war in the formof the grotesque, or
Sout hern Gothic, which is a literary device that is
characterized by bizarre distortions and exaggerati ons of

human features or behavi or.
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Tennessee Wl lianms was pivotal in the nove toward
change. His plays captured a traditional southern m ndset,
yet injected taboo el enents--al beit peripherally--of a
sexual or violent nature. This crossover fromthe Fugitive
Agrarians’ South to a new South has | aunched nuch
controversy. Most scholars agree that the South is not the
agrarian-driven region it used to be, but southern scholars
cannot agree on exactly what has changed and to what
degree.

Per haps t he single nost significant debate concerning
southern historians is that of continuity vs. change.

W J. Cash in his | andmark work, The M nd of the South
argues: “So far from bei ng noderni zed, in many ways, it
[the South] has actually always marched away, as to this
day it continues to do, fromthe present toward the past”
(Cash 4). Yale University’s C. Vann Wodward adamant|y
di sagr ees:
Anmong t he nmmj or nmonunents of broken continuity in
the South are slavery and secession, independence
and defeat, emancipation and mlitary occupation,
reconstruction and redenpti on. Southerners,
unli ke other Anericans, repeatedly felt the solid
ground of continuity give way under their feet.

(Wbodward 4)
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The idea of continuity vs. change has sparked many a debate
anong sout hern scholars, and the debate is equally present
in the South’s drama.
From the 1920s until the Cvil R ghts Mwvenent of the
| ate 1950s through the | ate 1960s, southern drama
mai ntai ned nore of a continuity with the old Sout h:
After the great plays of [Tennessee] WIIlians and
the vigorous civil rights drama witten by bl acks
in the 1960s, southern drama entered a different
phase. The former conflicts of blacks versus
whites, O d versus New South, and gentry versus
poor whites which had gi ven sout hern drama nuch
of its power had dissipated. Political issues
attracted dramatists |ess, because with civil
rights legislation the racial issue |ost
i mredi acy. Beginning with the works of Tennessee
WIlliams, it becanme evident that southern drama
was paying less attention to race questions and
nore to inner enotions. The southern play, no
| onger distinguished by its protest against
racial injustice (as it had been since the days
of Paul Green), shifted its focus to cultural

subj ects: the transition fromcountry to urban
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life, generational disagreenents--real questions
troubling nodern southerners. (Watson 192)

The Cvil R ghts and the Wnen’s Movenents created nuch
tension in the “old South” m ndset. Contenporary southern
pl aywights felt the reverberations of the novenents, and
their plays were touched by the changes incurred by the
South. Today’'s witers not only grapple with tough issues,
but they do so in a manner unlike their traditional
counterparts: dialogue is nore colloquial and direct, and
the settings, while in southern regions, |ack the
pl antation/agrarian feel of traditional southern dramngs.

The Civil Ri ghts Movenent was preceded by much change
in the country, especially in regard to economcs. There
wer e huge denographi ¢ changes whi ch began just before Wrld
War | with |arge nunbers of African-Americans mgrating out
of the South. Wth that cane the di sappearance of the
rural South as a viable economc entity. The New Deal of
the 1930s had attenpted to turn the country around
economi cal ly, and H eanor Roosevelt becane interested in
pronmoting Cvil Rights and gaining the black vote for the
Denocratic party. World War Il servicenen returned with a
different perspective: black nmen got the G [|. Bill, but
their opportunities were not the sane as those for whites.

The United States was to change its racial politics, but
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the political climte that had dom nated the South for many
years was not so easily altered. This very m ndset forned
the thesis for Swedi sh-American author Gunnar Myrdal’s An
American Dilenmma (1944). In his book, Myrdal clains that
Anerica is based on equal opportunity for all, but it is
not that way in practice. Anmerican D |emm becane a
defining work at a tine of great transition.

Sensing the inequity surrounding him A Philip
Randol ph began to organi ze a nmassive march in Washi ngt on
D. C Not wanting a march in the nation’ s capital
Roosevelt instituted the President’s Commttee on Fair
Enpl oynment Practices in an attenpt to help black citizens
get jobs. Leading Arerican cities in the South, Nashville
and Atlanta were anong the first to be affected by
political intervention to handle racial tension, but these
interventions were net with nassive resistance by white
citizens opposed to governnent inposed integration. 1In an
attenpt to play down the strong forces against integration
and encourage economc growth in the South, Atlanta’'s
Mayor, WIlliamB. Hartsfield, initiated the “too busy to
hat e” canpaign (c. 1960) to focus on industries
contenplating noving to the South. Eventually, after
nunerous riots, sit-ins, marches, and, of course, the

pai nstaking efforts of Martin Luther King, Jr., the Cvil
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Ri ghts Act of 1964 resulted in a black voter registration
nmovenent, ended segregation in public places, gave the
Justice Departnent power to withhold federal noney from any
institution not adhering to the Act, and allowed no form of
discrimnation in regard to race, gender, or ethnic origin.

Wil e the whol e country was changing its politics, the
American South was remaining stagnant in its views toward
bl ack/white relations. In 1964 the South experienced
incredible political change, but it would be years before
it would change its phil osophy.

Closely aligned to the Gvil Rights Myvenent was the
Wnen' s Movenent. Perhaps born as a response to Betty
Fri edan’s cornerstone work, The Fem nine Mystique (1963),
the Whnen’ s Movenent strove to enabl e wonmen to have equal
rights in the workpl ace, thereby changi ng the hone
situation and incorporating new i nages of the famly and
the role of wonen. As Friedan noted while she was
conmpi ling research for her book, the 1950s idea of
femninity and fulfillnment via marriage and not her hood j ust
wasn’t hol ding together. The author herself renmarked that
she, too, had been caught in the plight of the American
housewi fe: “I, like other wonen, thought there was
sonmet hing wong with me because | didn’t have an orgasm

waxi ng the kitchen floor” (Friedan 5). After nunerous
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attenpts to submit her thesis to wonmen’s magazi nes, Friedan
decided to wite a book. The two novenents conbi ned,
transfornmed life in the South, but the wonen who benefited
the nost were middle and upper class, and primarily white.
Poor wonen, and especially poor black wonen, had
previ ously been confined to donestic and ot her segregated,
meni al jobs. Econom c opportunities broadened sonewhat,
and clerical and sales positions increased for wonen.
M ddl e and upper class wonen found it easier to nake their
way into professions that required a coll ege educati on,
whi ch many women possessed, but as hone makers had not
utilized.
NOW articul ated the clear dilemmas of
pr of essi onal wonen for whom conti nui ng
di scrimnation violated deeply held convictions
about their rights to equal treatnent and for
whomtraditional attitudes about famly roles
were obsolete. “It is no |onger either necessary
or possible,” they argued in their founding
statenent, “for wonen to devote the greater part
of their lives to childrearing.” (Evans 277)
Wil e fem ni smwas breaking ground across the country, the
Sout h, again, changed its politics before it changed its

phi | osophy. Yet at its own pace, the South yielded the
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fruits of its wonen’'s efforts: female playwights with a
fem ni st perspective that included changes in the
traditional nuclear famlies of the earlier South.

What then, exactly, is the history of the southern
famly? |If we are using the traditional genre of southern
drama as a nodel against which to weigh changes in the new
plays, then it is sensible to establish a parallel
di chotony for the famly nodel as well. Froma
soci ol ogi cal perspective, the denographics of the famly
have undergone consi derable change fromthe first half of
the twentieth century to the last two or three decades.

The Changi ng American Fam |ly: Soci ol ogi cal and
Denogr aphi ¢ Perspectives, proves, statistically, what we as
a region, and even as a country, already know. From 1960
(the “split” between the “old South” and the “new’ for our
pur poses) until 1990, the average nunber of people in an
Anerican househol d decreased from3.3 to 2.6.

Additionally, in basically the sanme time span, the crude
birth rate declined from24 to 16 percent for wonen aged
fifteen and above (Bennett et al. 89). At the beginning of
the twentieth century only one in 13 marriages ended in

di vorce; by the end of the century, one in 2 marriages had
resulted in divorce or separation (Falk 49). Also

interesting is that in the late nineteenth century, nore
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than a fifth of Anericans were residing with their extended
kin, and about a quarter were residing in households wth
non-rel ati ves such as boarders, |odgers or servants. The
1980s represented the opposite extrene: Only 6 percent of
househol ds i ncluded extended kin, and the proportion of
famlies wth unrelated individuals was even |lower. These
statistics mght |lead us to believe that perhaps the

nucl ear househol d (husband, w fe and children) was the

dom nant nodel, but this belief was incorrect; instead, the
nucl ear famly nodel is on the decline. By 1983 nucl ear
househol ds accounted for only 29 percent of all househol ds.
The change cane through an increase in fragnentary
househol ds: married couples wi thout children, unmarried
coupl es, single-parent househol ds, and people living al one
(Ruggl es and Goeken 15).

Nunerous witers and observers in the South agree that
sone deep sea change has taken place. Fromthe ol der
generation of witers comes coments about the newer
witers: “they don't have the tragic feeling about the
South that we had,” and “they value only the i nmedi ate
past.” It also appears that newer witers’ interests have
moved fromthe conmunity to “little private things”
(Stephens 171). These shifts are particularly relevant in

the famly dynam c
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In order to investigate or even redefine
contenporary southern drama, it is logical to exam ne a
representative body of plays by playwights whose
reputations rest al nost exclusively on their being southern
dramatists. Also, since these playwights wote in
reaction to their worlds, their biographies--particularly
their famly |lives--serve as a sort of exposition to the
stories they pen. Biographical details nore clearly
establish the social and cultural contexts in which they
wite and often provide clues to characters’ psychol ogi cal
makeup. I n each chapter that follows, the treatnent of one
facet of the southern famly by two playwights (one
earlier, one contenporary) wll be analyzed. Undoubtedly,
the three nost significant, and indeed the earliest,
pl ayw i ghts who forned southern drama into a nmenorable
genre were Paul Green, Lillian Hell man and Tennessee
Wllians. Wile they were basically contenporaries--their
births occurring within a seventeen-year span, and their
deaths within three--the earliest of themwas Paul G een.

Green (1894-1981) nade hinself a voice for the
sout hern black. As a young white boy, he worked with bl ack
field hands and had opportunities to socialize with them as
they worked in his parents’ fields. It is this experience

that set Geen apart fromother dramatists who w ote about
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“the plight of the Negro” with very little, if any,
firsthand know edge of their lifestyle. G een becane a
prolific witer of folk plays, many of which were produced
by the Carolina Playnmakers, a touring conpany whose goa
was to explore the folk life of North Carolina and the
South. Also, Paul Geen’s black characters could not be
categori zed as easily as in previous southern dramas; his
pl ays were frequently peopled with personalities closely
based on what he observed as a youngster. This nmade
Green’s black characters unique and conplex to the early
twentieth century audience. 1In fact, in a letter Geen
wote to Edith J. R Isaacs, one of the founders and the
editor of Theatre Arts, he articulated his vision in one of
his earlier dramas. “At the present time | amworking on a
negro play in six or seven scenes, entitled In Abrahanis
Bosom Init | amtrying to enbody a concrete illustration
of the negro struggle towards freedom real freedoni (Avery
107).

Green’s play established a very “Ad South” tone--
especially to a contenporary audi ence--with the use of the
Bl ack English Dialect as opposed to the minstrel-inspired
stage di al ect nost white playwights used. Even nore
interesting, however, was Green’s use of the effected

dialect in his personal letters, especially those witten
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to his wife. Phrases such as “honey child,” “Ad Gl,” and
“I"'m plunb wore out” (Avery 103, 104, 119) peppered the
white dramatist’s vocabul ary even when he was not witing
in character.

In Green’s Pulitzer Prize winning play, In Abrahams
Bosom (1926, Abe McCranie is a nulatto who is granted the
opportunity to open a school for the black children of the
comunity. Mich to Abe’s chagrin, however, he finds
hi msel f the target of many hard feelings fromhis own
people. In the vein of the tragic nulatto, Abe al so
recei ves the unjust treatnent of the tinme fromwhites,
including his owm father and half brother. The play ends
wi th his being pursued by a |ynch nob.

If In Abrahami s Bosom presents issues facing the
bl ack southern famly in the traditional South, then Pear
Cleage’s Blues for an Al abama Sky (first published in
Anmerican Theatre in 1996) presents the black famly
experience in a contenporary light. The “famly” is not
bl ood rel ated, and the issues are not only black versus
white but al so bl acks agai nst bl acks, with a preval ent
t heme of southern prejudice. These thenes, and others,

w Il be analyzed in Chapter Three, along with both white
and black critics’ perspectives. Ceage and Geen are a

| ogical pair to study because they both attenpt to provide
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a voice for the African-American comunity and focus on the
dynam cs of the black famly. Wat makes G een and C eage
an interesting match is that G een attenpts to speak for
t he black community fromhis indirect experience. As a
white male, Green’s voice is only one of synpathy, not
enpathy, and his vision, limted, as confirnmed by his black
critics. Geen s perspective is an outside view and nmay
limt accuracy, particularly in the psychol ogy of the black
experience. Pearl Cleage, however, is a nore direct voice.
As an African- Anerican, she provides a contenporary, and in
some ways, nore conplex view of the nmulti-|layered racism
surroundi ng the black southern famly.

Lillian Hell man (1906-84, although this birth year is
di sputed by Hell man hersel f) (Mody 13) cleared a path for
sout hern wonen playwights. The first to make a nane for
hersel f as such, Hellman was noted for her public
di sapproval of economc greed and its manifestation in
capitalism A Marxist at heart, she unapol ogetically
chronicled this mndset in her plays, allow ng for her
villains’ downfall to be directly or indirectly related to
a greedy nature. As a native of New Ol eans, Hell man--
aligned with the Fugitive Agrarians--was concerned with the
changes in the South due to industrialismand, on a certain

| evel, capitalism So, she nmade this her setting for one
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of her nost highly accl ai med plays, The Little Foxes
(1939).

Set in the turn of the century South, Regina G ddons
and her two brothers plan to sell the famly business for a
good sized profit. Regina, however, nust have her
husband’ s perm ssion for the plan to work. Since Horace is
unwi I ling to participate, Regina reciprocates the feeling
of hel pl essness bestowed on her by her husband by standi ng
still as he grasps at his heart nedicine which is just out
of reach

Certainly Regi na becane a paradigmfor the strong
sout hern wonman, a type that appeared again and again in a
simlar formin Hellman’s plays, and in her contenporaries’
dranas as well. Regina is a woman who is the victim of
society’s limtations, yet her aggressive personality, her
need for power, and even her evil cunning enable her to
mani pul ate peopl e, including nen, to adhere to her requests
or to suffer the consequences. As we discover in Another
Part of the Forest, the prequel to Little Foxes, pathol ogy
runs in the Hubbard famly. Her father cheats the entire
town during the nadir of the Cvil Wr, |eaving sone people
penni |l ess whil e he nmakes trenendous financial gain. Wile
Hel | man constructs Regina to operate on the prem se of

gaining wealth, and therefore, power, Reginais in a
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mnority of traditional, southern, fenale characters whose
strength is grounded primarily in selfishness and greed.

It is the characteristic of strength that nutates as nore
contenporary wonen characters in southern drama fight
different battles, and, of course, as these fenuale
characters’ responsibilities to their famlies and their
famlial role fluctuates as the country’'s and the South’s
political and social framework is upset by socia

revol ution.

Bet h Henl ey, known both for her treatnent of famly
and the southern woman in her plays, contrasted her
contenporary heroines with Hell man’s paradi gnmati ¢ Regi na.
Henl ey juxtaposed Hel I man nicely because while Hell man set
up an i mage of a strong southern wonan to be taken
seriously, Henley nearly spoofed this imge of the southern
lady, as if to say, “this just isn't what we’re about
anynore.” |npossible Marriage offers wonmen characters who
are struggling against the expectations their society
formerly inposed upon them nerely due to their gender.

Henl ey, known for her use of the split imge, utilized a
postnodern irony to turn the very synbols that dictated the
sout hern genre, especially its strong wonen, on their
heads, which i ndicated that southern drama was changi ng

personality so drastically, in this case anyway, that the
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steely strength of wonen |like Regina could no | onger be
used as a litnus test for southern drana.

Per haps the South’s greatest playwight, and certainly
t he best-known, is Tennessee WIllianms (1911-1983). Unlike
Hel | mn and Green, WIllians wote three famly dranmas that
specifically addressed several of the issues for
exam nation, but A Streetcar Naned Desire (1947) certainly
of fered the clearest sense of WIllians’ Southern Cothic
style. Tennessee WIllians, |like Beth Henley, has been
called a Southern Gothic witer (Betsko and Koenig 219),
and a large part of the gothic includes a penchant for the
grotesque. In fact, some critics use the terns
synonynousl y.

Qut of the three early southern playwights, WIIlians
was, in many ways, the nost verbal and specific about the
impact of his famly life on his plays. |In fact, his
perception of his family and their interactions was the
basis of numerous famly relationships in his better-known
dramas. Undoubtedly, WIllianms’ flair for flanboyance
attracted nuch attention fromhis pre-sexual revol ution
audi ences. Wil e Tennessee |lived during the Wnen’s
Movenment and the closely related sexual revolution, his
prinme playwiting took place in the 1940s and ' 50s which

was hardly a tinme when overt sexuality was tolerated, and
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novies were still operating under the filmindustry’s
Producti on Code of conduct, that sonetines influenced
Wllianms to allow his |anguage to be “softened” when his
pl ays were adapted for the screen. WIIlians’ screenplays
and dramas often handl ed sexual thenes elusively. The
ver bi age becane anbi guous, as characters rarely used
charged term nol ogy. Frequently, WIllians' fenale
characters becane hi s nout hpi ece both psychol ogically and
thematically, a nore pal atable vehicle, perhaps, than a
man, for his romantici smand poetic style.
Undoubtedly, WIllianms’ witing was influenced by his
famly life and chil dhood, and sone of his best plays set a
standard for the southern famly. Unlike Paul G een and
Lillian Hell man, WIllians did not adhere to as many of the
traditional notifs. It is with Wllianms’ work that the
zenith of “southernness” appear ed.
Tennessee WIllianms is an elegiac witer, a poet
of nostalgia who Ianments the | oss of a past
idealized in the nenory. As the |eading
dramati st of the Southern Renai ssance in Anerican
letters, he draws on the nyth of the A d South.
(Boxhill 1, 2)

In A Streetcar Naned Desire, and nore specifically in

Bl anche, Tennessee WIllians created an old south--a
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nmyt hi cal south--that was still predom nantly soft and
fragile, genteel and romantic. This old South appeared
this way even nore so because WIllians nearly al ways

j uxt aposed his vision with scraps of a harsher, new south.
Paul Green and Lillian Hellman certainly set a foundation
for this technique, but it was WIIlians who consciously
enbeded the romantic soul in the unromantic worl d- -
accentuating the fragility of the human psyche, and

begi nning the trend of introspection as opposed to an

al nost entirely political agenda. Also, WIIlians was
considered a poet of the theatre. Hi s |anguage was often
stylized and | aden with inmagery. The two Sout hs nay

mani fest thenselves in the settings, characters, dial ogue
or action. dass Menagerie’'s old South is preserved in
Amanda’ s nenories of her early life on Blue Muntain, Toms
yearning to be a witer, and Laura’s ol d-fashi onedness and
quiet frailty. The new South creeps in beyond the famly
core with the gentlenman caller, the absent father, and the
setting of a small apartnent in the city of St. Louis.

The famly in Streetcar is sonewhat different in that
it is not strictly a core unit (nother, father, children).
I nstead, there is the married couple, of which only the
wife, Stella, is southern, and then Stella’ s sister,

Bl anche, who joins her sister and brother-in-lawto forman
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extended famly. Blanche is, of course, the old South
remmant while brother-in-law Stanley is the opposing new,
and Stella is wavering sonewhere in between. Unlike
Menagerie, Streetcar introduces the elenent of the
grotesque or Southern Gothic with Stanley’ s ani mal -1i ke,
bruti sh manner, the violent nature of the rape scene with
Bl anche’ s threat of the broken bottle and Stanley’s

over powering her physically, and Bl anche’s uncontroll able
epi sodes of flashbacks and insanity. WIlianms initiated
this tradition of the grotesque or Southern Gothic, while
contenporary playwights inherited this trait and applied
t heir personal idiosyncrasies.

In parall el fashion, Harry Crews relies on the
horrific i mges and bi zarre behavi or of the Bass-Boatwi ght
famly in Blood Issue (1989), confirmng the continued use
of this literary device in southern drama. WIIians’
trademark of exploiting poetry-like | anguage while steering
away from visual realismseens alnost to soften the Gothic
effect until it becomes dreany and ethereal. Crews’
technique is very different; as a novelist and a playwi ght
he centers the grotesqueries on graphically sexual elenents
in a style nost of his critics label “gritty.” Both
pl ayw i ghts, however, are prinme exanples of how the

Sout hern Got hic has becone a mainstay of southern drana.
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Wiile there is likely little debate that G een,
Hel | man, and WIllianms are three playwights who shaped
southern drama in its formative stages, there m ght be
argunents for including other contenporary playwights
besi des the three selected. Wat about Marsha Norman,
Horton Foote, Preston Jones, and Romrul us Linney? | have
extracted Henl ey, Cleage and Crews fromthis playwiting
pool specifically, as representative of a w de range of
contenporary witers. Henley's treatnent of female
characters has captured the critics’ attention for over
twenty years. Her portraits of “new southern wonen and
her interest in non-realismdistinguish her from Hell man,
yet topically they share a vision. Pearl C eage represents
two voices that Paul Green could not: she is African-
American and female. Wile both witers focus on civil
rights, their nethodol ogies and styles are quite distinct.
While Harry Crews’ reputation rests predominantly on his
contributions as a novelist and witer of non-fiction, his
trademark is his uncanny ability to incorporate the
grotesque in remarkably violent and sexual states. Crews’
witing i s influenced by Tennessee WIllians. The two were
friends and contenporaries, sharing a keen interest in the
South as a thing to be revered and scorned at once. Both

WIllianms and Crews are continuously noted for their
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proclivity for Southern Gothicism Crews makes a good test
case for this exam nation for another reason: As a “fringe”
playwight, it is interesting to note how Crews’ handling
of the genre markers may differ fromthe nore seasoned
playwrights. It may also be worth noting that all six of
the selected playwights have, to varying degrees, witten
i n additional venues: biography, short stories, novels,
screenpl ays, and poetry to nane a few.

Al three early southern playwights--Geen, Hell nan
and WIlIlians--shaped the genre of southern drama. G een,
Hel | man, and Wl lians included notifs of strong wonmen, the
bl ack experience, and Southern Gothicismin their famly
dramas. These notifs remained intact as part of the
sout hern experience and, perhaps |later, contenporary
sout hern playwights experienced a hei ghtened sensitivity
to these issues. That is, after the country experienced
two maj or social novenents, southern playwights, along
with others fromall over the country, felt the
repercussi ons of social turnoil and the benefits reaped by
those novenents. In turn, 1980s and ' 90s sout hern
dramati sts introduced new i mages of southern dranmm,
products of change fromthe upheaval.

The markers of southern drama have w thstood intense

protest, barrier breaking, and social revolutions since the
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days of the earliest witers. |deas about race, gender,
and sexual conduct have affected thousands of southerners,
and, consequently, the famlies to which they bel ong.
Cont enporary southern dramati sts sketch famlies who often
mrror the new South. There is a definite change in
sout hern playwights’ concerns with new agendas: plays
focus nore now than ever on the psychol ogi cal and enoti onal
di rensi ons of being a southerner and how this coincides
with the devel opnents brought on by the two soci al
revolutions. Now a profile of the contenporary southern
famly in drama is enmerging. Wen we |ooked into the
wi ndow of southern drama fromthe early twentieth century,
we had a standing |ist of synbols that clearly represented
a part of the South as we then knewit. There were strong
wonen whose strength canme fromwhat they had to endure from
their fathers, brothers, and husbands; a black comunity
whose nmain concern was coping with and fighting against the
bl ack/white racial tensions and the unfairness so deeply
mani fested in segregation; and a proclivity for Gothicism
both violent and sexual, yet these gothic inages were often
al luded to rather than graphically depicted.

But after the turbul ence and enlightennent of the
1960s and ‘' 70s, these synbols hardly have the sanme inpact

today. No longer part of such a severe patriarchy, the
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South’s strong wonmen are strong for different reasons and
in different ways. The African- Anerican southerner stil
grapples with racial issues, but now there is an even
stronger concentration on intra- as well as interracial
concerns. Also, as post-sexual revolution survivors,
contenporary southern dranmatists are not as hesitant to
delve into one of the nost sensitive areas of the
i ndi vi dual -- human sexuality--and to explore this highly
charged topic with far nore candor than their earlier
count erparts.

I n essence, then, the southern woman, the bl ack
sout herner, and the grotesque which are all synbols of the
genre, may still have an obvious place in southern drama
but not nearly the same place they once had. What is nore,
these markers affect the famly dynamc to such a degree
that in sonme cases we can no |onger distinguish southern
drama by the traditional term nology. What, now,
constitutes a famly? What is the female’s role inthis
new arrangenent? How do reassigned roles restructure the
famly s hierarchy and its very representation? Wat
follows is an analysis of the literature to discover where
the “old” is peeking out and where the “new lays its
claim Today’s southern drama genre, in many ways, does

not nelodramatically preach an “A d South” agenda |like the
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Greens and Hell mans of the earlier days. In its stead, an
exam nation of the individual--of human enptions--is in the
forefront. The w ndow we | ook into now serves to parody,
or even oppose, the sacred synbols of the genre, to cast
away the generalizations, and to present individuals
conplete with their eccentricities, redefining what makes

sout hern drana sout hern.



CHAPTER 2
THE SOUTHERN WOVAN' S “PLACE” | N THE FAM LY

A great deal of schol arship has been devoted recently
to the changes in the imge of the southern |ady--a
phenonenon that chall enges schol ars of southern drama to
neatly categorize, or even nythol ogi ze, the southern |ady’s
traits. The “nyth” of the southern woman stens from
archaic notions of the woman’s role in southern tradition
and the “southern famly romance” (Manning 8). Wiile a
popul ar notion is either to apply the nyth unrelentingly or
to dismss it entirely, it nmay be nore accurate first to
exam ne the nmyth’s conponents, then gradually to uncover
any di screpanci es between the nyth and the representations
of southern women characters in both earlier and | ater
dr anmas.

In addition to conparing the representation of the
sout hern worman in both traditional and contenporary venues,
there are two literary devices that deserve attention: the
pl aywrights’ use of irony and realismnon-realism There
are two southern playwights--each highly regarded in her
gener ation--whose treatnent of the southern woman, irony,

and realismis not only representative of their eras, but
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vastly different fromone another as well. These
dramati sts are Lillian Hell man and Bet h Henl ey.

According to Carol S. Manning, the contributions of
the femal e characters to southern drana may have been
sinplified and even overl ooked in the past by the very
pillars of the southern literary community. Manning
suggests that in Richard H King s book A Southern
Renai ssance: The Cul tural Awakening of the Anerican South
1930- 1955, the overwhel mng majority of his study focuses
on the southern tradition through the paternal perspective.

By defining the Southern fam |y romance through
the figures of the father and grandfather only,

[ Richard] King has ignored fully one half of the
Southern fam |y romance itself; for the Southern
woman is as essential to that romance as the

Sout hern man. And just as the male witer, and
critic, mght tend to be obsessed with the father
and grandfather figures, so is it natural for the
female witer to react particularly to the

dom nant fermal e i mages--to the nother and the
grandnot her, yes, but especially to the Southern
bell e, the Southern |ady, the enduring mamy--and
to the society’s expectations of Southern

womanhood. (8)
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Manni ng further suggests that by “denystifying” the
southern famly romance, that is, by centering hypotheses
on the remaining half of the southern characters--the
wonen--there is opportunity to expose a very different
notion of wonen’s roles in the southern famly, and hence,
t he southern tradition.

VWhat this neans in terns of this study is that it may
be beneficial not only to exam ne the role of the southern
woman in the famly, but also the role that the famly
plays in the Iife of the southern woman. Joan Schul z, in
her essay, “Orphaning as Resistance,” states that southern
wonen have been defined al nost exclusively by their role in
the famly (36). Furthernore, this role is oppressive
because it centers solidly on marriage/famly, with no
ot her nmeans for self-expression or identification.

Cont enporary sout hern wonen characters have, then, chosen
to separate thensel ves--physically or psychol ogically--from
the traditional famly role in order to gain autonomnmy over
their |ives.

Set in the turn of the century South, the Hubbard
brot hers, Gscar and Ben, and their sister, Regina G ddens,
make big plans to sell the famly business, the cotton gin,
whi | e Regi na’s husband, Horace, the third owner, is away at

Johns Hopki ns Medical Center, seriously ill. The plan
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appears to be in place, except that Regina--acting in her
husband’ s absence, and not on his behal f --mani pul ates her
two brothers into getting a | esser share of the profits.
Her hi dden agenda to escape to Chicago is firmy in place.
When Horace arrives honme and di scovers what has taken place
whil e he has been in the hospital, he schenes agai nst
Regi na so that she can gain nothing. Bound by the |aws of
the tine, Regina realizes that she is hel pless while Horace
is able to make decisions, so when he reaches for his
nmedi ci ne bottle during an attack and it falls to the floor,
she remains frozen, |eaving himstruggling, begging her for
hel p, thus bringing her husband’s life to an earlier end.
Drawi ng from her chil dhood and both sides of her
famly, the Newhouses of New York and the Hell mans of New
Oleans, Lillian Hell man’s characters often cl osely
paralleled certain fam |y nmenbers. The Newhouse matri arch,
Sophi e- -undoubt edly a nodel for the no-nonsense Regi na
(Moody 14)--was an i ndependent power whose severity and
assurance conmmanded respect and obedi ence. She instilled a
fear in her famly except for her brother--Lillian’s great-
uncl e, Jake Newhouse--who questioned her authority when he
felt the need. Hellman's uncle provided the nodel for Ben
Hubbard (Moody 14, 15); and Hellman’s nother--in striking

contrast to the rest of her famly--gentle and innocent,
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made way for the nost synpathetic character: Birdie
(Wat son) .
As a base for traditional representation of wonen in
southern drama, Lillian Hellman's The Little Foxes offers
several types of southern wonen in Regina, Birdie and
Al exandra. Regina represents a wonan caught in the throes
of the tradition of the South, and her non-traditional
expectations of her role in the famly. Shulz sunms it up
best :
As wonen, they are condemed to heari ng,
accepting, and living by the self-destructive
nmyt hs of the nature and role of wonmen as passive,
subm ssive, obedient, conpliant, pious, and so
on. They have enforced on thema role that is
[imted in action and activities, restrictive in
behavi or and conduct--that is, they nust be
beautiful, charm ng ornanents; nust support the
doubl e standard of sexual conduct; nust heed the
i nperatives of self-abnegation and duty to their
famlies; and must limt their sphere of action
to the home and famly. (Manning 92, 93)

These qualities are the very basis for the nythica

tradi tional southern woman. |f, however, we consider what

Freud tells us about how drives are repressed and find
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satisfaction, and how sublimtion creates culture (Vivas
xi), then the different ways Regina and Birdie respond to
their suppressed drives or anbitions becone nore clear. W
will see passivity, subm ssiveness, and obedi ence from
Birdie; we will see Regina engaging in her tactics because
she is restricted to what is acceptable behavior. She is
obliged to be the charm ng ornanent, and if she were not
l[imted to her sphere of home and famly, nmuch of her
mani pul ati on woul d be unnecessary.

Regina is a woman who does not m nd playing the gane
at first, but if she does not reap her goal that way, then
she is not adverse to stepping outside the paraneters of
her fermale |label. 1In her dissertation, Beverly Lynn
Al exander Johnston uses terms such as “covert power,
strength or steely control over self or others” to describe
Regi na.

Regina is iron-willed in her determ nation to
control everyone in order to achieve her own
ends. She is a steel magnolia in the worst
possi bl e sense of the word. In the final
anal ysi s she succeeds in controlling everyone
except Al exandra. (115)

Ri chard Mbody, theatre scholar and critic, in one of

the first major books on Hell man and her works, conments,
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“Regina is a magnificent enbodi nent of evil: cold, hard,
determ ned, and beautiful, larger than |ife, yet grounded
to the life that made her” (104). Regina mani pul ates her
imge, while Birdie is true to hers, and suffers for it.

Countering Regina s bold and greedy style, Birdie
of fers anot her aspect of the “actual” southern [ ady myth.
Birdie is not only genteel, but passive, hungry for
attention, and a victimof donmestic abuse. It is the
passivity and violence that nmarginalize her fromthe
central southern lady nmyth. Normally reserved for the
| ower class, violence isolates Birdie fromfully uphol di ng
the nyth. She has a passive nature and uneasi ness with
hersel f, and she has devel oped a fear of her husband and a
fear of being found out. Her involuntary reaction is to
hide Oscar’s brutality--to protect their inmage, their
“rel ationship,” as she was taught to do. This is blatantly
clear at the end of Act One when Birdie voices concern to
Al exandra over the possibility of marriage to Leo; Oscar
overhears and reacts:

BIRDIE. Don’t you understand? They'|l|l nake you.
They’ || make you- -
ALEXANDRA. ( Takes Birdie's hands, quietly,
firmy) That's foolish, Aunt Birdie. |’ mgrown

now. Nobody can nmake nme do anyt hi ng.
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BIRDIE. ...l just couldn’t stand--

OSCAR. (Sharply) Birdie. (Birdie |ooks up, draws
qui ckly away from Al exandra. She stands
rigid, frightened. Quietly) Birdie, get your
hat and coat. ..

ALEXANDRA. ( Softly, enbracing Birdie) Good night,
Aunt Birdie. (As she passes Oscar) Good night,
Uncle Oscar. (Birdie begins to nove slowy
toward the door as Al exandra clinbs the
stairs. Alexandra is al nost out of view when
Birdi e reaches Gscar in the doorway. As
Birdie quickly attenpts to pass him he sl aps
her hard, across the face. On the cry,

Al exandra turns, begins to run down the
stairs) Aunt Birdie! Wat happened? What
happened? | --

BIRDIE. (Softly, w thout turning) Nothing,
darling. Nothing happened. (Quickly, as if
anxi ous to keep Al exandra fromcom ng cl ose)
Now go to bed. (GOscar exits) Nothing
happened. | only--1 only tw sted ny ankle.
(She goes out. Alexandra stands on the stairs
| ooking after her as if she were puzzled and

frightened.) (Hellman 173-174)
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Birdie is quite taken by her niece; it is obvious that
Birdie enjoys her “aunt” role. However, the mgjority of
her famly--both i nmedi ate and ext ended- -t houghtl essly
react to Birdie as a snmall child and they take revenge on
her for being of the class they are pretending to be. Her
famly roles include nother, wife, aunt and sister-in-I|aw,
but rarely is she granted the opportunity to participate in
adul t decisions or even conversations. The role of famly
to her, then, is divided. For exanple, she appreciates
Al exandra’ s conpany, attention and |ove, but views the
adul ts, except for Horace, as pseudo-parental figures--
adults to be obeyed, adults who do not take her thoughts
seriously, and in Oscar’s case, adults who go as far as to
“discipline” or “control” her through physical neans. Both
Regi na and Birdi e uphold aspects of the southern |ady nyth,
yet each is a different aspect of the nyth.

Al exandra adds yet another dinmension to the southern
| ady. She is the beginning of the new southern woman--
nei ther a conniver who mani pul ates the inmage nor a victim
of it. Because Al exandra predates the Wnen s Myvenent,
there is no talk of a profession, or work outside of
marriage, but there is a definite part of her behavior that
is unlike her elders’. The generational gap between her

and her nother and aunt provides a notable contrast in her
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| ess than traditional behavior. Certainly at the beginning
of the play Al exandra obeys her nother, even when Regi na
tells her daughter to travel by herself to bring Horace
honme from Johns Hopki ns--a suspici ous command consi dering
Regi na has recently ruled out the possibility of

Al exandra’s traveling alone. Yet Al exandra does not fall
victimto persuasion as easily as her nore genteel Aunt
Birdie, especially after witnessing nore than one scat hing
argunent between her parents, followed by her father’s
deat h and t he unanswered question of the wheelchair on the
st eps.

The generational gap is interesting: Ben Hubbard
refers to hinself and his siblings, in so nany words, as
part of the New South--a term coined by journalist and
activist Henry Grady. Ben states at the end of the play
that, “After all this is just the beginning. There are
hundreds of Hubbards sitting in roons |like this throughout
the country. Al their nanes aren’t Hubbard, but they
are all Hubbards and they will own this country sone day
[. . .]" (Hellman 222, 223). Ben accurately reflects the
greedy sentinment that exists anong hinself, his siblings
and even his nephew Leo. The children cone by their
sel fi shness honestly as their father, Marcus Hubbard,

financially drains the entire conmmunity by selling salt for



outrageous prices during wartinme. H's community wll
remenber himas a Gvil War traitor. Marcus and his

m streatnent of the fam |l y--except for his daughter

Regi na---are fully described in Another Part of the Forest,
Hel I man’s prequel to The Little Foxes.

Al exandra, however, refuses to join the ranks of the
greedy. Faced with both positive and negative role nodels
in her famly, the sensitive, yet sensible Al exandra
chooses to side with those who neither eat the earth, nor
with those who stand around and watch themdo it. In fact,
it is Alexandra--the possibility of a new South which
conbi nes the best of the old and new -who casts off the
traditional southern |ady type to engage in a face off with
her al ready dom nating nother, thereby w dening the gap
bet ween generations. The new South that Al exandra
represents is different fromBen’'s, and Hel |l man | eads her
audi ence to hope that it is Al exandra s new South that
prevail s.

ALEXANDRA. You couldn’t [nake nme stay], Mang,
because | want to | eave here. As |’'ve never
wanted anything in nmy life before. Because
now | understand what Papa was trying to tel
me. (Pause) Al in one day: Addie said there

were people who ate the earth and ot her people
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who stood around and watched themdo it. And
just now Uncle Ben said the sanme thing.

Real |y, he said the sane thing. (Tensely)
Well, tell himfor me, Mana, |I’mnot going to
stand around and watch you do it. Tell him
"1l be fighting as hard as he’'ll be fighting
(rises) sone place where people don’t just
stand around and watch [. . .] (Takes a step
toward her) Are you afraid, Mama? (Regina
does not answer. She noves slowy out of
sight. Addie cones to Al exandra, presses her
arm) (Hellman 225)

As three very different nodels of southern | adies,
Birdi e, Regina and Al exandra each debunk the sout hern | ady
myth by neither entirely upholding it, nor canceling all of
its facets. There are still other conponents of the myth
t hat shoul d be exam ned. According to Peggy Prenshaw,
aut hor of the essay, “Southern Ladies and the Southern
Literary Renai ssance,” while subservience lies at the root
of the southern | ady nyth, perhaps the nost oppressive and
damagi ng di mensi on of subservience is the code of silence
(Manning 78). In order to preserve her delicate i mage and
to continue to enpower the nen surrounding her, the

southern lady is rendered voiceless. It is nost inportant
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that self-expression be kept to a mninmum-at | east when in
t he conpany of nen--because it is the nen who pass judgnent
on nout hy wonen. Conversely, it is in the conpany of other
worren when southern |ladies feel nore free to be

opi nionated. This entire process serves as a huge
contradiction in living, however. For it is the uniqueness
of the southern lady’s voice, stemming fromher restrictive
ci rcunst ances, that scholars find so appealing. Wth that
said, the nyth also enpowers the southern belle in a
strange way, as a protected object and synbol .

In The Little Foxes, the femal e characters are each
subjected to silence, but in different ways. Birdie, who
is silenced in the harshest way, pays dearly for
over st eppi ng the boundaries of m niml conversation. She
is verbally warned, then slapped by her husband, Gscar.

Yet in the presence of Al exandra, Addie, and Horace (whose
presence is not considered stifling by Birdie), Birdie
feels free to speak frankly about her husband and his
famly’ s skewed val ues, which include killing animals for
sport instead of food, and neki ng noney off of the poor.

Al exandra’s silence is |less notivated by fear than
filial obedience, but the discovery of her nother’s evil
capabilities force Al exandra to break her silence and even

turn the tables on her nother after her father’s death.
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Al exandra is silent when her nother tells her to bring back
Horace by herself, but once Al exandra is aware of Regina’s
vengeance, she becones quite vocal--even accusatory--in
front of her uncles. Ironically enough, it is a newfound
strength as a result of her father’s death that pushes
Al exandra to break her silence. (Her father was a man
whose val ues were nore closely aligned wwth Birdie' s than
with Regina’s famly.) 1In other words, it is a man who is
the basis for her devel oping a voice, and not, as in the
vein of the nyth, responsible for her silence. Horace is a
“true” southern gentleman, and Al exandra adopts his code.

Wiile the image of the southern lady is sonething
Hel l man toys with in her play, it is not the only device
she uses. Hellman is known for her intolerance of
injustice; while she clearly uses Little Foxes to push an
agenda, she does so with her use of irony, nelodram, and
realism

As Harold C urman wote about Hell man, “She avows
herself a ‘noral witer.’” A facet of her norality is
evident in her desire to wite ‘beyond herself, about the
wor | d she has observed and thought about” (Mdody xi).
Wil e Hel |l man took her tine researching the Anerican South
at the turn of the twentieth century, studying its

economcs, its politics and its famlies--including her
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own- - she di scovered that the greed fromthe cotton industry
nearly devastated the South. Thus, the Hubbards were born.
Hel lman’s writing and the New York production of
Littl e Foxes were both well received. The show ran for
over 400 performances and Hel | man, when conpared to her
contenporaries, both nmale and fenmale, held her own.
According to critic CGeorge Jean Nathan: “There are none
anong the ‘whole kit and caboodle [referring to Susan
d aspell, Lulu Voll mer and Rachel Crothers], whose work
shows so courageous and unflinching adherence to hi gher and
better standards of drama’” (Mody 85). While Sherwood’s
Abe Lincoln in Illinois won the Pulitzer Prize, COdets,
Saroyan, and Hellman were all in the running (Mody 85).
Hel | man’ s agenda was easily pushed, in part, by her
use of melodrama. A style still appreciated by mai nstream
audi ences in the 1930s, Hellman carefully constructs her
villains (Ben, Regina, Oscar) and heroes (Horace, Birdie,
Al exandra) to sway the audi ence’ s synpathies and to appeal
for justice. Wile the villains and heroes are clear,
there is discrepancy anong the villains, and this is what
makes Hel | man’s use of nel odrama slightly unconventional .
For exanple, Regina and Ben, as opposed to their brother
and nephew, are easier pills to swallow. At |east they do

not succunb to cowardice. Regina does not try to “sugar-
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coat” her disproportionate proposal, and Ben frequently
recogni zes when she has the upper hand and | aughs with her.
OGscar and Leo, however, resort to wife beating and stealing
fromtermnally ill famly nmenbers. “Certainly,” clains
schol ar Kat herine Lederer, “Hell man uses devi ces associ ated
wi th nel odrama--stol en bonds, threats, blackmail. But to
what purpose” (40)? Lederer, as well as other critics,
concur that Hell man enpl oys conventional nel odramatic

el ements, but crafts themin a slightly unconventional way,
resulting in heroes and villains, who are slightly nore
conpl ex than the archetypal flat characters.

Anot her literary device is worth nentioning in
connection with Hell man’s work: the use of realism There
is a great deal that can be said about this, but since the
focus of this chapter is on the representation of the
southern lady, only a few observations are necessary.

Wil e they are certainly not synonynous, it is not
uncomon for a nel odrama, or even a play that contains
nmel odramatic el ements, to fall under the unbrella of
realism Hellman is reflecting an actual way of life with
a focus on external reality. As is well known, several
characters in the play resenble or stemfrom Hell man’s
famly; Hellman even incorporated |ines of dialogue from

her fam |y experiences into the play (Mody 15). The set
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is described in detail by the playwight; it is the living
roomof the G ddens’ house. There is no attenpt to
i ncorporate fantastic elenents, visually or verbally.

Wi | e Regi na represents the underside or perversion of
the nyth, and Birdie is the victimof it, the definition
framed by the nyth remains intact with these two wonen. |t
is in Al exandra, or the new generation, that we begin to
see the strongest evidence of the transfornmati on or
mut ati on of the southern lady nyth. |[If Alexandra’s
character--created in the late 1930s--represents the
begi nning of this nutation, then it is logical that we
should trace this thread of the nmyth through a conplete
phase. In order to fully exam ne the southern | ady nyth,
it is necessary to understand the political and
psychol ogi cal evol ution of the southern woman and how she
is currently represented by the South’s forenbst wonen
pl aywr i ghts.

In her 1963 mi | estone work The Fem ni ne Mysti que,
Betty Friedan brought to light a confusing issue and
spreadi ng problem for wonen. There was a grow ng
di scontent with their singular role as housewives. In
ot her words, wonen were questioning their worth and

contributions to society fromonly a famly perspective.
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| was next conmm ssioned to do the article for
Ladi es’ Honme Journal. That tinme |I took it back,
because they rewote it to say just the opposite
of what, in fact, | was trying to say. | tried
it again for Redbook. Each tinme |I was
i nterviewi ng nore wonen, psychol ogi sts,
soci ol ogi sts, marriage counselors, and the like
and getting nore and nore sure | was on the track
of something. But what? | needed a nane for
what ever it was that kept us from using our
rights, that nmade us feel guilty about anything
we did not as our husband s wi ves, our children’s
not hers, but as people ourselves. | needed a nane
to describe that guilt. Unlike the guilt wonen
used to feel about sexual needs, the guilt they
felt now was about needs that didn't fit the
sexual definition of wonmen, the nystique of
femnine fulfillment--the fem nine nystique. (7)
What Friedan di scovered--or rather, uncovered--about wonen
was startling not only to the nmale popul ation, but also to
females. For the first tine, Friedan articulated a grow ng
disparity between society’s expectations of wonen and their
true contentnment, or |ack thereof, with reaching those

expect ati ons.



62

In retrospect, as this then-bizarre phenomenon swept
the nation, we should not have been caught so off-guard by
t he unexpected reaction to the fem nine nystique. Nearly
si mul t aneously, two additional mnorities confronted a
di ssatisfaction with their roles in society: the black and
gay popul ations. Nonethel ess, the “happy housew fe
syndrone” that had taken over Anerican wonen in the ’50s
proved ineffective in assuaging the needs of the wonen of
t he ’ 60s.

As Friedan established quite early in her research,

t he di scontent arose from wonen of various educationa
backgrounds--from hi gh school dropouts to Ph.D.s--and from
those of equally varying inconmes. The discontent did not
appear to stemfroma physical ailnment, yet the effects of
thi s psychol ogi cal mal ai se mani fested thenselves in

physi cal synptonms that |eft physicians puzzled. They
resorted to prescribing tranquilizers and suggesting
“dayti me getaways” such as novie matinees in town. None of
t hese “treatnents” worked, of course, since overal

di ssatisfaction with one’s |life cannot be overconme with
tranquilizers and novies. It did not occur to nen that
what wonen needed was not a new prescription but a newy

prescribed role. Wnen--for different reasons--could not
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articulate the problemw thout resorting to feelings of
shanme or neuroses (19).

Fri edan summari zes the plight nicely:

If I amright, the problemthat has no name
stirring in the mnds of so many Anerican wonen
today is not a matter of loss of femninity or
too nmuch education, or the demands of
donesticity. It is far nore inportant than
anyone recognizes. It is the key to these and
ot her new and ol d probl ens which have been
torturing wonen and their husbands and chil dren,
and puzzling their doctors and educators for
years. It may well be the key to our future as a
nation and a culture. W can no |onger ignore
that voice within wonmen that says: “l want
somet hi ng nore than ny husband and my children
and ny hone.” (32)

A few years later, Germaine Greer’s The Fenal e Eunuch
absorbed the thesis of The Fem nine Mystique and took it
further. Geer, in the throes of the fem nist novenent,
provi ded a harsh analysis of wonen’s roles in society and
inthe famly. Her call to action included a revol ution--

an awakeni ng of the oppressed woman:



The revol uti onary wonan nust know her enenies,
the doctors, psychiatrists, health visitors,
priests, marriage counsellors [sic], policenen,
magi strates and genteel refornmers, all the

aut horitarians and dogmati sts who fl ock about her
wi th warni ngs and advice. She nust know her
friends, her sisters, and seek in their

i neaments her owmn. Wth them she can di scover

co-operation, synpathy and |ove. (19, 20)

Greer al so suggests a “w thdrawal of |abour,” which, in a

capitalist system can certainly lead to chaos. G eer

continues this thought by insisting that this al one may not

sol ve the probl em of oppression, but that

unl ess the concepts of work and play and reward

for work change absolutely, wonen nust continue

to provide cheap | abor, and even nore, free

| abour exacted of right by an enpl oyer possessed
of a contract for life, nade out in his favour.

(22)

Wth the wonen’s novenent gaining ground in the 1960s

and ‘ 70s,

the changes in societal expectations, filial

demands and career opportunities for wonen certainly

nodi fied the image of Anerican femninity. Wile Hellmn

identified fem nist issues, Freidan voiced them Then, by
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the 1980s, Beth Henl ey was able to show her audi ences how
t he sout hern woman had reshaped her place in the famly.
The nythical |ady of southern drama began to transforminto
femal e characters who had ignored or chall enged, partially
or radically, the nyth of traditional southern womanhood in
favor of an altered state of the southern woman. This new
sout hern woman, who had experienced society’s change in
attitude toward wonen, kept up with a fast-paced world, and
often found that her famly played a different role than
her traditional counterpart.

Bet h Henl ey has chisel ed out several nenorable
sout hern femal e characters: Babe Botrelle and Chick Boyl e
fromCrines of the Heart, Carnelle from The M ss
Fi recracker Contest, and Collard and Pi xrose from The Wake
of Janmey Foster. She has offered another such character
study in one of her |atest plays, Inpossible Marriage. 1In
an interview several years ago, Henley clainmed that Anton
Chekhov influenced her nore than any other playwight.
“[. . .11 [. . .] Iike how he doesn’t judge people as nuch
as just shows themin the comc and tragic parts of people”
(Jones 182). “’Henley has been criticized,” says critic
Sylvie Drake, ‘for witing characters that are too kooky to
be believed as real.’” But ‘ny plays aren’t realistic,

[ Henl ey] counters” (V1 8), whereas Hell man’s are.
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Nonet hel ess, Henl ey concedes that her plays and the
characters that populate themdo reflect social oddities.
It is, in fact, these oddities that give Henl ey
[. . .] a distinctive voice of the Anmerican
t heater, one that could be described as nodern
Southern Gothic with a bit of wild conedy [. . .]
Henl ey’ s nost inportant contribution to the
theater is her nenorable gallery of wonen
characters, which has kept her plays alive on
stages across the country for two decades. (Luddy
91)

Wth that remark in mnd, Henley nmakes a perfect
acconpaninent to Hellman in this study for several reasons:
both Hel |l man and Henl ey are advocates of equal rights.
Hel | man uses the term “human rights” and Henl ey uses the
contenporary term*“femnist.”

Peopl e say, “Are you a femnist?” like |’ m saying
|’ma liberal or something: so | looked it up in
the dictionary and it says that you believe wonen
shoul d have equal rights with nen. No, | believe
t hey shoul d have | ess rights than nen?

Absolutely I"ma fem nist, absolutely vehenently

so. (WIller-Mul 120)
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In fact, Beth Henley’'s characters are often fighting
agai nst their predetermined roles |laid out by a south that
has not fully cone to grips with the Wonen’s Movenent. Her
wonen’ s “quest for identity is hanpered by the rigid
shal | ow, stereotypical roles that define and confine thent
(Harris 4), as are Hellnman’s wonen.
Henley’'s follow ng remarks reflect her experience with
the Whnen’s Movenent and its effect on her plays.
In a recent tel ephone interview, Henley responded adamantl|y
to the effects of the Wonen’s Myvenent:
ANNA FI LI PPO: Have the social novements of the
1960s and ‘' 70s affected you as a sout herner,
woman and pl aywi ght?
BETH HENLEY: Yes, as part of culture changing,
like Lillian Hell man’s plays with servants and
race.
FILIPPO:. Did or do you see the effects on the
dynam cs of your fam|ly?
HENLEY: All of ny plays are very fem nist; wonen
are struggling to be seen, |like Carnelle taking
t he beauty contest route. | feel so enraged
about the way wonen had it when | was grow ng up
wonen taking nen’s names, no power politically or

financially, and stymed into the wife and not her
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roles. | was going to be a witer no natter

what; it was the pure gift of the pill.

(I'nterview)
Henl ey’ s representati on of the southern wonman, as well as
her handling of irony and nonrealistic elenents, strays
much further fromconvention than does Hel |l man’s.

So this would | ead Henley' s followers to believe

she is agenda-driven, |ike her traditional counterpart,
Hel | man, but Henley clains the opposite. She states that
her plays are just about people, that she does not
necessarily wite plays wwth the intent of their being
categorized as wonen’s plays or fem nist plays. She sinply
“thinks of a story [she] would like to tell and whoever
ends up being in the story, [she is] grateful” (WIIler-Mu
120). Critics who are aware of the bal ance between what
Henl ey says she does and what she appears to do, remark
that “the heroi nes have absorbed sonme of the energies of
the fem nist novenent, and in their own ways, they grope
toward liberty” (Shepard 107). Henley, whose nother is a
sel f -procl ai nred fem nist, understands that when a wonan is
no | onger bound by such narrow terns as “w fe” and

“nmother,” it changes the whole famly structure from

deci dedly patriarchal to one |ess so.
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As a southern witer, does Henl ey s biography
i nfluence her plays? Absolutely. Whether it is geography,
famly, or a specific happening, Henley fully admts her
work is a product of her |ife experiences.

| NTERVI EMER How do you think your life in the
South affected your witing?

HENLEY: |’ m from Jackson, M ssissippi, which is
the capital of Mssissippi and is in the center
of the state, and | think it had a very profound
effect. M first play takes place in Hazl ehurst,
which is where ny father’s famly is from the
second one takes place in Brookhaven, where ny
nother’s famly is from the third one takes

pl ace in Canton, where | went to canp; the next
one takes place in Hattiesburg, where ny aunt and
uncle and cousins live. It was a nysterious
world, and it was the first world I was famliar
with. (WIller-Mul 106, 107)

Henley’'s world, as we see in her plays, is conprised
of stories that make up a mpjor part of life in the South,
i ncl udi ng her honetown of Jackson, M ssi ssippi:

| get off the plane, and the stories are just
incredible. Al sorts of bizarre things are

going on. It’s in the air. Oh, Lord, the
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stories | hear about just who has died in town.
There are dope fiends living next door. Hermts
live over here. The police are out after people
breaki ng wi ndows. Sonebody’s drowned, and
sonebody’s just shot thensel ves. [ She pauses]
And that’s just the houses on ny bl ock.
(McDonnel | 96)
As we will see later in the chapter, the drowning and
sui cidal shooting in Jackson M ssissippi were just two of
the incidents that transferred to the Savannah setting of
Henl ey’ s 1998 dranma
I n I npossi ble Marriage, which opened in the Roundabout
Theatre in New York in Cctober 1998, Henley introduces a
flurry of southern wonmen characters ranging in age from 20
to md 50s. |Inpossible Marriage takes place in md-Muy,
j ust outside Savannah, a southern | andmark of scandal ous
notoriety since the popular Mdnight in the Garden of CGood
and Evil. Its three fenmale characters are wildly
different, and in each woman can be found a thread of the
southern lady nyth, to varying degrees. Also, unlike
Henl ey’ s nost recogni zed dramas, |npossible Marriage does
capture a Chekhovian feel (lIsherwood 84). There is nore of
the characters sinply “being” than “doing,” a

characteristic foreign to the plot-driven Hell man dranas.
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Pandora Kingsley is set to nmarry her much ol der groom
Edvard Lunt. The nother of the bride, Kandall, is all too
unhappy about the upcom ng cerenony. What will people
t hi nk about such a marriage? Neverthel ess, the wedding is
on, despite protests fromthe groonis son, Sidney. He
clainms his mother will kill herself if Edvard remarri es,
and Sidney believes it is his job to stop the nmarriage
what ever the cost. In the mddle of the cerenony, Sidney
pulls out a gun and ains toward his father, only to have
the reverend--who has inpregnated the bride’ s married
sister, Floral --intervene, causing Sidney to shoot hinself
in the foot.

Henley’'s play is |loaded wth nonrealistic, even
fantastic, elenments which is a far cry fromthe realism of
Little Foxes. |Is there a reason for Henley' s shying away
fromrealism nelodrama, and the well -nade play? There is
t he obvious: that as a contenporary playwight she has
wi t nessed the experinental phases in Anmerican theatre and
chooses to follow a post-nodern trend. It is, perhaps, no
coincidence, that as a femnist, Henley prefers non-
realism As Sue-Ellen Case points out, realismin theatre
of ten does nothing for the fem nist cause. The “well -nmade”
rel ati onship between the stage and soci al experience keeps

the spectators glued to the traditional inmages, gender and
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ot herwi se, and creates or upholds only one reality, one
possibility. This petrification explains howthe role of
reali smhas becone so fixed, so permanent, so lasting in
the theatre, even in the seemngly resistant practice of
socialist realism No femnist wants any part of that
(10).

The setting is the Kingsley manor, but nost of the
action takes place in the garden, or as characters exit to
the woods. There is talk of mushroons and fairies living
under toadstools, and Pandora even wears bl ue di aphanous
wi ngs when she wal ks down the aisle. She clains, when
Sidney threatens to shoot Edvard, that she will protect her
husband-to-be with her wings. Characters engage in rolling
down hills, and return, covered with dirt and grass.
Pandora wants to dance under the stars and twirl until she
is dizzy.

“Henl ey’ s wonen often appear this way in her plays--
breat hl ess and i npetuous, daring their fates. O phaned by
reason and good sense, they live by feeling alone” (Renner
19, 61). As Henley’'s wonen will show us, the wonman’s pl ace
in the southern famly today does not have to be what it
was in the earlier part of the century.

Pandora Ki ngsl ey, the 20-year-old bride; her
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30-year-old sister, Floral Whitman; and their nother
Kandal | Kingsley, are all southern wonen, but instead of
playing into the southern lady nyth, they play against it.
Any nystery surrounding the genteel, silenced southern |ady
whose childbearing role in the famly is of utnost
importance is not to be found in Henley's new play. There
is no conplete Birdie who is easily controlled, no Regina
who has to fight to becone an equal to her brothers, and no
Al exandra who finds her voice in the throes of famly
tragedy. But if we |ook closely, there are glinpses of
what these wonen represent. The irony in Little Foxes is
used, in part, to further Hell man’s agenda, to rai se soci al
consci ousness, to question a faulty ethical system such as
the play’s final nonent when Regina thinks she is finally
in control of things, and Al exandra suggests differently.
The irony in Inpossible Marriage exists not to push an
agenda--in fact, there is a convincing argunent that Henley
is not steeped in agenda, although one may be inplied--but
to shape characters who, as Henley puts it, “walk the edge
between truth and hunor” (Renner 19).

To begin with, there is Floral and Jonsey’'s marri age.
He has the reputation of a wonani zer; she is pregnant.
They appear to be no strangers to sex. He treats her |ike

a china doll, rubbing her feet with oils, but their
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relationship is enpty. The baby is not his. In fact,

Jonsey is not interested in sex. Henley also nentions

duplicitous actions as character fl aws:
| don’t know if it’s just in the South...but
peopl e give you things because they have such a
desperate need to be liked [...] Sonething that
appears to be a generous act--1"mtrying to nake
nmysel f | ook good by giving you sonething that |
really don't like--the duplicity of that act, |
think, reveals sonething | ater about [ny
characters]. (WIller-Mul 115)
There is irony in the names, Pandora being the nost
obvi ous. Edvard says, after their cerenony is interrupted
by Sidney’s shooting hinself, “Pestilence and hope were in
Pandora’s box. Hope was the salvation. O was it the
final pestilence” (lnpossible Mrriage, unpublished play
I11-70)? Al so, Kandall is not what her nane (candle) m ght
infer. She is, in mny ways, the | east enlightened of the
wonen. She is the nother, and she stubbornly clings to her
worries about famly scandal while sinultaneously
attenpting to protect her girls the only way she knows
how - by covering up and hiding. Toward the end of the play
Fl oral rem nds her nother of how nuch in | ove Kandal |l and

her husband were. To Floral’'s surprise, Kandall remarks
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that they were never really in love, they just said they

were so that their children woul d not get the wong

i npression about marriage. After all, the daughters m ght
have gotten it all wong and Kandall “couldn’t |et that
happen.”

There is Kandal|l Kingsley--nother of the bride--a
50i sh year-old woman who i s caught between the
i nappropri at eness of her younger daughter’s nmarriage to a
man nore than tw ce her age and the potential scandal the
weddi ng coul d cause if cancelled. Wile Regina is driven
to free herself fromconstraints and to realize her goals,
Kandal | s concerns are nore delicate: social scorn and
scandal . Perhaps Kandall has |earned to repress her drives
and find satisfaction. After all, she does finally admt
to Floral that she and her husband had a | ovel ess narri age,
and that they pretended so that the girls would hopefully
find better relationships.

Fl oral and Pandora, |ike Al exandra, are free to nmarry
against their nother’s wishes. Unlike Al exandra they have
non-secretive extramarital affairs and change the very
per sona of southern womanhood. This seens even nore
drastic when conpared to their nother Kandall’s nore

traditional ideas of what her daughters “shoul d” be.
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Kandal I, obviously of a different generation than her
daughters, upholds the nyth of wonmen’s fragility and the
man’s responsibility to interact with wonen in the
conpl ementary chival rous manner. Kandall reveal s her
traditional mndset within the first page of dial ogue. As
she enters the stage, she notices her ol der daughter,
Floral, crying. She has been raking | eaves and is “acutely
pregnant.” Jonsey, Floral’s husband, fulfills and even
exceeds his chivalrous role, doting over his wife
excessivel y:

KANDALL. The | eaves, she raked themup. You
shoul d be ashamed letting your wife, in her
condition, lift and tote |like a day |aborer.
|’ m surprised at you, Jonsey. You ought to
have nore sense.

FLORAL. Don’t blame him He doesn’t know any

better.

JONSEY. | apol ogi ze to everyone. Forgive ne,
forgive me. There now, it’s settled. 1It’s
all settled. Here, |’ve brought you sone

chocol ate wrapped in gold. (He hands themto

Floral.) She eats all the tine. She has such

cravings. Now about these |eaves, I'I|l sweep



77

t hem up. (I npossible Marriage, unpublished
play I-2)

Part of Kandall’'s fragile southern |ady identity ties
into the horrors of personal and famly scandal. |In fact,
avoi di ng scandal al nost seens to outweigh logic. This
aspect of Kandall’'s character is far nore devel oped in
Henl ey’ s published version of the play. For exanple, when
Kandal | learns that Edvard’ s ex-wife and son will Kkill
t henmsel ves shoul d Pandora and Edvard marry, she is relieved
to discover that the wedding will be called off. So,
despite what woul d make Pandora happy, Kandall is not
agai nst cancel i ng the weddi ng:

PANDORA. What mnust we do?
KANDALL. Pick up the wedding cake imrediately. |

refuse to have the whole town viewing it as an

enbl em of our inpetuous hearts [. . .] | do
not like scandal. | will not invite it into
my hone [. . .] We cannot have a scandal of

this magnitude in nmy garden. (Inpossible
Marriage, Collected Plays 243, 253)
What Kandal | does not know-or will not admt--is that
there is plenty of scandal in her famly already. Wile
her younger daughter, Pandora, is marrying a nmuch ol der nan

not of southern heritage, but of nebul ous European stock,
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Kandal | s ot her daughter, Floral, is an inversion of the
southern lady nyth. Right in line with her signature split
i mge, Henley creates both a character and a rel ationship
that operate on the dichotony of beautiful/grotesque.
Henl ey has | ong acknow edged that she enploys this
technique. It is part of the southern grotesque for which
she is not ed.
|’ ve al ways been very attracted to split imges.
The grotesque conbined with the innocent, a child
wal king with a cane, a kitten with a swollen
head, a hunchback drinking a cup of fruit punch.
Sonmehow t hese i mages are a netaphor for ny view
of life; they're colorful. Partly that is
bei ng brought up in the South; Southerners always
bring out the grisly details in any event.
(Bet sko and Koeni g 215-16)
Floral herself exhibits several split images. She is
pregnant--carrying life--yet she is the one who suggests
t hat Sidney shoot his father, Edvard, to prevent his
marriage to Pandora. Floral also tells Sidney where to
find her nother’s pistol in the kitchen.
Along simlar lines, there is nore death inagery
surroundi ng the supposedly naternal Floral in regard to her

strange affair with the Reverend:



79

FLORAL. In bed you're so different.

REVEREND. | spark fires.

FLORAL. Yes.

REVEREND. It’s all because of you. Only because
of you. It would not be possible with anyone
el se.

FLORAL. Take ne.

REVEREND. Wher e?

FLORAL. Wherever.

REVEREND. | have to go.

FLORAL. And I'I1l kill you.

REVEREND. Do. It would be a bl essing.

FLORAL. How should I kill you?

REVEREND. However .

FLORAL. Wth ny claws; ny teeth; ny body and
soul .

REVEREND. Yes, yes, all that.

FLORAL. Until there is nothing. Nothing |eft but
shreds, shreds, shreds. (Inpossible Mrriage,
unpubl i shed play 11-52, 53)

Li ke Regina, Floral seens to possess a terrible, nearly
uncontrol | abl e hunger. She, too, is driven, and cannot
seemto channel these drives. Floral, whose extramarital

affair could be considered unclean by traditional
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appearance. Just before this confrontation with the
Reverend, Floral has been “rolling down hills” and enters
the scene fromthe woods “covered in dirt and grass and

| eaves. Her hair is wld,” perhaps representing the

w | dness of nature. She wants the Reverend to “tane” the
w | derness and to “cl eanse” her, but she goes about it in
her own desperately strange way. After Floral’s

decl aration of violence toward her |over, her husband,
Jonsey, enters, and Floral imrediately captures the
“cleanliness” of her marriage and the flip side of her
split inmage:

FLORAL. | have been rolling down hills. Wn't
you bathe me, wash ny hair, and soak nme in
fine scents? (The Reverend exits to the
woods.) How | | ove you, ny love. (lnpossible
Marri age, unpublished play I1-53)

As if rolling down hills, being dirty both physically
and noral ly, and suggesting that Sidney shoot his father
are not enough, Henley gives her pregnant character warts,
has her dancing around |ike a comc pig, and nakes a
strange conpari son between Floral’s pregnancy and a huge
circus tent. There is also the episode of premature cake-

eating on Floral’s part--without utensils--at her sister’s

80
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engagenent party, again, exhibiting uncontroll able need, or
desire, a reaction to her enpty marriage. There is an
interesting parallel between Floral and anot her Henl ey
character, Elain, from The Mss Firecracker Contest.
Schol ar Lynn Hanson calls it passive sabotage (91)--
although in Floral’s case it is nore passive-aggressive.

El ai n denies her cousin, Carnelle, access to the precious
red dress for the beauty contest, because she is afraid
Carnelle mght win. Floral destroys Pandora’ s cake before
t he weddi ng, because she is afraid Pandora will have

sonet hing Floral does not: a happy narriage.

It is alnbst as if everything that Kandall considers
outside the real mof the southern lady is manifested in
Floral. Indeed, her human garden does not seemto fare as
wel | as her outdoor one. This could be viewed as Floral’s
passi ve-aggressive attenpt to rebel against the proper
i mage that her nother has insisted upon for so long, or it
could spring froma desperate attenpt by Floral to sustain
a marriage, which pleases her nother, while corrupting the
very core of her being. The affair she has with Reverend
Larence i s unbecomng not only for its own sake but in that
Floral dares to invite the ultimte scandal with a man of
the cloth. Furthernore, when that affair results in

pregnancy, there is still no divorce. The huge difference
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bet ween Kandal | and her daughter is blatant in the
fol |l owi ng exchange:
KANDALL. Tradition cenents our sanity.
FLORAL. But if | wanted things to be different,
would it all crunble? (Inpossible Marriage,
Col | ected Pl ays 266)

To gain a greater appreciation for the transformation
of gender entailed in the new southern | ady, Henley s nen
must be included. The nen, while rarely exam ned as
cl osely as the wonen characters, do serve as stimuli to
whi ch the wonen respond, and thus, they aid in the shaping
of the fermal es’ personalities. Jonsey, Floral’s husband,
is a strange sort. \Wile his behavior nmay appear
chivalrous at first, it later takes a bizarre twist. By
the end of Act I, Jonsey reveals to Sidney, under coarsely
inti mate auspices, that he has no father, and that, in
fact, he watched his father drown in a boating accident.
There is absolutely no prelude to Jonsey’s adni ssion, and
the audience is left with the bare delivery--no response
from Si dney, and an i nmmedi ate bl ackout. This is, in part,
t he Chekovian el enent Henl ey nentioned in her interview

the idea of her characters “being,” not “doing.” Jonsey
states a conpl ex thought very sinply. The incident

certainly does not take place in front of the audi ence;
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there is not even any description or detail. That type of
scenario would be action-driven, or “doing” instead of the
characters sinply “being.”

What this means in regard to Jonsey and how this
affects the wonen in the play, especially Floral, is that
Jonsey has not and does not partake in active deci sion-
maki ng. He cannot think for hinself and is reliant on
ot hers, specifically Floral, to call the shots in his
marriage and in his life. He watched his father drown.
Three |Iines before this heavywei ght statenment he decl ares
to Sidney, “There were three cardinals in the grove.
Bright red they were and in high spirits” (Inpossible
Marriage, Collected Plays 250). Jonsey is unable to
function as the head of the household. The traditional
husband and the provider contrasts with the earlier picture
of a southern gentleman, such as with Hell man’ s Hubbard
brothers. While there is little to |ike about Oscar, he
otherwise fits into his famly as the head of the
househol d. Ben, the ol dest son, has nore or |ess taken it
upon hinself to oversee the siblings’ affairs since the
death of their father

|t appears that Jonsey--a contenporary southern man--
is rather weak not only in conparison to his earlier nmale

counterpart but al so when conpared to his wife. Henley
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traditional male roles, perhaps as a response to the
different strength gai ned by sone of her younger fenale
characters.

But is this frail male character created in a vacuum
wi thout regard to the change in relationship between him
and his fenmal e conpani on? The answer is no. In fact,

Henl ey blatantly positions Jonsey in an unusual context by
enpl oying her split inmage technique. While Jonsey is a
handsonme man--at |least, if we take his word for it--he is a
sel f-procl ai ned asexual being. H's wife is pregnant, and
t hough the couple talks as if the baby is Jonsey’s, both
know that it is not. There are two reasons for their
avoiding the topic: Floral’s reputation and Jonsey’s
reputation. As Cynthia L. Allen notes, “Overt fenale
sexual expression is ‘slutty’ and ‘whorish.’ Conversely,
mal e sexual expression is regarded with pride; a proof of
manhood (the ‘stud’) and a reason to boast” (91). So
Floral’s great sexual desire drives her to roll down hills,
whil e Jonsey’s | ack of carnal desire makes hi m express

hi nsel f through chocol ates wapped in gold and ot her
essentially enpty shows of affection

As Jonsey converses with Edvard, the younger man

reveals that his reputation as a cad and adulterer is
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sinmply myth and illusion. He does flirt with other wonen
to proliferate his false--and infinitely nore manly--
reputation. One mght ask why he bothers to keep up such a
facade. Cearly, there is still some nerit to Jonsey’s
macho behavior. The gane sonehow wards off the fear of
scandal, and while it is Kandall who is nost concerned with
eluding famly scandal, Jonsey is concerned enough to
continue his role-playing. The hard truths of a baby born
out of wedl ock and a handsonme husband, disinterested in
wonen, are enough to weak havoc with Jonsey and Floral’s
marriage, not to nmention their reputations.

Wil e Jonsey represents a non-traditional image of a
sout hern gentl eman, one who does not enbody the role of
husband and father in an expected fashion, Edvard,
Pandora’s fiancé, has grown so far fromhis children that
he does not even recognize his own son. A bizarre exchange
t akes pl ace between Sidney and his father--a scene that
attenpts to but does not successfully explain Edvard’s
absence. The dial ogue | acks any suggestion of joyful
reuni on. Instead, upon Edvard’'s recognizing his son, he
states matter-of-factly that Sidney’ s voice has changed and
his face is different. Sidney is particularly concerned
with protecting his nother fromharm so nuch that he wll

stop his father’s wedding at all costs. After all, it is
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hi s not her who rai sed Sidney as a single parent, and his
not her to whom Sidney feels devotion--even at her
outl andi sh request of taking his father’s life during the
cerenony. \When Sidney proclains his deep, and al nost
Cedi pal, love for his nother, Edvard despairs that he
wi shed Sidney |oved himthe way he loves his nother. To
this Sidney replies:
SIDNEY. But all these years we’ve hardly spoken
EDVARD. | don’t know what to say to children
SIDNEY. O course, it’'s not your fault [. . .]
(I npossi bl e Marriage, unpublished play I-26)
VWiile this entire exchange is seem ngly outlandish, it
is not wwthin the world that Henley has created. Henley
constructs a non-comm ttal, alnost flippant attitude
between father and son. [t reads and probably plays
equal |y as desperate as a scene that m ght include nore
tearful reunion, sinply because the characters are playing
agai nst the expected. W expect a closeness from a
traditional southern famly; however, Henley's famlies are
anything but traditional, though tradition is what Kandal
seens to hunger for, and their dialogue often allows a | ot
to go unsaid.
Many things about Edvard s character fall under the

strange, distorted, and certainly the non-traditional. For
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exanple, there are his continuous references to his barely
escaping a hotel fire, and the fact that several inportant
docunents and his cat were burned. 1Is his sentinent
i ndicative of a stronger enotional tie to his cat than his
own son? Is his hurt toward his famly, particularly his
son and ex-wife, displaced? As if the content is not
unusual enough, Edvard’s delivery is deadpan. He does not
scream cry, or appear disturbed, yet it is these very life
experiences that generally create trauma to the natural
order. Edvard, however, seenms to |ack the extrene
enotional context in which the retelling of these horrific
ci rcunstances often occurs. |Is Edvard s atypical reaction
a sign of a change in personality in the southern male
prototype? |In other words, does his di sconnectedness shape
a new nmal e nodel ? Perhaps it does in that Jonsey’s
reaction to the state of his own nmarri age seens al oof and
enpty of enotion, while Gscar, in contrast, is enotionally
i nvol ved enough to strike Birdie. |If this change occurs in
southern males, then it is highly likely to affect the
dynam ¢ of southern femal es.

Theatre critic John Sinon says of Henley's |npossible
Marri age characters, “In word and action, they are al

space cadets, nay, space generals or marshals” (83). He
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clainms that Henley's playwiting career is inits third
phase: “bananas. Totally” (82).

Henl ey relentlessly reconfigures the traditional
synbol s of sout hernhood. The southern wonen in her plays--
at | east the younger generation--are not connected to the
val ues of the ol der generation. Kandall’s biggest
nightmare is for Pandora’ s wedding to cause a scandal .
Floral, on the other hand, has a baby with the reverend,
and Pandora is marrying a man thirty years her senior.
These wonen, Floral and Pandora, are sinply not connected
to the confines of societal expectations. They are wonen
who long for fulfilling marriages, who are not afraid, as
in Pandora’s case, to reject the conventional idea of
havi ng chil dren.

| npossi ble Marriage is not the first play in which
Henl ey satirizes southern wonanhood. Several of her other
wor ks of fer femal es whose nmet hods contrast, often sharply,
with Hellman’s wormen. As in Henley' s Pulitzer-prize
winning Crinmes of the Heart, Babe finds herself in a
simlar situation as Birdie’'s. She is caught in a trap of
domestic violence. Unlike Birdie, who turns to other
famly nmenbers for acceptance, Babe turns to a fifteen-
year -ol d bl ack boy for sexual fulfillment. Birdie’'s

reactions fit within the role of the southern | ady. Babe,
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primarily out of naiveté, defies that role conpletely. She
knows about the double taboo (age and race) she is

br eaki ng, but probably does not realize the enormty of
possi bl e repercussions, especially for Wllie Jay.

In The Mss Firecracker Contest Elain Rutledge is in a
marri age that does not suit her. Like Regina, she
mani pul at es her husband, but in a very different way.
Regi na nust be incredi bly underhanded about it. Regina is
struggling for power and a voice. El ain, on the other
hand, states that her biggest struggle is |eaving all of
her clocks. She takes off on her own and | eaves her
husband, refusing to talk to himon the phone when he calls
Carnelle’s house. Elain' s husband finally gives in, as
does she, by sending her a bouquet of roses, and she
decides to return to him Regina feels as if the only way
to her goal is to do away with a powerful obstacle: her
husband. As products of the Wwnen' s Mowvenent, Beth
Henl ey’ s wonen have choi ces and fenal e nodels that were
unavail able to the wonen in Hellman' s pl ays.

Lillian Hell man’s concern with social consciousness
and norality is not necessarily the primary concern for
| ater playwights such as Henley. Wile both witers may
be considered femnists, it may be difficult for sone

femnists to consider The Little Foxes a piece of fem nist
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theatre sinply because of its traditional structure. There
are sone fem nist scholars who argue that a conventiona
structure automatically discounts a drama as speaki ng for
wonen because the linear (read traditional) structure is
male. OQhers claimit is the issues raised that conprise a
fem ni st piece, regardless of structure. Patricia R

Schr oeder asks, “cannot the nore traditional dramatic forns
al so support fem nist values by depicting the entrapnent of
femal e characters in an unyielding, traditional society”
(156)? There is a veering frompublic issues and a
tendency to explore the individual, although not entirely
out si de societal constraints. Relationships take on a new
dynamic, a volatility, and the eccentricities of human
behavi or cone to the forefront, rather than the obvious
crafting of a plot. |In fact, Henley even manages to
circunvent the ideal nyth of the southern lady in many of
her femal e characters.

The contenporary i mge of the southern woman in drama
may be a woman who is instrumental in decision-naking, |ike
Floral, or she nmay keep up the childlike hel pless
qualities, like Pandora. But she is not another Regina,
dependi ng on her brothers and husband to have a “voice.”
She is not another Birdie, afraid of her husband and hi ding

her pain with alcohol. She may be |ike Al exandra, aware of



changi ng culture and the opportunities this change

provi des.
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CHAPTER 3
THE BLACK FAM LY

As Charles Watson nentions in his The History of
Sout hern Drama, one significant conponent of this genre is
the evolution of the black character (3). Certainly the
very earliest portrayals of black characters in Anmerican
theatre were comi cal, such as in mnstrel shows, but wth
the creation of the southern drama genre in the 1920s, the
bl ack character was not com cal anynore. He becane nore
synpat hetic, as we began to see in In Abraham s Bosom and
later in Alice Childress’ Wddi ng Band. Perhaps as an
attenpt to appeal to the white population’s guilt or
synpat hi es, bl ack personalities--especially those created
by Paul G een--began nore closely to resenble their
predi canent. In other words, an inportant influence on
sout hern dranma including the adverse circunstances
surroundi ng the bl ack man shaped the tragic figure.

Wth the abolishnment of slavery, the African- Arerican
was a free man, but the definition of freedomwas hardly
one that conpared to the white man’s freedom The end of
sl avery was nerely the beginning of another struggl e—+the

struggle for equality--and this struggle continued fromthe
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end of the Civil War until the present. It was during the
early part of the twentieth century that the now free bl ack
sout herners were able to address issues other than their
own survival. The black southerner was sonetines conceived
of as a victimin sone earlier dramas, such as in those of
Paul G een, but after the effects of the Cvil R ghts
Movenment, sone playwights were able to shape nore conpl ex
characters. Black southerners were still victins, but they
were also agents with the ability to nake |ife-changing
decisions. Wth this strength came a new m ndset for the
bl ack popul ati on, a changed perspective, which hel ped shape
a different psychol ogy.

| f we consider the fanobus Masl ow s hi erarchy of needs,
what happened to the black man is rational. The hierarchy,
in sinplest terns, states that human beings nust take care
of basic needs before they can concern thensel ves with
principles, philosophies, or higher needs. At the
hi erarchy’s nost basic |evel, Mslow contends that we rmnust
fulfill needs such as food, water and physical safety. It
is not until these needs are net that we can clinb the
hi erarchy and eventually reach self-actualization. O
course, whether this can truly be attai ned has been debat ed
for years. However, once slavery was no | onger an issue,

t he nost basic needs of those fornerly enslaved coul d be
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net, allowing themto “need” at the higher |evels, which
i ncl uded obtai ning goals and desires, though the end of
slavery did not nean the end of econom c struggle.

In his essay, “The Fundanmental Cause of the G vil
War: Egocentric Sectionalism” Frank Law ence Owsl ey
definitively points to an al nost certain cause of the war
that divided this nation. According to Onsley, there is
good sectionalismand destructive sectionalism Good
sectionalismoccurs when differences in a nation are well-
di rected, appreciated, and understood by those outside the
division, thusly preserving free institutions and
mai ntaining vitality in all of a country’s segnments. This,
Owsl ey argues, provides for a stronger country in that it
can deter political centralization and possible despotism
(648).

There is, however, a destructive sectionalismthat was
the downfall of the United States in 1861: egocentric
sectionalism \While Oansley nentions three phases of
egocentric sectionalism it is the third and nost dangerous
phase that applies to the racial tension experienced in the
South and, in part, contributes to the psychol ogi cal make
up of black southerners. [t occurs when there is an
i mbal ance of power between sections and when “people in one

section fail in their |anguage and conduct to respect the
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dignity and sel f-respect of the people in the other
section” (649). For exanple, the abolitionists used
brui sing | anguage to descri be southerners. The shanel ess
vocabul ary was insulting to the South’s wonen (i nplying
t hat sout hern wonen were prom scuous), religion, and
norality. Oher verbal spars were against the children
| abel ing them not as children, but as nonsters (650).
These actions forned a code of conduct that ignored the
principles of dignity and respect for those outside of one
section. This was not only at the root of the Cvil Wr,
contends Owsl ey, but was a significant contributor to the
Cvil Rights Mwvenent, causing the United States, and
particularly the South, trenmendous turnoil nearly one
hundred years later. |In fact, Oansley attributes egocentric
sectionalismto the American Revol ution, wondering why the
Anericans did not learn the lesson “the first tine.” Wile
it seens sinplistic to point to | anguage as a cause for war
(and by no neans is this the sole or even primry cause),
as a society we cannot ignore the power of words and how
| anguage and the attitudes that acconpany it shape our
cul ture.

What is interesting about the black man’s plight as
dramatized in early twentieth century southern plays is

that a white author is the nost prom nent southern
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pl aywight of this period to wite about racial inequality.
Paul G een, perhaps the earliest definitive southern
dramati st in a nodern sense, gave a voice--albeit fromhis
limted perspective--to the black comunity.

H's pleas to the white population did not fall on deaf
ears. Many theatregoers were noved by G een’ s genui ne
character sketches of black persons. Paul Green had a great
deal of contact with the bl ack workers on his parents’
| and, often working the | and side-by-side with the hired
bl ack workers and devel opi ng friendships with boys his age
and older. Young Geen interacted closely wth the bl acks
and even incorporated signposts of the Black English
di al ect in his own vocabul ary, as nentioned previously.
Green, in his attenpt to realistically and correctly
recreate the Black English dialect, incorporated on paper
what his ear heard, providing a challenge of interpretation
to the contenporary ear (audience) and eye (reader).

But the dialect was far fromthe only chall enge G een
offered his audience. H's Pulitzer-prize winning play, In
Abrahami s Bosom is a call for the white race to see a
bl ack character portrayed synpathetically and atypically;
atypically, at least, fromthe well-known comcal mnstre
type. Before and around the tine of Green’s play, severa

white playwights began to explore American culture through
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their perceptions of Black life, beconm ng nost interested
in the rural peasant and urban underclass. The Bl ack
m ddl e cl ass was consi dered too honobgeni zed, i.e.,
uninteresting (Scott 429). Abe, the protagonist, unlike
hi s working buddies, is determ ned to educate hinself and
ri se above ignorance. 1In his fervent quest to be nore than
a field hand, he studies on his own time and tries his hand
at educating the youngsters of his race. But even that is
struck down when the black community forns an all egi ance
agai nst himafter he physically disciplines one of his
students. This, however, is only part of the problem as
corporal punishnment by a teacher was an accepted practice
at this time. Geen alienated Abe fromhis fellow bl acks
artificially, inplying that the average bl ack thought an
education was futile. After years of poverty, Abe has an
opportunity to be a voice for the “education of the Negro,”
but he ends up in a fatal fight with his white half-brother
resulting in Abe’s being pursued by a |lynch nob. Abe’s
life ends tragically as his hone is surrounded by angry
white nen.

Green’s play is, perhaps, the dramatic realization of
Lord Janes Bryce’'s insight into the South’s race rel ations

and the place of the “Negro:”
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|f the Negro shares in the prosperity of the
South, if he grows richer and enters the
prof essions nore largely, he wll [. . .] be

qui cker to claimsocial inequality and be nore

resentful of its denial. Wat the whites deem
his insolence will provoke reprisals fromthem
This will increase the tension between the two

colours. And as the upper section of the negroes

find that all their advances in know edge and

material well-being brings [sic] themsocially no

nearer the whites, their feelings will grow nore

bitter and the relations of the races nore

strained. (Cark 8)
Lord Bryce’'s 1888 commentary closely aligns with the
initial 1886 setting of In Abrahanmi s Bosom making his
statenent--in the world of the play, anyway--all the nore
prophetic. It is this very mndset (to “keep a race in its
pl ace”) that is at the core of Gier and Cobbs’ Bl ack Rage.
In their 1968 study of African-Anerican psychol ogy, Drs.
WIlliam Gier and Price Cobbs, psychiatrists, get to the
crux of the matter in few words:

CET OFF OUR BACKS!

The problemw || be so sinply defined.

VWhat is the problenf
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The white man has crushed all but the life
fromblacks fromthe time they cane to these
shores to this very day.

What is the solution?

Get off their backs.

How?

By sinply doing it--now. (202-3)

Anot her perspective of race rel ations expl ai ns how

col or becones the defining line for status, disallow ng an

entire race of ever entering the upper class, regardl ess of

educati on,

Thi s i dea

noney, Or manners.
It is inmportant for the Best People of any

society to know where to draw the |ine, and

‘racismi [. . .] is essentially a pretentious way
of saying that ‘1’ belong to the Best People
[. . .] The South, in a very special sense, is

that part of the nation which is race-bound: race
is the chief axis around which southern |ife and
t hought has revol ved for at |east a hundred and
fifty years. (Thonpson 95-96)

has great psychol ogical inpact. WE. B. Du Bois

was particularly sensitive to the inequity surrounding the

bl ack community, and, unlike his contenporary, Booker T.

Washi ngt on, who advocated power through industry and
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econom cs--Du Bois insisted that blacks not conprom se on
the right to vote, civic equality, or higher education. Du
Bois clainmed that conprom sing these basic human needs was
belittling the race, and without dignity, a race could
never progress (Du Bois, “The Souls of Black Fol ks” 98-99).
Wth these restraints on the black race, it was certainly
time for the black community to finally be given a voice,
and in 1926, a white playwight did so.

I n Abrahami s Bosomis not only a call for
under st andi ng between races, but in its early, traditional
style, it sets forth an image of the black famly and sets
in notion sone interesting dynamcs in both cultural and
l[iterary venues.

Because it is a white playwight who attenpts to speak
for the plight of the black man, not everyone sees the
attenpt as successful. Wile Paul G een’s white audi ences
were generally noved by his drama, black activist and
witer WE.B. DuBois was not.

Paul Geen is a synpathetic author. He feels
with his black folk. But he and his producers
bet ween t hem have presented the sane defeati st
genre of Negro art which is so common and at the
present apparently inescapable. (Du Bois, “In

Abr ahami s Bosoni 12)
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Du Bois’ conplaint with Geen’s portrait of the black man
was that Abe’s blackness was the disability which crippled
his efforts at self-actualization. Since race is
permanent, Du Bois felt that G een was basically saying
that a black man m ght never be able to reach the top of
Masl ow s hi erarchy sinply because of the “drawbacks” of his
race. Many African-Anericans, |ike Du Bois, asserted that
their own voices were best to tell their own stories,

whi ch, of course, was a huge factor in the devel opnent of

t he Harl em Renai ssance.

The theory of egocentric sectionalism offered by
Frank Onsl ey, is an integral part of the total functioning
of Paul Geen’'s play. The two main points in the theory--
i mbal ance of power and di srespect for people of another
section--reveal thenselves repeatedly throughout the drama
Nearly every bl ack character in Geen’s play except Abe has
succunbed to the psychol ogi cal prem se of the black race’s
inferiority. They not only accept this warped attitude but
defend it.

In the opening scene, three bl ack woodcutters take a
di nner break fromthe turpentine woods to establish a
pl ayful tone with one another while offering the audi ence
necessary background on Abe, who is yet to be seen. Their

conversation integrates Abe’ s phil osophy of education, at



102

| east to the degree they understand it, and generates a
di al ogue about race relations, involving the idea of
egocentric sectionalism

BUD. Trouble ‘bout de nigger, wanter rise himup
wi d eddi cation--fact!

PUNY. Hunh, rise himup to git a rope roun’ his
neck. Gt bried in he own graveyard, don’'t
mnd out. N gger’s place down de bottom

BUD. Raught on de bottom . . Dat’s de nigger.

Wi te nan on top.

LIJE. You's tal king gospel.

PUNY. Abe say he gw ne clinb.

LI JE. Abe is bad m xed up inside.

BUD. White and bl ack nmake bad m xtry.

LIJE. Do dat. [Thunping on his chest.] Nigger
down heah. [ Thunmping on his head.] Wite nens
up heah. (G een 658)

The three nmen clearly have a shared perspective of class
structure in late 19th century North Carolina, and it would
seemthat they are not only aware of it but accept the

gi ven social conditions. Perhaps this is one illustration
of Du Bois’ defeatist genre theory. Maybe Green is setting
up Abe for failure and inplying that blacks are conplicit

in their own subjugation. This also alludes to the tension
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bet ween dar ker skinned and |ighter skinned bl acks, as well
as the idea prevalent in the white conmunity that blacks of
m xed bl ood are snmarter than average bl acks.

Applying Oasl ey’ s thoughts on inbal ance of power to
t he above passage, there are several conclusions to draw.
One is that these nen have never experienced anything
better than the conditions under which they now |live
(sl avery was abolished over twenty years ago) and have
grown to accept injustice. Another possibility is that
Bud, Puny and Lije are sinply scared of the horrific
puni shmrents dol ed out to “disrespectful blacks.” They
specifically nmention tel egram poles (lynching), shooting,
and fire. The nmen know that doing their jobs and “keeping
their nouths shut” is the safest way for the two races to
coexi st.

It is interesting how different Abe’s view of racia
relations is. Unlike his illiterate cronies, Abe envisions
a south where blacks can have educational opportunities and
equal rights. Abe is also so determined in his quest for
equality that he takes great chances, often resulting in
his being severely punished. For exanple, Bud, Puny and
Lije recall an incident fromtwo years ago when Charlie
Sanpson, a black nman accused of attacking a white wonan,

was hung from a tel ephone pole and shot. Abe, in a
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desperate attenpt to offer a fellow man a dignified death,
snuck out in the mddle of the night and cut the dead man's
rope and buried Charlie hinself (Geen 657). Wile his
pals may respect--or nore |likely, fear--the inbal ance of
power, Abe defies it. According to Oansley, this is where
conflict begins. Instead of a bal ance of power between the
whi te and bl ack popul ations, and there is certainly a need
for bal ance since farmng requires nuch of the southern
popul ation’s participation, there is an inbal ance created
by the white majority.

Anot her interesting note on the inbal ance of power is
that since the concept has been so deeply ingrained, sone
of the black workers, the same ones who nmintain that
“niggers are on the bottom” take the power inbal ance to
the next level. During the three pals’ discussion, Puny
nmentions that Col onel Mack, the |and owner, m ght nake Abe
t he woods boss over the rest of them Bud responds
vehenently, “Ain’t no nigger gw ne boss ne, hoss-cake.
Split his haid open wid ny axe” (Geen 659). Bud is
accustoned to a white boss, one who “naturally” wll tel
hi mwhat to do, but the possibility of another black man
being in charge throws things out of kilter for Bud' s

vision of the hierarchy. He has, in fact, fully digested
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and accepted what he has been taught about the inbal ance of
power between the races.

What Bud, Puny and Lije represent, and what is at the
core of Du Bois’ commentary, is a black popul ation that
finds education not only uninteresting but dangerous. The
def eati sm and hopel essness is clear, and what is nore, it
is antithetical to American optimsm-the “anything is
possible if you try hard enough” notto.

A simlar situation occurs in scene iii. W learn
t hat Abe, who now teaches at the Negro school, disciplined
an unruly boy using corporal punishnent. Puny, who visits
Abe at the school, plays nessenger by telling Abe of the
bl ack community’s decision to withhold their children from
school. It seens, according to Puny, that the feeling is
virtual ly unani nous. Black parents do not want a bl ack
teacher hitting their children. Ideologically, this
scenario closely parallels Bud's reaction to a bl ack boss.
The bare fact is that Abe’s peers view and accept the white
popul ati on as powerful and authoritarian. They are unable
to view a fellow black man in a position of authority.

This woul d, as Puny stated earlier, be putting soneone in
charge of them whose “place in on the bottom” This m ght
| ead to a general observation of corporal punishnent in

schools. Fromny own experience, | can attest to its use
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in southern schools as late as the 1980s. It may be that
Paul G een took artistic license with this matter, because
many bl acks found this objectionable. There were bl ack
educators at this tinme--not everywhere, and fewer than
there woul d be--but corporal punishnent by those other than
parents was accepted in the community. This may al so be
anot her reason for Du Bois’ and other black men of letters’
objections to the drama. |t appears that in a

m srepresented i nstance, the black community turns on its
own, further validating the defeatist thene.

The second part of egocentric sectionalism maintains
that there exists a disrespect for people of the other
section. As nentioned previously, the |lack of respect
appears in both | anguage and conduct and focuses on not
honoring others’ sense of dignity and self-respect. Wen
this occurs, a great chasmis created which harbors
resentnment, and often rage, as outlined in Gier and Cobbs’
observations of their clients.

This di srespect for those in the other section appears
al nost imediately in the play. Shortly after Abe enters
to eat dinner with his coworkers, Colonel Mack and his son
Lonni e appear. W discover in this scene that Abe is

Col onel Mack’s son as well, born froma naster/ sl ave
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rel ati onshi p, which nakes the action that follows that nuch
nore difficult to bear.

In his enthusiasm and determ nation to educate the
bl ack race, Abe asks the Col onel --although Lonnie |abels it
sassi ng--over and over about the possibility of Abe
teachi ng school. As tensions nount, and as Lonnie’s
patience runs short, the discussion becones a headstrong
exchange between Lonnie and Abe, resulting in Abe’s
throwing his half-brother into the briars, an al nost
i nvoluntary reaction to being struck in the face with the
whi p. The situation worsens as Col onel Mack whi ps Abe for
“striking a white man, for striking nmy son.” The irony of
the Colonel’s words is alnost too nuch for Abe to bear.
Upon Lonnie’s exit, we see Colonel Mack adm nistering help
to Abe’s wounds, telling himto put sone tar and honey on
hi msel f tonight and he’'ll be all right tonmorrow (G een 664,
665). This scene is one of several to follow |l ater
involving an altercation between a white father and his
mul atto son. Wiile he is not a southern playwi ght,
Langst on Hughes portrays simlar circunstances in Miulatto
(1935), ending with the white father’s death.

What occurs here is a blatant disrespect for another’s
dignity. It is Abe’s dreamto pull the black race out of

illiteracy and to appeal to themto consider the injustices
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agai nst them \Wen the Col onel, who has the power to nake
a go of the school, hesitates to give Abe the chance, the
Col onel is not respecting Abe’s dignity. He does not
support Abe’'s goal or respect his ability to achieve it.
It is this very action that ends in such physical violence
anong three nen, further illustrating egocentric
sectionalismcan, and has, led to war.

Anot her scene in which Abe | ashes out at the
di srespect shown himfrom Lonnie occurs toward the end of
the play. Abe is already in a frantic stage, having been
beaten by an angry nob that disagreed with his speech on
equal rights to education. On his way back home Abe runs
into Lonnie, and in their usual style, they begin to have
ver bal di sagreenents begi nning with Abe’s not show ng
“respect” for whites. (The quotes are intentional; Abe
refers to the nmob who beat himas “l owdown white nmen” and
Lonnie, in spite of what has just occurred, wll not stand
for the verbiage.) Lonnie, whose nain concern is for his
noney-nmaki ng crops, |evees Abe’'s crop w thout notice,
regardl ess of Abe’s insistence that he only m ssed work
when he was sick. The sell-out enrages Abe who fights,
br ot her agai nst brother, until he has choked Lonnie to
death, and it is this “black rage” which |leads to Abe’s

destructi on.



109

Green’s structure here is interesting. Wy would a
bl ack man who has w tnessed | ynchi ngs know ngly nmake an
i nfl ammatory speech before a white audi ence, putting his
l[ife in jeopardy, w thout any potential support fromhis
own comunity (according to Geen)? There are at |east a
couple of possibilities: D d Abe have a martyr conplex? or
was he inescapably bound for death, conpleting the portrait
of the tragic figure?
Per haps one of Paul Green’s intents in witing In
Abr ahami s Bosomwas to forma black character who coul d
serve as rai sonneur by gaining the white audi ence’s
synpat hi es, thus packaging the theme of racial injustice
nore pal atably. What Green does is nore than that. He
counters the black character--confused, struggling in
vain--with white characters who “balance [. . .] the
dramatic el ements”:
The white people nean to be kind, but they are as
lost in the mdst of a race situation as the
Negro is; they are noved now by human or
af fectionate i npul se and now by a blind raci al
instinct and an arbitrary, desperate sense of
sel f-preservation. (S. Young 814)
Stark Young’'s comment is interesting fromour twenty-

first century perspective. Being “lost” in a race
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“situation” connotes a lack of control when it is the white
popul ati on that created and perpetuated the “situation.”

If this is a tragedy, then fate equal s apartheid, naking
apartheid i mutable. Therefore, Abe’'s “tragedy” is his
attenpt to transcend his blackness. Politically, G een
provi des enough bal ance between the tragic and the
synpathetic to extend a challenge to his audi ence: the
chal | enge of unbiased thinking in regards to race. Wth
Abe’ s good intentions and Col onel Mack’s occasi onal

wi |l lingness to go agai nst mai nstream t hought, regardl ess of
what others think, there exists a fornmula for a drama with
a civil rights nmessage that targets the white, early
twentieth-century public.

To define Abe as a tragic figure is certainly
accurate; to define himas a tragic hero may be nore
difficult. Hs intentions to further his race are nobl e;
t he neans by which he attenpts to attain themare not, at
| east in the eyes of nobst bl acks, as portrayed by G een.

In his book chapter entitled “Reaching for Africa: The
Black Fam |y Saga in the South,” Robert O Stephens dually
categorizes the black male inmage. There are the nen who
default in famly influence and the nen who dom nate famly
menory and set famly values; the latter are those which

St ephens | abel s heroes (154).
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By applying Stephens’ definitions to the character of
Abe McCranie, we find strong evidence of heroism albeit to
tragic ends. Wile Abe undoubtedly influences his famly,
dom nates famly nmenory and sets the fam |y val ues by which
they live, his influence does not reap the result Abe
i ntended, especially in his relationship with his |lazy son
Dougl ass, a curious addition to a hard working, self-
sacrificing famly. Wat is so very tragic about Abe is
that he has the best intentions, makes valiant efforts and
has an unsi nkabl e vision but is rendered inpotent at every
turn. Add to this a sonetinmes overwhelmng pride, and it
produces in a character the classic tragic flaw or
hamarti a.

As theorist Marvin Carlson asserts, the various
interpretations of hamartia nmay be generally divided into
two groups: those that enphasize the noral aspect of the
flaw and those that enphasize the intellectual, making
hamartia an error of judgnent or a m staken assunption
(19). In Abe McCranie’'s case, it is the latter of these
divisions that seens to occur throughout the drama. What
Abe wants for his famly, particularly his son, and for his
people, is equality--hardly an imoral desire. The
problem then, is the nmeans by which he attenpts to attain

his goal. Abe cannot accept that sone nenbers of his race
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are not as concerned about education, or even raci al

injustice, as he is. He mstakenly assunes--hence,

hamartia--that racial justice is not only his visio, but
others’ as well. This is an appealing thought for the
whi t e audi ence who m ght take confort thinking nost blacks
were happy in their “place,” which, of course, was not
true. Abe’'s mstake gets in the way of his ability to
allow for alternative philosophies and al nost al ways | eads
to tragi c consequences.

For exanple, tragedy surrounds Abe’'s relations with
his famly. To an extent, his relationship with Muh Mack- -
t he ol der aunt who resides with the McCrani es--deteriorates
when he enphasi zes educati on, books, and readi ng over
providing for his famly. Mh Mack does not hesitate to
tell Abe in plain ternms what she thinks of his beliefs:

“I. . .] you fixing to bring no’ trouble on us wid yo’
schooling and ness” (Geen 691). This is not an altogether
unbel i evabl e response consi deri ng Muh Mack’s own | ack of
formal education. Wen Abe practices his big speech in
front of her, she “turns away fromhim in disgust” then
“turns her back to him” She continuously berates himfor
not all ow ng Douglass in the hone--perhaps representative

of the often idealized bond between grandparent figures and
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children--rem nding Abe of the inportance of famly but to
no avail .

As little as Muh Mack believes in Abe’s cause, he
believes in hers. Their words fall on deaf ears, as when
Muh Mack remarks after Abe’ s heartfelt speech, “Tine you's
| earning dat white is white and black is black, and Gohd
made de white to allus be bedder’'n de black.” Mh Mck’s
remark is affirmati on of the white suprem st point of view,
which is interesting in that she speaks for the majority of
the bl ack characters in this play. This psychol ogi cal
phenonenon is closely akin to the Stockhol m Syndrone; the
bl ack comunity, as other victins of abuse (i.e.,
ki dnappi ngs, donestic viol ence, parent-child
relationships), has bought into its ow inferiority. Not
only that, but a bizarre bonding process takes place that
serves as a copi ng nechani smfor the abused. The Syndrone
is marked by depression, |ow self-esteem and the |oss of
sense of self. Oten present is a dependence typified by
the feeling that one cannot survive w thout the abuser’s
approval /| ove/ accept ance (Grahamet al. 79-80). Abe
responds to what he views as Muh Mack’s very dangerous
conplicity:

| aint a farner. M business is with schools.

[Hotly.] Can’t you |l earn nothing? You dribbling
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old--, here for twenty years you ve heard ne tal k
the gospel and it ain’t nmade no inpression on
you. [He turns away, realizing the vanity of his

own words to her.] (G een 692-93)

Abe’ s m sdirected passion takes its toll on his
marriage as well; his wwfe, Goldie, who is the only one in
Abe’s fam |y who never quite gives up the dream suffers
i mense physical and enotional trauma. Wiile Goldie is the
| ast one to conpl ain about the poverty, |ack of food, and
back breaking work, she is the first one to take on nore
t han her share of household duties and do with | ess so that
her famly can have nore. Even after an exhausting day of
washi ng and ironing clothes for pay, she refuses to eat
di nner mai ntaining that she does not want anyt hing,
al t hough she just returned froma futile attenpt to beg the
grocer for some neat on credit. In a clash of wills with
Muh Mack, Goldie recommts to both her husband and his
vi si on.

GOLDIE. [. . .] | gmne stick by him [Rising
and turning to her work again.] Dey ain’t
never done ‘imright. Dey all been down on
himf’ om de fust.

MUH MACK. [Shrilly.] And’'Il be till de Iast.

O heh niggers makes a living foh deir fanbly.
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Why don’'t he? Allus gut his eyes on sunp’' n’
el se.
GOLDIE. He gwine be a big man yit. Dem udder

ni ggehs do de dirty work and take whut dey kin
git. Dey de | owdown trash. [Her voice
trenbling.] He gwine git hima big school sone
dese days. (Green 684)

Goldie’s remark that her husband is “gwi ne be a big man

yit” could be interpreted as Abe’s hoping to gain status
for hinself rather than help his people. |In the context of
their relationship, however, there is a case for CGoldie’'s
sentinment about her husband as being a big man in her eyes
by hel ping his people. Certainly if Abe had said this
hi msel f, the possible egocentrismof the statenent woul d be
nore preval ent.

As faithful as Goldie is to Abe and to his cause,
there appears to be a lack of faith fromtheir son.
Dougl ass, ironically named after the fanmous bl ack
abolitioni st spokesman Frederick Dougl ass, has a very
different vision of life fromhis father’s. Still a young
man in his late teens, Douglass’ interest in education--for
hi msel f or others--is al nost nonexistent. Hi s passion is

not in a cause, but in his nusic. A gifted guitarist, he

woul d rat her skip the school, which he often does to be



116

with his friends and better his skills as a blues nusician,
whi ch was not a very reputable profession at the tine and
al so spoke to the “natural” nusical gifts attributed to

bl acks.

Dougl ass’ disregard for a formal education, and | ove
of music, bring himand his aunt together. In fact, it is
Muh Mack who argues belligerently with Abe to all ow
Dougl ass back into their home. Aunt and nephew are nore
closely aligned than father and son, and it is this gap
t hat expedites the downfall of the parent-child
relationship as well as Abe’'s fateful final nonents.
According to Gier and Cobbs, the reasons for Mih Mack’s
want i ng Dougl ass back at hone could be rooted in “the
famly's one primry purpose--the protection of the young;
and while it [the fam|ly] serves other vital social
pur poses, none is nore inportant than the function of

protection” (81).

I n one scene, Abe discovers that Douglass is not
attendi ng class and has been set back in reading. Al arned
that his only son may not be a | eader for his race, Abe
| oses control and beats Douglass furiously. |If this is any
i ndi cation of how Abe treated the school children who

sl acked of f, the parents’ outrage and refusal to return
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their children to Abe’s teachi ng net hodol ogy appears nore
under st andabl e.

But what is behind Abe’s actions? |s he so caught up
in his agenda that he “sacrifices” his relationship with
his son? Wat Abe nmay be doing is the second nost
i mportant function of a famly:

provi ding an accurate interpretation of the world
toits children. Children nust above all be
taught what the world is |like, how it functions,
and how they mnmust function if they are to survive
and eventually establish their famlies. |If the
fam |y does not convey an accurate inage of the
worl d, the children will either succunb or fai

to prosper sufficiently to allowthemto start
their owmn famlies. (Gier and Cobbs 85)

Perhaps it is not one single factor that upsets Abe’s
relationship with his son but is a string of events,

i ncluding Abe’s persistence to nold his son conbined with
Dougl ass’ rebellion against the charge his father has for
him \Wether it is cold-heartedness or conpl ete naiveté,
Dougl ass conmits the ultimate sin against his own father.
As Abe arrives at the school house to give his speech, he is
met by white nmen who have been infornmed about Abe’s

speeches and calls to action. They beat him cancel the
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neeting, and tell himto | eave town. To add to Abe’s
outrage and humliation, he discovers that it is his own
son who betrayed him serving as informant to the white
nmob. When Dougl ass sees his father bruised and beaten, he
swears he did not think the nob would beat and hunt him
down at his own hone, which could be viewed as incredible
i gnorance on Dougl ass’ part, as the young man spent a good
bit of tinme in the South.

In all of Abe’s famlial relationships, including
those with his father and hal f-brother, Abe’'s heroic
efforts are continuously thwarted by his erroneous
judgnment, his inability to handle his rage, and his often
m sdirected passion. Hi s tragic flawis not that he dreans
bi g, but that he assunes all nenbers of his race share the
sanme dream but as he finds out over the years, for
what ever reason, there are nany who do not.

In addition to the theories of egocentric sectionalism
and hamartia, there is a third element at play in the
traditional southern drama: nelodrama. |n Chapter Two we
saw t hat when conparing Hell man’s and Henl ey’ s styles,
Hel | man, the earlier playwight, utilized the well -nmade
play structure and nel odramatic elenents in her drama,
whil e Henl ey’ s voice was found in a post-nodern structure

with very little evidence of nelodramatic influence.
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Interestingly, we see a few trademarks of nelodrama in
Geen’s writing.

In his February 13, 1927 review of the @Grrick
Theatre’ s production of In Abrahamis Bosom southern-born
critic Stark Young remarks on the play’s “strong and bold
climxes.” He continues, “lI seem as | think of it, to
have been present at a full, passionate story, told by a
poet” (814). Young also nentions the play’s “curtain
climaxes,” or high tension nonents created just as the
curtain is closing on a particul ar scene.

Earlier drama critics enphasized nel odrama’s nora
function. Charles Nodier, an early nineteenth-century
critic at a tinme when nel odrana was not yet in vogue and
was consi dered by nany to be an inferior genre--defended
mel odrama. Nodi er asserted that nelodrama’s focus on
“justice and humanity, its stimulation of virtue, its
arousal of tender and generous synpathy” (Carlson 214)
served as a formof noral instruction.

The question now becones one of form Paul Geen’'s
drama undoubtedly contains nel odramatic el enments, but which
one? and to what degree do they coincide with Nodier’s
description? Geen decidedly uses his drama as a plea for
justice and humanity, specifically as it pertains to race,

but in the end Abe and his famly, nmenbers of the
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m streated race, experience anything but justice fromthe
white nob. In the nelodramatic world, good is rewarded and
evil is punished. But the protagonist, whose |ife m ssion
is to raise his brothers fromignorance and i nequality,
meets tragi c consequences as a result of his attenpt to “do
good,” ultimately creating a tragedy and engagi ng sone

audi ence nenbers’ synpat hi es.

Aligning with nmel odrama, G een relies on the evi
forces and personalities to underscore the unfairness of
racial relations. The only truly cruel character in the
play is white. Lonnie, Abe's half-brother, is the first--
and | ast--to engage in verbal and physical matches with Abe
over issues related to racial differences. 1t is Lonnie,
not the Col onel --al though the Col onel is the one who
created the situation, while Abe suffers all the
consequences--who first becones agitated by Abe’s
“i mpudence,” and it is Lonnie who strikes the first blowin
Scene One. To that end, it is Lonnie who sets Abe in his
nost horrific and final rage, resulting in the white
brother’s death. No other character in the play is as
quick to engage in brutal conflict as is Lonnie. Sinply
put, he has no redeemng qualities. It is not as though he
must protect his father or stand his ground for a noble

cause; he acts out of haste and hate. He is,
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unfortunately, caught in the trap of a white suprem st
attitude.

On a final note which ties together the two concepts
of nelodrama and the tragic hero in Geen’ s play, we can
apply Arthur Mller’'s ideas of conflict as related to
nmel odranma and tragedy. The contenporary playwight states
that any stage work nust involve conflict, either externa
as in nelodranma, or internal as in tragedy. He further
di stingui shes tragedy fromnerely the pathetic of which he
says the latter can only arouse sadness, but the fornmer
will also enlighten us and show us the right way of |iving
in the world through a negative exanple of characters. The
tragi c hero, then, has m ssed acconplishing his joy, but
shows us that this joy is possible (Carlson 405).

By applying MIller’s concept to In Abrahami s Bosom we
can see both the external conflict of melodrama and the
internal conflict of tragic hero. Because of how Abe
handl es his internal conflict, he has external conflict.
His frustration with his place in the world, and the
opportunities not afforded him channels into a hurtful
dynamic with his famly, both the one inside his household
and the one outside. Twenty-first century scholars could
| abel Green’s approach as sonmewhat fornulaic for the tragic

mul atto, but in the 1920s white audi ences did not appear to
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view it as such. Abe’s nonents of joy are extrenme but

al ways short-lived, and when they die out, he is left in
worse condition than before. After Col onel Mack gives Abe
the deed to a small house and twenty-five acres of |and,
but nost inportantly, a chance to teach at the Negro
school house, Abe’ s passion rises:

ABE. [. . .] he turns and stunbles into the room
with shining face.] I--1 fohgives himall. |
don’t ‘menber dat beating by de spring no
nmo’....[A sob chokes in his throat. ]

GOLDI E. He a good man, de Col onel. He too good
to us. Raise us up, help us.

ABE. [vaguely] Up! Lift me up! Up! Up towd de
sun! [ He glances at the calendar.] Dat whup
don’t hurt no no’. De ‘nenbrance is passed
away. [Thunping on his breast.] ANt no no
bitter gall in heah. Peace. It cone al
sudden over nme. [He suddenly falls on his
knees by the bed in a sobbing burst of
prayer.] O God, God of de po’ and of de
sinful! (G een 674)

After this display of enotion, it would seemthat Abe now
has acconplished his joy, to use MIler’s words, but

instead this nonment only serves to show that joy is
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possible. For it is only a few nonths |ater that Abe fails
m serably at the school house, proving his status as the
tragi c hero.

The nel odramatic, or external conflict, ranges from
the enptional to the extrene physical. Contingent upon
Abe’ s relationship with the other famly nmenbers, his
internal conflict externalizes in various fornms. The nost
physically severe conflicts are with Lonni e and Dougl ass.
Wi ps, beatings, and of course, ultimtely, Lonnie’s deat,
result. There is a one-sidedness to the physical conflict
Abe has with his father. Since Abe views the Col onel as an
authority figure and one who can and has taken up for him
in the past, Abe is |less hasty to cone to physical bl ows,
even when the Colonel resorts to it. This could also be
expl ained by the fact that the Colonel is still a powerful
authority figure who holds the power of |ife and death over
Abe, as well as being his father. Abe’s relationships with
his wife and aunt are nore in the vein of enotional
conflict. Miuh Mack does not hesitate to point out to Abe
his faults as she sees them and, consequently, Abe views
Muh Mack as one of the nobst ignorant in his famly--the one
| east likely to understand the need for change. ol die,

whi l e she stands by Abe through extrene poverty, is still
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the recipient of his harsh remarks when he misdirects his
internal conflict.

At the time In Abrahanis Bosom was witten, Paul G een
was taking a stand for basic human rights for the black
race. Certainly slavery had been abolished for over sixty
years, yet a mndset renained that held blacks in a
different type of slavery. 1In the years followng Geen’s
play and the |l ast two decades of the twentieth century, the
bl ack character in drama underwent change and devel opnent,
but nore so outside of the South. Wth the Harlem
Renai ssance and, l|later, the Black Arts Mywvenent, African-
Ameri can characters in drama dropped the traditional Bl ack
English dial ect, exam ned issues such as assimlation vs.

i ncorporation of African culture, and slowy turned from
characters centered primarily in agrarian poverty to the
uni que probl ems of urbanization (A Raisin in the Sun). But
the South’s African-Amrerican characters seenmed to transform
even nore slowy than the rest of the nation’s.

By the tine Atlanta playwight Pearl C eage entered
the scene with her Blues for an Al abama Sky in 1996, the
Cvil R ghts Movenent had seen its strongest waves thirty
years earlier, but there remained a need for a voice for

bl ack people. Ceage stepped up to bat but for very
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di fferent reasons than her white predecessor of seventy
years.

Wi | e Paul G een showed white audi ences, in nost
horrific ternms, the results of racial prejudice, Ceage had
a |l ess overt nethod of getting her nessages across to her
nm xed-race contenporary audiences. In an interview wth
Anmerican Theatre witer Douglas Langworthy, C eage was
asked if she thought theatre had the power to hel p people
change their mnds. Her response: “Ch, | do. Theatre can
be so productive because, if we do it right, it doesn’t
beat people over the head and nmake them defensive” (22).

Cl eage, unlike Geen, sees the famly unit in various
forms. Instead of strictly blood relatives |iving under
one roof, a married couple as head with children, C eage
envisions famly as a support system of people, not
necessarily relatives, living close together but not
necessarily in one household. C eage contests that during
the Great Mgration people were separated fromtheir
fam lies because they had come north. Unable to rely on
cl ose kin, people fornmed new support systens, or famlies,
with friends, nore distant relatives, and neighbors. 1Is
Cl eage’ s perception of extended famly grounded in fact?

At the turn of the century, about 65 percent of whites

aged sixty or older resided with their adult children or
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extended kin. The proportion of elderly blacks with such
living arrangenents was slightly lower. By 1980, the
situation had changed dramatically. Only a quarter of the
elderly resided with extended famly. Mbreover, a
substantial differential had energed between el derly bl acks
and whites; blacks resided in extended famly situations
al nost twice as frequently as did whites (Ruggles and
Goeken 15, 16). What this neans is that the trend toward
smal | er households did not apply simlarly to African-
American famly units. Wth this in mnd, it is not
surprising to see that Cleage's play is conprised of an
extended fam |y household. Also, while her plays are not
al ways set in the South, the South plays a significant role
in them

But the nost obvi ous breakthrough with contenporary
sout hern drama was that the black community now had nore
opportunity to draw fromits own to have a voice. Wile
consi dered by many as ahead of his time, Paul G een
positioned hinmself with the black community. In our post-
Cvil Rghts South, a white playwight is only one option.
Wth diversity now a wel coned concept, ethnic playwights
have opportunities to tell their experiences, to showase
what has been overl ooked in the past. In the South, then,

a natural interest in the African-Anerican playwi ght
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occurs, lending authenticity to the voice for the bl ack
conmmuni ty.

While Cleage’'s play calls for an all black cast, this
contenporary southern drama does not necessarily depict the

opposite of earlier plays of this genre. Instead of an “us
agai nst thent notif, as frequently represented in Geen's
pl ay, Cl eage reveals the intra-racial tensions. The crines
in her play are not as much white agai nst black as bl ack
agai nst black. Cleage, with the Cvil R ghts Mvenent
thirty years past its height, anong other differences, is
faced wth new conditions and a different m ndset.
Al t hough Blues is set in the 1930s, the playwight speaks
fromher post Civil R ghts perspective.
The violence in the play is black on black rather
t han between bl acks and whites. | think that’s
because |I live in an all-black nei ghborhood,
Sout hwest Atlanta, which is 100 percent bl ack
[. . .] Walking through the park is not scary
because I might run into the Klan--it’'s scary
because I mght run into young bl ack crack
addicts. Wiich neans that as a witer ny role is

different, because then I’m not tal king about

sonet hing external. |’ mnot saying they need to
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stop preying on us, |I’msaying we are doing these
things, this is what we do. (Langworthy 22)

What Cl eage has here is basically the sane strategy as
Paul G een, except the bases are slightly different. She
is revisiting Frank Oasl ey’ s theory of egocentric
sectionalism Only this time the sections against each
ot her are black and bl ack, specifically the |iberal-m nded
versus the conservative. The two groups are nost clearly
represented as the conservative South and the |ibera
North, i.e., Leland, the character from Al abama, and the
ot her characters who now consider Harlemtheir home. At
the heart of the north/south controversy is an issue that
continues to nmake sparks fly: abortion. Leland, the sole
pro-life thinker of the cast, allows this issue to not only
di ctate how he feels about Angel but to take over,
resulting in the tragic shooting of Sam the doctor who
perfornms Angel’s abortion.

Keep in mnd that destructive egocentric sectionalism
stenms froman inability to show respect for the other
section in either | anguage or actions, or an untol erated
i mbal ance of power. |In the play Leland s |ack of respect,
or even tolerance, for those on the pro-choice side tears
apart his relationship with Angel and ends a hunan life.

Lel and, |ike Abe McCrainie, is unable to understand the
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ot her section. However, Abe is fighting for civil rights,
sonething this country now attenpts to extend to all races.
Leland is on one side of an age-old issue that may never be
resolved. Leland s situation creates nore of a gray area
for the contenporary southern audi ence. W know Abe is
right; we are not so sure about Leland. G anted, because
Leland’s idea of famly is nuch different fromthe new
peopl e he finds hinself anong, he may be perceived as a
tragic figure trapped in his past--unable to overcone the
death of his wife and child. That is why he reacts the way
he does, but it does not necessarily excuse him

Lel and has suffered huge loss in his |ife and tries to
replace the famly he lost. He cannot see or accept Angel
as she is, and she cannot see that she is pushing himover
the edge. Also, he is paranoid, believes strictly in
traditional male-female roles, and has several
psychol ogi cal “hang-ups.” One of these is his obsession
with not only maki ng Angel his w fe but making her “in the
image of” his late wife and it is carried out to the point
of delusion. Angel, the catalyst in all of this turnoil,
is a wonman so needy that she becones predatory. Angel can
only see her destiny in termof the econom c and enoti onal

support of a man, and she uses her body as the commodity
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t hrough which she will achieve this support (Gles, “Mtion
of Herstory” 2-3).

Anot her exanpl e of destructive egocentric sectionalism
is when Guy becones the victimof a hate crinme. As an
openly gay man, Quy is accepted by his liberal friends:
Delia, Angel, and Sam CGuy’s sexual orientation, however,
remai ns a source of m sunderstandi ng and even di sdain
between Guy and Leland. Early in the play Guy describes a
physi cal assault in the nei ghborhood involving two gay nen
who are wal ki ng, holding hands. The incident is not only a
bl ack on bl ack crine but a gay bashing, again revealing a
| ack of respect for those in another section. Then |ater
in the play GQuy hinself is attacked by “hoodl uns” who
“didn’t like the way he was dressed. [He] was a little too
continental for their uncouth asses” (C eage 36).
Ironically, his attackers attend prayer neetings at the
sanme church as Leland. C eage’ s depiction of black on
bl ack crinme, and gay bashing, appears to stemnostly from
egocentric sectionalism and nore specifically, via the
concept of denonstrating disrespect. Wile her play is set
in 1930, she, as a contenporary playwight, is dealing with
cont enporary i ssues.

Wil e Paul Green utilizes hamartia in a traditiona

vein, his successor enploys a nore subtle technique. In
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Bl ues for an Al abama Sky, only two characters are vehenent
enough to qualify for possessing a tragic flaw. Leland and
Angel . As a strong advocate for conservative beliefs,
Lel and--the native Al abaman--allows his convictions to | ead
to tragedy. He, l|ike Abe, erroneously assunes that other
peopl e, especially people of his race, have parall el
Vi ewpoi nts on even the nost conplex issues. Unlike Abe,
however, Leland s beliefs--especially his pro-life stand--
are not necessarily recogni zed as noble by the majority of
a contenporary audi ence.
Furthernore, not only does Lel and nake an error in
j udgnment, which is one aspect of hamartia, but the very
fact that he stands where he does on abortion turns this
into a noral issue, which is another interpretation of
hamartia. |In fact, it is the noral inpact of Leland
Cunni nghami's tragic flaw that defines himso strongly. The
sout hern gentleman, naive to the liberal climte of Harlem
finds hinself taking desperate action when he |earns of his
girlfriend s decision:
ANGEL. | didn’'t lose the baby. | got rid of it.
LELAND. You got rid of ny son? How. .. (A beat)
Dr. Thomas? You let Dr. Thomas take nmy son?
(He grabs her by the shoulders as if to shake

her, but he stops hinself and rel eases her)
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LELAND. If you didn’t have Anna’'s face, |1'd kil
you. (He exits [. . .] Samenters downstairs
and neets Lel and outside the house.)

LELAND. ... Angel told ne what you did. (A beat)

SAM What did she tell you?

LELAND. She told nme that you killed ny son

SAM Go honme, man. It’s over. (Samturns and
starts away. Leland pulls a gun fromhis belt
and points it at Sanmis back. There is an
i mredi at e bl ackout, followed by the sound of
one gunshot [. . .]) (Ceage 42)

Angel , whose tragic flaw revolves around her inability
or wll to take responsibility for her actions and her
life, ends up hurting herself as she hurts others. She
t akes advantage of Guy’s generosity, then gets |eft behind
when he takes Delia to France with him Angel teases
Lel and into thinking she would comrit to a relationship,
but then “pulls the rug out fromunder hinf when she tells
hi m about her abortion.

Angel previously told Leland that she m scarried; why,
t hen, does Angel feel that she needs to tell Leland about
sonet hing that she has al ready addressed, al beit
untruthfully? 1In Black Rage, a conplex theory explains

bl ack wonen as experiencing sex as an interplay between
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nar ci ssi sm and masochism Briefly, a black wonman, when
entering the enbrace of her black lover, finds it difficult
to experience herself as a highly val ued object.

Hi storically, because of her m streatnment she sees herself
as a depreciated, unwanted instrunent of not inherent val ue
to be used by nen and society at their pleasure. Because
of her lover’s social “castration,” instead of narcissistic
enhancenent, she experiences narcissistic depletion but

al so finds her own erotic feelings strengthened by the
feelings of degradation (Gier and Cobbs 88-89). Wile a
seem ngly contradictory theory, when applied to Angel it
expl ai ns a great deal of her behavior.

O her characters in Blues, while not tragic figures
per se, have qualities of hamartia. CQuy, for exanple, is
open about his honbsexuality. He discusses it with his
friends, and he acknow edges that his nmethod of dress nakes
hima target for anti-gay attacks. @Guy’ s philosophy, to be
hi nsel f, and have the right to be hinself both in dress and
speech, is admrable. He poses a threat to hinself,
however, by wal king around certain parts of Harlemin his
“continental” wardrobe. That is a risk that he is willing
to take. CQuy is confortable with hinself, and despite the
near brawl he endures com ng back fromthe store in broad

daylight, he clains it is a tenporary inconveni ence until
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he is able to nove to Paris where the fashion industry wll
enbrace his sense of style. So far, it is only fortune
that prevents GQuy frombeing a victimof a serious attack
Aside fromthe possibility of harm CGuy is the healthiest
of the characters. He is who he is, and he neets his goal:
to escape the U S. for Europe.

To a |l esser extent, Delia Patterson and Dr. Sam Thomas
are caught up in aspects of hamartia. They both conmt
t hensel ves to a cause they believe in, knowng full well
t he possi bl e consequences of their choices. Since hamartia
is, in part, contingent upon a sense of erroneous judgnent,
it is not so much an error but a dangerous choice they each
make. Delia is a social worker on staff at the Margaret
Sanger famly planning clinic at a tine when famly
pl anni ng was not nearly the comopn termit is today.
Combi ning historical fact with dramatic nyth, C eage
reexam nes the conflict between fem ni st Margaret Sanger,
who opened a birth control clinic in Harlem and bl ack
national i st Marcus Garvey, who vi ewed Sanger as an agent of
raci al genocide (Gles, “In Their Om Wrds” 30). Deliais
particularly determ ned to educate her race about the
choi ces they now have regardi ng pregnancy. Sam a forty-
year -ol d black doctor in Harlem is one of the few doctors

bl ack wonen can see to end their pregnancies. Both Delia
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and Sam devote their lives to educating their race on
health matters; but with the opposing mndset, it is a
dangerous profession, as Sam s death proves. To nake Sam s
death even nore tragic, Delia and Sam have becone

i nterdependent. Delia has been repressed; Sam hel ps her
enbrace her sexuality, and she gives himthe enotional

rel ati onshi p he has been searching for

In the sinplest of terns, the conflict experienced in
Blues is franed by the contingencies of living in a raci st
society, though it is not as nuch between races as it is
within a race. This alone inplies an internal quality. On
a deeper level, however, the characters in Cl eage’ s play
are dealing with unresol ved issues and struggles within
t henmsel ves. Angel, for exanple, cane to Harlemto flee the
suffocating m ndset of the South. She and Guy escaped
child prostitution together. Angel is badly danaged; she
does not see a problemin surviving by any neans necessary,
i ncl udi ng | eadi ng Lel and on.

I n the beginning she and Guy are famly, and she is
accepted by the extended famly of friends. |In the end she
has betrayed themall and is |left alone. Angel’s dreans are
limted to a man and a singing job. Ironically, Leland
represents everything Angel worked hard to evade, and she

falls for himalnost inmediately, proving she is unable to
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break away from sonething that is not good for her. Leland
wants to tie Angel to him but she has comm tment issues,
and she wants to go to France with Guy. Leland is nothing
nore than a “port in a stornf to Angel, but he does not
know t hat .

Throughout the play Angel slowy realizes that perhaps
even Harlemis not where she can live her dreans. After an
audition that turned out to be only an interview for a
sexual encounter, Angel decl ares

|’mtired of Negro dreans. All they ever do is
break your heart [. . .] He didn’'t want a singer
anynore than you do. He wanted to keep a col ored
woman stashed up in Harlem so he could cone by
every now and then and rub her head for | uck.
(C eage 35)
Yet in the sane scene, Angel asks Leland as he is |eaving,
“Lel and? You gonna be ny |ucky charn®?” Apparently there
still exists an internal conflict that causes Angel to make
bad choices in both of her dreans.

Turning to anot her | andmark of nel odranma--fl at
characters, especially in terns of good and evil--there is
sone simlarity between earlier southern drama and the
drama of today. As discussed, Green confines many of his

mai n characters to nostly good or nostly evil. They, in
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turn, are at war with one another until the final clinmax.
In Pearl Cleage’s contenporary play, the personalities of
the flat characters are not as nuch divided into good and
evil as they are sinply stereotypes. C eage draws on
typical characteristics to fornulate two of her characters:
Lel and, a southern gentleman, and Guy, a gay nan.

Lel and Cunni ngham the one character in the play who
has only been in Harlem for six weeks, represents not only
t he observabl e characteristics in a southern stereotype.
He al so mai ntai ns a psychol ogy that borders on grandeur,
the romantic and fantasy-1ike thought which is a
characteristic often found in certain southern types.

On the nost superficial level, there are niceties that
Lel and enbraces as part of his Al abama upbringi ng such as
hel ping a lady “in distress,” or, chivalry. 1In the first
scene, Leland sees GQuy trying to nanage a drunken Angel,
and he steps up to help escort her home. Guy describes
Lel and as “a nysterious gentleman who cane to our aid and
then nelted back in to the Harlem night” (24). The next
day Lel and stops by outside her window to see if she is
feeling better. To Angel’s delight, he addresses her with
the southern courtesy “ma’am” and nakes a date for a

stroll on the weekend. His charmis refreshing to Angel,
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who has just been dunped by her boyfriend and is regularly
hangi ng around a rough crowd.

Aside fromhis manners, Leland is programed to take
on a traditional role in a relationship. He considers it
his responsibility to take care of a woman, as he tried to
do with his wife, Anna, before she died in childbirth.
When Lel and hears about Angel losing her clothes in a
supposed fire, he buys her a dress--one that is clearly too
pl ain and conservative for Angel’s taste, but a thoughtful
gesture nonethel ess. Leland al so says to Angel how he
wants to “protect, cherish and keep” her, and that he is
“gonna be [her] man” (35).

A conservative sensibility and religious fervor round
out Leland’s southern character. Both go hand-in-hand in
t he dissolution of his and Angel’s relationship and Sani s
murder. Leland constantly reveals his narrow world to the
nore experienced crowd through statenments |like “1’ve never
nmet a Negro doctor before” when introduced to Sam Later
when Leland returns to call on Angel, Guy offers Lel and
sone chanpagne. “ls that liquor? [. . .] It’s still
prohibition, isn't it” (34)? Leland responds warily.

Fundanmental religion separates Leland even further
fromthe Harlemcrowd. One of the first questions he asks

Angel when they are alone is if she has a “church hone.” He
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tells Angel that the church he visited in Harlemdid not
feel like church to him because the pastor was tal king nore
about this world than he was the next one. Angel asks,
“What shoul d he be tal king about?” Leland hesitates, then
speaks urgently, “About sin and sal vation. About the
presence of hell fire” (33-34). \Wen Delia, Sam and Lel and
briefly discuss birth control, Delia s life work, Lel and
responds sinply: “The cure for nothers who don’t want
babies is fathers who do” (37).

It is not only Angel and her friends who notice the
conservative/liberal gap between them and the southern
gentl eman, but Leland hinself struggles with the different
m ndset between his hone of Al abama and Harl em

LELAND. Excuse nme. The nmen were | ooking at
another man? [. . .] | just don’t think
understood you right. Did you say these nen
at your party were making [. . .] Wat did you
mean when you said eyebal |l i ng?

SAM Maybe | can .

GUY. Eyeballing. Admring. Sizing up.

Flirting.
LELAND. Men flirting with nen?
QJY. They were honpbsexuals, for God s sake.

What’s wong with you?
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LELAND. Don’t put God’'s nane in the stuff you're

tal king about! | don’t know how sophi sti cated
New Yor k people feel about it, but in A abama
there’s still such a thing as abom nati on!
(37-38)

As the discussion becones nore and nore heated, Leland

| eaves and Guy nmakes a remark that suns up the stereotype:

“He’s exactly the kind of small-m nded, ignorant,

judgnmental bastard | |left Savannah to get away froni (38)!

Cleage’s final layer to the southern stereotype she
creates in Leland involves his overwhel m ng notion of
romanticism This is not necessarily a conponent of Pau
Green’s characters in In Abrahami s Bosom although one
coul d say that Abe’ s dream appears romantic to Geen and
the tragic nulatto could be a romantic figure. The
romanti ¢ sout herner, however, is captured tine and tine
again in other southern dramatists’ works, nost vividly in
some of Tennessee WIlianms’ fanous |eading | adies such as
Bl anche DuBoi s and Amanda W ngfi el d.

Per haps Guy speaks for the southern romantic
sensibility when he rem nds Angel, “Just renmenber, Sweetie,
Al abama isn’'t just a state. It’s a state of mnd” (32).

It is this state of mnd that drives Leland; unable to

function confortably in Harlem after six weeks, he resorts
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to his past--a tine of confort--to nake sense of this new
worl d he has entered. After escorting Angel back to her
apartnent, Leland sees her scarf on the ground but decides
against giving it back to her that night. Instead, he uses
it as a reason to see her again, to return her scarf.
Al one after the death of his wife and child, Leland seeks
sol ace in Angel because she rem nds himof his beautiful
Anna. He is so anxious to “have” Anna and his son again
that he noves his relationship with Angel to the point
where he left off with his wife--pregnancy. Leland even
assunes that the baby Angel was carrying was a boy because
that is what Lel and woul d have had if Anna and the baby had
survived. Leland s delusions finally get the best of Ange
when she blurts: “You want ne to lie! That's all you ever
wanted. Pretend |I'’m Anna. Pretend | [ove you. [|I’'m
through with it” (42)!

Lel and Cunni nghamis not the only stereotype in
Cl eage’s dramm; aside fromthe southern gentlenan, C eage
draws on seenm ngly common attributes to form Guy Jacobs, a
gay stereotype. @iy, open about his sexual orientation
fromthe beginning of the play, is a character C eage
want ed the audience to like in hopes of dealing with
homophobi a. 1n both | anguage and actions, C eage has CGuy

enconpassi ng al nost every honobsexual stereotype in
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exi stence: Quy calls Angel “girlfriend,” and i medi ately
relates to Delia that Leland is “the finest young thing [he
has] seen in ages” (24). (Quy’'s occupation falls under
stereotyping as well. He is a costuner for drag shows.
When he first got to Harlem he

specialized in gowns for discrimnating gentlenen

[. . .] You don't think these six-foot queens buy
off the rack, do you? [. . .] The first tinme |
went to the Ham I ton Lodge Drag Ball, | knew

was | ooking at a gold mne. (34)

Where Cl eage veers away fromstereotyping Guy is that his
occupation, however stereotypical it may be, is tied into
his dream to design for Josephine Baker, and it is a dream
he reali zes.

As the southern black famly goes, fromthe 1920s
perspective of Paul Green to Pearl C eage’s post-Cvi
Ri ghts drama, the very neaning of the word “fam|y” has
changed. Fornerly including only blood relatives, now the
black famly may consi st of neighbors and cl ose friends.
Fam |y may be as much geographical as it is genetic. Wile
the increase of extended family is not solely a black
phenonmenon, statistics reveal that the trend is al nost
twi ce as strong in African-Anmerican households. The theory

of egocentric sectionalismis still thriving froma
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cont enporary perspective, but instead of the sections
pertai ning exclusively to white and bl ack, there is a new
phenonenon of black on black crinme. The intol erance, |ack
of respect, and inbal ance of power continue to destruct the
famly.

The tragic hero, while abruptly evident in traditiona
drama, appears in slightly different formnow The causes
for which Cl eage’ s characters stand are not necessarily
j udged as being noble by a contenporary audi ence. Wat was
a clear cut cry for civil rights now becones a battle over
personal values and matters of religion, as C eage broadens
t he di scussion of what constitutes a civil right. The
cause is not as clear now for the tragic figure, nore of an
anti -hero in Angel’s case, anyway. She is a survivor on
t he one hand; on the other, she is one who refuses to take
responsibility for her own life. Al so, the destructive
effects of egocentric sectionalismcontinue to haunt the
bl ack sout hern famly.

Mel odramatic el enents in bl ack southern famly dranas
were prevalent in Geen's witing and are still evident in
Cleage’s work, but they are manifested differently. The
curtain clinmxes and external conflict in In Abraham s
Bosom are inherent in earlier drama, but they are not a

product of contenporary witing. Blues for an Al abama Sky
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focuses on internal conflict and characters who are not
necessarily all good or all evil, although Geen m ght say
the sane for his characters.

The true nelodrama lies in the stereotyping of two
characters. One of whomdid not even enter pre-0Cvi
Ri ghts southern dramas in this fashion. Wth all her
stereotypi ng, Cleage does at | east manage to present a gay
character in not only a |ikeable |ight but also as an
openly gay nman, a definite mark of changing tinmes in
sout hern drama.

So, now that black playwights are able to speak for
their conmunity, what changes have occurred in the
representation of the black character in southern dram?
We now see African-Anmerican characters who do not have to
“escape” their blackness in order to live their dreans.
The tragic nmulatto figure is no | onger a focal point, and
the traditional Black dialect is dropped.

Because Pearl Cleage wites froma femn nist
perspective, we also witness the black fenal e experience
and are privy to femnist issues affecting the black
comunity: birth control and feelings of degradation
mani f est ed sexual ly, enotionally, and psychol ogically.
Because Cl eage is concerned with several mnority groups’

civil rights, she addresses nore than racial issues and
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nore than fem nist issues; she also speaks to gay rights.
What this does for the black character and black famly in
southern drama is offer an equally diverse palette from
whi ch to paint character portraits. Abe is a tragic hero.
Angel also is tragic; however, we are invited to share in
much nore of her psychol ogy. W know about her sexual
past. W are aware of her addictions.

Wth Abe, we see himfighting “the big struggle,” but
his subtleties are not revealed the way Angel’s are. Al so,
with Cleage’s play we have bl ack characters who are well -
educated (Sam and Delia), creative, and unshaken by ot hers’
bi got ed opi ni ons regardi ng sexual orientation (Guy). W
al so have characters who are desperately nmanipul ati ve and
who do not take responsibility for |ife choices (Angel)--a
far cry fromthe | ess devel oped black famly in Geen's
1926 play. Blues for an Al abama Sky speaks to the southern
drama genre in that its playwight is witing from her
Atl anta perspective. She is interpreting intra-racial
crime through her experiences in the South. However,

Cl eage herself is the nost notable change in the black
southern famly scope. The biggest contribution fromthe
Cvil R ghts Movenent allows a black witer’s voice to
speak for her race and to add authenticity to the bl ack

experience in southern drana.



CHAPTER 4
THE FAM LY AND THE SOUTHERN GOTHI C
In the continuing exam nation of the evolution of the
famly in southern drama it would be a gross error to
excl ude one of the nost evident and indi genous
characteristics of southern drama: the grotesque, or as it
is also called, Southern Gothic. Wile the grotesque is
easily recognized, it is nmuch harder to descri be because
the grotesque finds its way into southern drama--and nost
southern literature--in various forns. To conplicate
matters for the worse, a reader’s interpretation of what is
grotesque is as subjective as what the witer has penned.
In order to define the term it is necessary to

investigate its very roots. Sone literary theorists point
to the South’s agrarian ties and the hardshi ps endured by
poor farmers as the bridge between dealing with
grotesqueries in life and their images in literature:

the old agricultural systemof the South depleted

the land and |l eft an econom cally unstabl e and

enotional ly underdevel oped society [. . .]

Poverty breeds abnornmality; in many cases, people

were living with a code that was no | onger
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applicable, and this neant a detachnment from
reality and a loss of vitality. (Presley 37)
Theorist Lewis Lawson concurs with the heavy force of
agriculture playing a significant role in the fram ng of
t he Sout hern Got hi c:
It is the larger frame of Southern phil osophy,
based upon Sout hern experience, that is
pertinent. The South, nore than any ot her
section of the United States, it is generally
accepted, has retained a provincial, insular,
conservative culture. It is even today nore
agrarian mnded than the renai nder of the
country. (175)

The poverty and conservati smthe South experienced

undoubtedly laid the groundwork for accepting the abnorma

as normal --to perceive nornmalcy as sinply what surrounds
you.

A nore direct connection between the grotesque and
agriculture is in the physical exertion, pain, and
suffering farnmers and their famlies endured as part of
life on the farm |In his autobiography, CGeorgia noveli st
and playwight Harry Crews recounts his first encounter
wi th non-di sfigured bodies and how that nmenory was

permanently inprinted in his brain:

147
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| first becane fascinated with the Sears
cat al ogue because all the people in its pages
were perfect. Nearly everybody |I knew had
sonething mssing, a finger cut off, a toe split,
an ear half-chewed away, an eye clouded with

bl i ndness froma glancing fence staple. And if
they didn’'t have sonmething mssing, they were
carrying scars frombarbed wire, or knives, or

fi shhooks. But the people in the catal ogue had
no such hurts. They were not only whole, had al
their arns and | egs and toes and eyes on their
unscarred bodies, but they were al so beautiful.
Their I egs were straight and their heads were
never bald and on their faces were | ooks of

happi ness, even joy, |ooks that | never saw nuch
of in the faces of the people around ne.

Young as | was, though, I had known for a
long tine that it was all a lie. | knew that
under those fancy clothes there had to be scars,
there had to be swellings and boils of one kind
or anot her because there was no other way to live
in the world. (Crews, A Childhood 58)

Wi | e physical disfigurenent is an obvi ous use of the

grotesque, there are yet other nodes of Southern Gothic
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t hat border on the psychol ogi cal, enotional, sexual, and
even noral pl anes.

Words such as “disfigurenent, deformty, aberrant,”
and “disorder” constitute a standard vocabul ary for
Sout hern Gothic; in other words, heading away fromthe
norns, the average, the accepted is, in general, nuch of
what Southern Gothic entails. |In her fanmpbus coment about
the grotesque in southern literature, Flannery O Connor
procl ai ns, “Wenever |’ m asked why Southern witers
particularly have a penchant for witing about freaks, |
say it is because we are still able to recogni ze one”
(Presley 38).

Wth that said, there are at |east five “disorders”
that flesh out the grotesque, according to Lawson and
Presley: (1) the sexual, (2) narcissism (3) famlial
conflict, (4) dreamli ke confusion, and (5) a sense of
mystery or the unexpected. The sexual refers to not nerely
sexual frankness but sexual aberrations, yet none of the
descriptions is pornographic in the narrowest sense of the
term because the witing does not excite desire (Lawson
172) .

| f Bl anche DuBois is Tennessee WIIlians’ nout hpiece,
then it is inportant to note their parallel romantic

perspectives. It is well known that WIllians’ father was
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not at all happy with his son’s witing talent. Cornelius
Wl lianms could not fathoma man nmaking a living as a
witer. Furthernore, it frustrated himthat his ol der son
had no nale friends, and while sixteen-year-old Tennessee
had a girlfriend, Hazel, the relationship, in Cornelius’
eyes, was not based on ronance:
Even the relationship with Hazel was in
Cornelius’ view unmanly, in that they seenmed to
behave nore like girlfriends [. . .] Furthernore,
Tomis way with wonen was not the cavali er
Wllians way. It was one thing to be courtly
while in hot pursuit of the ladies, in the true
southern gentleman’s tradition, quite another to
be gentle and caring. Tom thoroughly enpathized
with their feelings, even identified with them
and as a result, Tennessee WIllians’ work would
be characterized by an uncanny under st andi ng and
genui ne |iking of wonen: Amanda and Laura
W ngfield, Blanche DuBois [. . .] Maggie Pollitt
[. . .] (Leverich 82-83)
Fromthe tine he first referred to Tomas a “Mss Nancy,”
Cornelius was instrunental in creating the very thing in
his son that he abhorred and feared nost. It was a defense

of his own masculinity as he wanted it manifest in his
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son--a father’s self-fulfilling prophecy that becane fixed
inthe child s mnd (Leverich 83). Only later in his life
did WIIlians acknow edge that w thout the “devils” in his
life, he would have never had his “little angels.”

In A Streetcar Naned Desire, Tennessee WIIians
captures the sense of the Southern Gothic particularly well
with his use of the dreamlike state that creates an
anbi ence for the entire play and the sense of nystery that
surrounds its protagonist. There are remants of famli al
conflict and gothic narcissism but the sexual conponents
of the play are, for the nost part, designed to reveal a
passion or at |least a |love interest between characters,
with a few exceptions.

Certainly one technique that WIllianms uses expertly is
t he gradual exaggeration of a character’s habits. Wat
appears initially to be a fairly normal act becones nore
and nore exaggerated throughout the play until it reaches
t he node of gothicism This is especially evident with
certain sexual behaviors. For exanple, Stanley’ s brutish
quality begins as a heavy-handed playfulness with his wfe.
At the top of the play he cones home and throws a package
of bl oody neat at her for her to prepare for dinner. The

Negro Wrman and Euni ce share a wi nk and a nudge over the
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inplications of Stanley’s “throwi ng his neat around” and
his wi fe being none the w ser.

This expression of masculinity and sexuality is
reveal ed again during the fanous card party scene when
Stella and Bl anche cone hone at nearly 2:30 a.m fromtheir
di nner, show, and drinks, and the nmen are still playing
poker. As Stella asks Stanley if they can call it quits
after one nore hand, and | eans over to unnmake Bl anche’s
bed, Stanley whacks her on the backside in front of the
whol e card party. This may not appear at first to be a
harnful gesture, but it has apparently happened before,
much to Stella s chagrin:

STELLA. That’s not fun, Stanley! (Angrily, she
goes into the bedroom closing curtains behind
her. Pablo | aughs, and nen continue playi ng
cards. To Bl anche, crossing to dressing table
to put down purse and gloves.) It makes nme so
mad when he does that in front of people.
(WIlianms 33)

What coul d be perceived as a playful innocence becones nore
of a nean-spirited tease, specifically intended to nake
Stanl ey the nonentary jokester but at Stella s expense.

Stanl ey’ s sexual advances build into the fanbus nonent

of brutality when he and Bl anche are alone as Stella is at
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the hospital in labor. Upon his entrance to the apartnent,
Stanl ey apprises Blanche's situation inmmediately. He knows
that Mtch has just succunbed to the vicious stories about
Bl anche’s reputation and left her after an ugly exchange.
That incident conbined with Blanche's delicate nental state
makes her a particularly vulnerable target for Stanley’s
“unrefined ways.” Wile Stanley’ s actions are inexcusabl e,
they are, at first, slightly foreshadowed by the fact that
earlier in the play it was Bl anche who began a pl ayful
flirting relationship with her brother-in-law by asking him
to button the back of her dress, asking for a drag on his
cigarette, and playfully spraying himw th her atom zer as
she perfunmes herself until he replies:

STANLEY. (Seizing her R wist.) If | didn't know
you was ny wife's sister |1'd get ideas about
you. (Rel eases her hands.)

BLANCHE. Such as what ?

STANLEY. (Pushing her hand aside.) Don't play so
dumb. You know what! (27)

Nonet hel ess, as Stanl ey and Bl anche’ s conversati on proceeds
upon his return fromthe hospital, Stanley is determned to
call Blanche on every one of her illusions: Mtch’'s
returning with roses and beggi ng her forgiveness and Shep

Huntleigh’s invitation to the cruise in the Cari bbean.
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But Stanley does not stop there; he then begins the
physi cal threats which force Blanche to break a bottle and
hold it toward himin self-defense.

STANLEY. What did you do that for?

BLANCHE. So | could tw st the broken end in your
face!

STANLEY. | bet you would do that!

BLANCHE. | would! | will if--

STANLEY. Onh, you want sone rough- house! Al
right, let’s have sonme rough-house! (Springs
towards her. She cries out. He seizes her
hand hol di ng bottle, twists it behind her.)
Tiger--tiger! Drop the bottle-top! Drop it!
(She drops bottle-top. He bends her to his
will, picks her up in his arns.) W’ ve had
this date with each other fromthe beginning!
(Starts towards bed with her.) (94)

This final sexual ranmpage of Stanley’s is what forces
Stella to have Blanche institutionalized because Stella
“couldn’t believe [Blanche s] story and go on living with
St anl ey” (96)!

Wil e the sexual conponent of Streetcar is wdely
recogni zed, the narcissistic disorder of the Southern

Gothic is also present mainly through Bl anche, though



155

perhaps not as strongly as the sexual elenment. The idea,
however, of self |ove--because there is a |ack of
reciprocity fromthe “average” popul ation--tends to focus
on society’'s margins. This lack of reciprocity is a
distorted love, and this distortion is categorized as
gothic, according to Irving Malin, author of New American
Got hi c:
Al though it is easy to dismiss the cripples and
honmosexual s in new Anerican gothic as sensati ona
cardboard figures, they are frequently synbols of
di sfiguring, narcissistic |love. They “work” as
does Frankenstein. (5-6)

VWhile Malin nmentions both cripples and honbsexual s as
synbol s of narcissistic love, it is the latter group that
makes for a situation of gothic proportions for Bl anche,
although it is she who is eventually crippled. It is her
husband who, after a very brief marriage, she finds with an
ol der man. After Blanche’ s proclamation of disgust, her
husband, ashaned and humliated, shoots hinself, |eaving
Bl anche horrified and hurt. Allan’s suicide | eaves Bl anche
psychol ogi cally crippled, unable to maintain a norma
romantic relationship and, due to the crippling nature of
her nental state, a victimof narcissistic |ove. She

frequents the shady Fl am ngo hotel, she is accused of
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i mproper behavior toward a boy at her school, and she
pat hetically seduces the young newspaper collector into
ki ssi ng her.

The grotesque as famlial conflict appears in basic
formanong the three famly nenbers of the DuBoi s/ Kowal ski
househol d. The friction between the private and the soci al
worl ds that Malin describes is especially applicable in
Streetcar. In fact, it can be seen in the discrepancy
bet ween what Stella and Bl anche | earned as children was
supposed to be private in a marriage and what Stella has
accepted as Stanley’s wife to be a normal part of socia
interaction. Perhaps the conflict begins within: Stella s
own di sconfort with her changed |ifestyle since her
marri age.

Wl lianms posts signs all along the way fromthe very
begi nning. During Blanche and Stella’s initial neeting,
Stella s responses to her sister’s borderline rude remarks
betray her true feelings. Stella is enbarrassed that their
apartnent has only two roons, that she does not have a
mai d, and when Bl anche asks if Stanley is “so--different”
fromboys they dated at hone, Stella replies, “Yes. A
different species” (12, 14). This lays the foundation for
Bl anche’s later remarks about Stanley’s “primtive” quality

and ape-li ke behavior. It seens that the |onger Bl anche
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visits, the nore she is able to subtly remnd Stella of the
huge difference in their lifestyle growing up at Belle Reve
and the rougher lifestyle that Stella has now chosen for
herself in the French Quarters. As Stella is influenced by
her sister and perhaps sonewhat by her chil dhood, there is
i ncreased tension between Stella and Stanley.

Stanley’'s “different species” nentality involves a
nore |iberal concept of what is tolerated as appropriate
public behavior: fromhis physical displays of affection
and sexuality to causing a scene by desperately calling her
nane after a fight. He is also less likely to succunb to
social nores by hiding his continually nounting bad
feelings toward Bl anche and the truths he di scovers about
her. Stella, however, struggles with her private
passi onate rel ati onship with her husband and the nore
restraining requirements of the society in which she was
rai sed.

The dream |i ke facet of the Southern Gothic that
i nvol ves chronol ogi cal confusion and personal di sengagenent
is absolutely paramount to the very nature of Streetcar.

In fact, the “nmental fog” that eventually clainms Blanche is
echoed by expressionistic elenents throughout the play,
such as the “Varsouviana” that plays each tinme Bl anche

al ludes to her | ate husband, the inmage of the Mexican wonan
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vendor, and “Good N ght Ladies” which is heard at the top
of the rape scene. Certainly Blanche’s own state of mnd
deteriorates steadily, and she begins and ends the play in
confusion. Gadually, the contributing factors to her
delicate bal ance are revealed with their cunul ative,
snowbal | effect: her husband s suicide, her inproper
conduct with a high school boy, the deaths of relatives,
her losing Belle Reve, the break off with Mtch, and, of
course, the rape by her brother-in-Iaw

Closely related to the gothic dream|ike state is what
Fl annery O Connor clains is essential to the grotesque: a
sense of mystery and the unexpected. This includes unusual
experiences not normally observed in the manners and
custons of everyday exi stence (Presley 38). There are
several exanples of nystery and surprise throughout the
pl ay, ranging fromsmall discrepancies to unidentifiable
causes.

The nysterious circunstances surroundi ng Bl anche’ s
teachi ng career, conbined with several past incidences such
as her husband’s honpsexual ity and suicide, each
contributes to the psychol ogical aura that envel ops her.
Proof of her nmental fragility surfaces first with the cruel
commentary toward Stella and slightly sexual interactions

with Stanley. As illusion beconmes nore and nore a distinct
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part of Blanche’s world, the nystery surroundi ng her
beconmes nore apparent. Yet, it continues to manifest
itself in unexpected ways.

The representation of the Southern Gothic or grotesque
in Streetcar is closely aligned with its protagonist.
There is an ethereal gothic quality that is undoubtedly
present, but it is detected by allusions rather than
directness. WIllians’ talent for poetic |anguage touches
on a non-realismthat easily lends itself to the gothic
dream|i ke state and the nysterious. As Blanche begins her
exit and is in a state of conplete confusion, she resorts
to a speech of netaphor and grandeur:

BLANCHE. (Suddenly |istening as she puts on hood,
to a far-away sound, inhaling a far-off odor.)
| can snell the sea-air. M elenent is the
earth--but it should have been the water--
wat er--the bl essedest thing that God created
in those seven days. The rest of my days |’'m
going to spend on the sea. And when | die,
|’ mgoing to die onthe sea [. . .] And 1’1
be buried at sea sewn up in a clean white sack
and dropped overboard at noon--in the blaze of
sumer--and into an ocean as bl ue as--the blue

of ny first lover’s eyes! (98, 99)
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WIllians’ treatnent of the grotesque in Streetcar reflects
a very different south fromthe one to energe forty years
later. Between WIllians and Crews, there was a dearth of
sout hern playwights who were able to utilize the Southern
Gothic with simlar effect. Beth Henley has often been
classified as allowi ng Southern Gothicismto influence her
wor ks, but she is Crews’ contenporary, and while she does
enploy the Gothic in her plays, it is alnpbst always
acconpani ed by a bizarre hunor, which is sonething that is
lacking in Wllianms’ and Crews’ dramas. While Horton Foote
and Romul us Linney wote several plays in between the tine
of Streetcar and the 1980s, Foote’s use of the CGothic was
sporadi ¢ and sonetinmes not even present. The Young Man
From Atl anta, for which Foote won his only Pulitzer Prize
in Drama (1996) noves into a sentinental realmand turns
away from grotesque characters and situations which
characterize Southern Gothic. Additionally, Romulus Linney
experiments with the Gothic. Several of his plays deal

wi th southerners and religion, spirits, ghosts, and snake-
handling. Wile sone of his plays involve situations of
grotesque proportions, the exam nation of the “other world”
takes center stage, classifying the magjority of his plays

as other than primarily Southern Gothic. Wo, then,
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represents the South and puts his gothic trademark stanp on
nearly every work?

In 1989, Georgia novelist Harry Crews was conm ssi oned
to wite a play for the Humana Festival of New Anerican
Pl ays at the Actors Theatre of Louisville. As an
“unseasoned” playwight, yet a witer whose Gothic
sensibility perneates his personal life and his work, Crews
is a fascinating test case for the southern drana genre.
In line wwth his reputation, Crews wites about what he
knows--the southern rural experience--and he insists on his
way of doing it--as a storyteller. Crews is influenced by
pl aywights and novelists alike. H's rural, “white trash”
setting for Blood Issue (and many of his novels and non-
fiction works) smack of WIIiam Faul kner, Fl annery
O Connor, Carson MCullers (Lee 219) and Mary Hood. In
Hood s col l ection of short stories, And Venus |s Bl ue,
Hood, like Crews, is able to capture the essence of nale
sexual ity and aggression in the |ower class South.

Crews’ use of grotesquerie in his fiction and non-
fiction versus his drama is simlar, but he admts that he
felt he “didn’t have the freedomto put on stage what could

be acconplished in a novel” (Interview). Wth Blood |Issue

being his first play, he did not have the background to
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structure a play other than in a node with which he was
confortable: realism He | aughs,
Hel |, when they [Actors Theatre] called ne about
this project, | thought, “How do you wite a
pl ay?” So, being an avid reader | went to the
i brary and checked out books on howto wite a
play, and that’s, in part, how | tackled that.
(I'nterview)
Crews handles the Gothic in his play nore cautiously than
in his prose. He limts his inages to what can be staged,
and the majority of the information stens from di al ogue,
with no allowance for a conventional narrative, as in
prose. These are sone of the ways Crews handl es theatrical
grot esques, which for himpresent interesting and uni que
probl ens.

Hs “stories,” like Tennessee WIllians’ “stories,” are
of a very personal nature. They are generally centered
around his famly, hinself, and the people he knew grow ng
up. Just as WIlianms had nmuch in common w th Bl anche,
Crews has much in conmmon with Joe, a witer who wites
about famly--raising painful issues. Crews insists that
he is nost interested in plays that tell a story. As for

the literature that does not (which, for the nost part

Crews is referring to postnodern dranma with nonlinear
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devel opnments) he remarks, “lI mean, what the hell IS that”
(Interview?! But for Crews to watch events of his
chi | dhood pl ayed out on stage is hard:
So disconfiting was it for Harry Crews [. . .] to
listen to an audi ence reacting to his first stab
at theater that he ‘watched nuch of Blood |ssue
with his head bowed, his eyes cl anped shut, and
his straw cowboy hat pulled down in the
nei ghbor hood of his nose. (Sauve)

Harry Crews’ play, Blood Issue, richly illustrates the
multi-faceted “grotesque” or Southern Gothic in all of the
five previously identified dinensions: the sexual,
narcissistic, famly conflict, the dream!|ike state and the
sense of nystery. There are differences in Blood Issue’s
representation of the grotesque and Tennessee WI I ians’
representation of the grotesque in Streetcar. Sone
differences are nore blatant than others, such as the
dream|i ke quality that veils the characters in Streetcar
which is replaced by a gritty starkness in the nore
contenmporary Bl ood |Issue. As each of the five gothic
di nrensions in Blood |Issue is conpared and contrasted to

Streetcar, there are energing signs of a changing genre and

representations of a different famly dynam c
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One of the | andmarks of the Whnen’'s Mouvenent of the
1960s and ‘' 70s was perhaps, freedomfromthe sense of
strictly defined, often stifling gender roles. Wile the
Moverment will be renmenbered as initiating equal pay for
equal work and all owi ng wonen to break psychol ogi ca
barriers in order to enter the workplace and establish
fulfilling careers, the Wnen's Mywvenent will al so be
renmenbered as a tinme sinultaneous to the Sexual Revol ution.
And for all its good and bad points, the Revolution and the
Wnen' s Movenent facilitated a change in “acceptabl e”
sexual practices as represented in nmedia and literature.

As the | aws | oosened about the sexual content of printed
materials, witers took advantage of the new availability
of formerly un-chartered territory. Wen asked if the
soci al nmovenents of the *60s and ‘70s affected his witing,
Harry Crews responded, “Wiy, yes. There are definitely
topi cs you can wite about now that you couldn’'t then”
(Interview). In fact, the sexual as grotesque is the
overriding theme in Crews’ play. Sonething that hasn’t
changed in the southern drama genre is the use of the
sexual as grotesque. Both WIlianms and Crews are skilled
witers in that regard. Each witer sinply uses this
conmponent in his individual style. WIIlians uses it nore

poetically; Crews, nore realistically.
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As witer Joe Bass, the main character, returns to his
hometown in rural, southern Georgia for a fam |y reunion,
it is obvious he is not there sinply to see famly. In
fact, Joe’s ol der brother George does not approve of Joe’s
lifestyle: straying fromthe famly farm drinking al cohol
and not returning for their stepfather’s funeral. As Joe
finds the chance to talk individually with certain famly
menbers, he slowy discovers that his hunch is not
unprecedented. He has al ways been curious about the baby
hi s nother had before George. The story, as Joe had been
told, was that the baby was stillborn, buried i mediately
and wi thout marking in hopes that his parents could nove on
nore quickly fromtheir tragedy. As Joe gradually gathers
nore information regarding his father’s sexually crippling
di sease, he questions the circunstances surrounding his and
his brother’s births. Joe’s |ate night conversation with
his uncle confirnms Joe’ s suspicions about his father’s
fertility:
JOE. And did he lose a testicle |ike they say?
PETE. Lose a testiwhat?
JCE. Anut. D d he |lose one of his balls?
PETE. | don’t think I want to git into this. It
aint seemy . . . That . . . that trouble you

Daddy had, it happened before he ever net you
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ma. He’'s dead and gone now, and no good can
come of blam n the dead for anything.

JOE. I'"'mnot blaming him Uncle Pete. You ought
to know that. Wth the life I’ve led, I"mthe
| ast one to point a finger. Besides, | know
what clap could cost in them days.

PETE. Hell, it weren't his fault, young buck |ike
he was, off down there in that swanp. He'd
woul da never laid with that Sem nol e gal had
he known she was tainted. But she was, she
was tai nted. Could of happened to any man.

JOE. Wy | heard it, he was told he’d never have
children

PETE. That’s doctors for you. You here ain’t
you?

JCE. Yeah, |’m here.

PETE. George, too.

JOE. Ceorge, too. (Crews, Blood Issue 44, 45)

Later the next norning as the whole famly is
toget her, Joe probes his nother, Mabel Boatwight, first
casual ly, then deliberately, about the birth of her first
son. In an attenpt to avoid the pain of the past, Mbel at
first acts |i ke she does not quite understand, but quickly

realizes that Joe knows nore than he is letting on:
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MABEL. He . . . | held him | just held . . . It

weren't no nore than mnutes til . . .

held mtil he was dead. | weren’'t no nore
than a yearlin girl nmyself . . . it |ooked
liked . . . It was |like | ookin at ny own

death. Frank, [her first husband] he .
Frank was there . . . Mss Emly Johnson [the

mdw fe], she tried to take it fromne. She

never wanted ne to see. But | held it till it

died lyinright agin me . . . and the birthin

blood . . . its liver . . . the baby's .

its little liver was on the outside . . . blue
but it never cried . . . once. (67)

Conpared to Wllianms, Crews’ syntax is gritty, nore
colloquial, and witten in the southern vernacul ar, thus
| acking the poetry that clearly marks Wl lians’ work.
Al so, the grotesque manifests itself not only in the nore
graphic imagery that Crews utilizes, but in the handling of
the subject matter.

For exanple, WIllians | eads the audience to (not
t hrough) a rape scene while the next scene picks up after
the act is done, wthout ever using the actual word. In
contrast, Crews has Joe and Uncle Pete referring, rather

unpoetically, to the nmal e anatony and Mabel describes--in



168

gory detail--the tragic birth of her first son. Al so,
whi | e Bl anche playfully flirts with her brother-in-law, and
Stanley and Stella refer to their |ovenmaki ng as “nmaking
noise in the night” and “getting the colored Iights going,”
Uncle Pete tells Aunt Ethel his “pencil needs sharpening”;
and there is the frank expl anation of Joe’'s father getting
venereal disease froma Sem nole woman. Both playwights
share a strong sense of netaphor, and tine has given Crews
nmore |inguistic freedom but essentially the sexua
conponent of the Southern Gothic is in tact in both plays.
Wil e the sexual conponent of the grotesque nearly
overshadows the play, Joe’'s narcissismcontributes to the
play’ s grotesqueness. Wthout Joe's self-centeredness--at
| east that is howit appears to several fanm |y nenbers--the
story of the m sshapen baby woul d not have been
redi scovered. |In sone ways, the beginning of the play
rem nds us of Sam Shepard s Buried Child: the dark secret
t hat nmust be reveal ed. However, Joe’s wanting to know who
his real father is, is a pragmatic quest. Bl oodlines and
paternity are major issues in this comunity, and Joe has
not been able to shake his need to solve the nystery.
Al so, Joe seeks |ove and confort not from other humans- -
after all, he and his wife divorced and Joe rarely visits

his fam|ly--but fromoutside sources that allow himto
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wal l ow in narcissistic | ove; nanely, alcohol and his
witing, yet not everyone in the famly is ready to admt
that the first college graduate in the famly is an

al cohol i c.

CEORGE. He has to have hima drink a whiskey.

ETHEL. On, Ceorge, | don’t think so.

GECRCE. (Going after the cake in great gasping
gul ps.) He’s been drinking all day. Don't see
why he ain’'t fell down yet. | known himto be
a drinker but | didn't know himto be the kind
of drunk | seen today.

ETHEL. Why, | didn’t know he drinks. |[If he does
i ke you say.

CGEORGE. He does. Believe you ne.

ETHEL. Seens |ike | heard sommers, or read
somers witers was bad to drink. Say they
git to be drunks cause they witers.

CGEORGE. Witers git to be drunks just like
everybody el se. They drink too nuch.

ETHEL. | caint believe that.

CGEORGE. | can. (36, 37)

Joe’ s drinking habit is not only a product of narcissism

but the gothic quality, as Presley points out, cones into
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play by the way it “cripples” and “disfigures” Joe's
relationship with his famly.

Because Presley insists that self-love begins at hone,
and that the gothic involves the fam |y dramatizing the
conflict between private and social worlds (38), it stands
to reason that the source of tension between Joe and his
famly is each party' s very different perception of what is
appropriately public, or social behavior. For exanple,
upon Joe’ s honecom ng, he and brot her CGeorge al nost
i mredi ately engage in an argunent about Joe's life
decisions. Joe wites for a “tits and ass nmgazi ne,” as
Ceorge labels it-- a magazine that “ain’t even decent.”
And to top it off, Joe wote about famly affairs that both
CGeorge and Uncle Pete considered private.

CEORGE. [. . .] Sonme things is better |left al one.

JOE. No doubt, George. But it can't be done if
you intend to wite about it.

GEORGE. You ain't got to wite about us, Joe.
We doing just fine, thank you.

JCE. Witing is what | do, Ceorge.

GEORGE. Go on and ruin yourself if you want to,
but don’t ruin you blood kin too, don’t drag
us down with you.

In a | ate-night conversation, Uncle Pete agrees:
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PETE. [. . .] | shoulda said this to you a | ong
time ago. M or sonebody el se, because you
caint see it you own self, understand how nuch
pai n you' ve caused everywhere you go. You
conme in the front door and trouble walks in
with you. Ever kin you got |oves you. But
it’s limts to what even bl ood can do, what
bl ood can put up with [. . .] To have so nuch
school |earning, you blind in one eye and
caint see out of the other. How about that
car you wecked the last time you was honme?
How about us finding out ever nonth or so you
laid up in sonme hospital full of broke bones?
How about openi ng them books of yours and
findi ng oursel ves on ever other page. The
nanmes in there--what you call them peopl e--
don’t nean a God damm thing. They us all the
same. For Christ sake, Joe, that ain’'t even
decent. (30, 45)

Qobvi ously, Uncle Pete and George have very different ideas
of private and social worlds than Joe. Joe’s social world
isinfinitely nore inclusive than his brother’s and

uncle’s. He is less likely to exclude information fromthe

public real m-even to the extent of possibly frustrating
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and hurting his famly--and he explains it away as part of
his job as a witer. H's famly, however, lives by a
different code, because “stains on the famly honor are
harder to live down in the Deep South [. . .] than in the
devil -may-care North” (C ose 11C)
Harry Crews hinself operates under simlar auspices.
In a recent interview, he shared vital information about
his chil dhood, famly, and personal weaknesses. He
spont aneously covered his own rocky relationship with his
brot her, the death of his nother, his terrifying experience
in the Marines, the loss of his son, and his infanous
addi ction to al cohol
[. . .] But her doctor told her [Crews’ nother],
“Well, you' re going to die, but cancer won't Kil
you.” And sonething else did; she had this
massi ve stroke and a massive heart attack at the
sane tinme and went down |ike a shot, and that was
it. And it was her living room[the set for
Bl ood I ssue], and that other guy [CGeorge] was ny
brother, and I was a drunk witer in the thing
[the play]. At that tinme |I’ma practicing
al coholic, and as | told you, | take Antabuse--
only things that’s ever kept nme sober. And |

take it because if you'll swallowthat pill every
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nor ni ng you dam sure won’t drink. You nay go to
the hospital, but you won’t go drunk [. . .] |
make a choice every norning: do | want to drink
or not, and if |I take that pill, well [. . .] You
can’t even use aftershave with al cohol, or sal ad
dressing [with wine], the least little bit of
al cohol into your bloodstreamw ||l make you w sh
you' d never seen a beer. (lInterview)
Fam ly themes run deep in Crews’ work. They
illustrate his beliefs in a strength that comes fromonly
t hose who share genetics, and, according to the playwi ght,
this allegiance--in sheer strength anyway--is best seen in
t he Sout h.
“Sure the play is about blood ties. Blood wll
go to the wall for you [. . .] Blood wll
remenber you long after you are dead. Stories
are passed down fromfather to son to daughter
and father to son to daughter for 300 years and
still can be renenbered. You can get the truth
fromblood kin in a way you can’t get it from
anyone else.” Crews went on to describe why bl ood
runs thicker in the South than in other parts of
the country. “Many Southerners are tied to the

land in ways they aren’t el sewhere,” he said.
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“Many Sout herners can still | ook out their
wi ndows and see the headstones that mark the
famly graveyard.” (Vaughan 1F)

The “chronol ogi cal confusion” or dreamli ke state that
Presl ey and Lawson include in the grotesque, and the sense
of nystery and the unexpected to which Fl annery O Connor
refers mani fest thenmselves in Joe’'s condition when he is
drinking heavily and in the foggi ness which occurs in the
m ddl e of the night. As Joe attenpts to find the truth, he
di scovers that there are nore and nore players in the gane
of lies and that the truth “becones” rather than “is.” For
Joe the “truth” has been his father Frank dying at an early
age, and Mabel remarrying to Lonny. For Joe as a witer,
the truth is sonething that is al nost always hi dden and
nmust be uncovered by good detective work and endurance.
However, the closer Joe gets to the truth, the nore he
needs a crutch to help himw thstand the blow. So, |ike
Bl anche, he resorts to drinking which, in turn, offers him
nmuddl ed thoughts and a volatile enotional state.

Just as Joe “butts heads” with truth, resulting in
confusion, there is a simlar tension created by the clash
of real and unreal--again as in Blanche's case--fromthe
bi soci ati on of physical and psychic reality that fornms the

grotesque illusion (Lawson 170). It is not until Joe
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finally pushes Mabel to reveal the origins of her sons’
birth that the real and the unreal clash, and the
chronol ogi cal confusion is resol ved:
MABEL. [. . .] Frank wanted chirrun. He wanted a
fanbly. In that day and tine it was about al
a man could hope to have. Then he thought his
tainted blood killed that poor baby, deforned
it and killed it, and killed the only hope he
had of a fanmbly [. . .] No, you wanted it
said. So I'mhere to say it for you. To tel
it all. Frank asked would 1?. . .He asked
would I with Lonny. . .And then he asked
Lonny. And Lonny said yes he would if that
was what Frank wanted. And | said yes too.
When Frank died, Lonny taken and married ne
and rai sed you boys. Everybody said we
married before Frank was cold in the ground.
They started tal king and never stopped. (74)
So what nutations has the Southern Gothic or the
gr ot esque undergone since the days of Tennessee WIIlians?
Wthin the sexual elenent, there is an enphasis on the
sexual behaviors of nmen and wonen--a focus on the
coarseness of sexual tension. WIIians uses everything

fromthe allusion to the borderline barbaric to create this
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tensi on between his nmale and fenmal e characters. The
tossing of the neat from Stanley to Stella may even go
unnoticed as an expression of sexuality. The reference to
Bl anche’s finding her husband with another man is

articul ated vaguely, but certainly by the tinme the rape
scene unfol ds between Stanl ey and Bl anche, this exhibition
of brutality and sexually charged energy can no | onger be
denied. In Blood Issue, however, the sexual conponent is
clearly present fromthe beginning. There is the direct
reference to Frank Bass’ genitalia, the explanation of why
his genitalia were not functioning properly, which includes
the story of Frank’s sexual experience with an infected
Sem nol e woman. Al so at play here is Frank’s guilt over
contracting a venereal disease and his view ng of the
defornmed child as God s punishnent. Due to Frank’s strong
belief in a man’s duty to have children, he manufactures a
solution--a surrogate father. This arrangenent between the
three adults, this “sharing” of Mabel by Frank and Lonny,
m ght be construed as | atent honosexuality, particularly
froma psychosexual perspective. Lonny and Frank are

i nseparabl e friends, and after Frank and Mabel’s nmarri age
Lonny is with the newly married couple constantly. At one
poi nt, Lonny and Frank go away together for three years to

work in Florida. When Frank and Mabel are married, Lonny
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joins themthe next norning for their first breakfast as
husband and wife. Then, when Frank and Mabel’s baby is
born, Lonny is with them and the three hold the dead,

di sfigured baby between them Crews uses explicit sexual
images within the grotesque. Wat WIIlianms does with

| anguage and inference, Crews does graphically with his
powerful story-telling creating near-visceral imges.

In WIlianms’ Streetcar, Blanche becones a victim of
narcissistic love in that she is rejected by the average
popul ati on and becones a nenber of the periphery. This
happens due to a nunmber of events. One is her husband’ s
suicide, and in her reaction to his honbsexuality, which
she views as rejection. She disfigures not only herself

but her relationships with other people. This rejection

shatters her illusion of their relationship, and she
protects herself with so many illusions that she becones
delusional. Interestingly enough, Blanche seens not to fit

into the category of narcissistic |love (other than as
victim quite as cleanly; she does engage in self-
destructive behavi or by staying at the shady Fl am ngo
hotel. She picks up nmen and has sex as a substitute for
| ove and because of |ow self-esteem Also, her

interactions with the young hi gh school boy she teaches and
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the narcissistic begin to evolve into an outreach in her
other relationships i.e., the newspaper boy.

VWhat Wl lians does with Blanche, and what Crews does
not do with Joe, is capitalize on a certain amount of
synpat hy, regardl ess of her strange rel ationships and the
narci ssistic qualities that cause her to indulge in
al cohol. However, what WIllians is able to create is a
character with whom we synpat hi ze because she is viewed as
a victimand not as a character who initiates any sort of
extrenme w ongdoing, unlike Joe who is viewed by his famly
as a traitor by witing about their secrets in nagazines.
So Bl anche’ s narcissistic disorder manifests itself with
t he al cohol and also with her ability to becone incredibly
concerned with herself. This is illustrated in her concern
for her outward appearance--that is with her baths, her
perfume, clothing, furs, and jewelry--specifically at the
end of the play when she has experienced a nervous
breakdown. While in the bath she is npbst concerned with
what she is going to wear; she assunes she will be with her
former suitor, Shep Huntleigh. She asks Stella to find a
specific jacket and a brooch with violets, etc. Again, due
in part to societal rejection, she is forced into a self-
| ove and the whole narcissistic quality. She retreats into

the past--a conplete rupture with reality. Her |ast
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connection with Stella has been broken. Stella has chosen
St anl ey over Bl anche.

To continue the conpari son between Bl anche and Joe,
while Blanche is calculating at tines, WIIlians never
allows the narcissismto manifest itself in a cold,
uncaring, or forceful way as Crews does with Joe in Bl ood
| ssue. Searching for the secret to his famly and his
roots, he becomes even nore alienated. He becones an
outcast to his famly and this turns him even nore than
usual, to alcohol, which is the major |ink between Bl anche
and Joe. \While both Blanche and Joe disrupt the famly and
engage in self-destructive activities, it is Joe who turns
t he gothic narcissismnot into the self-destructive force
t hat Bl anche does but into a redirected energy that poisons
and disrupts his entire famly on a |level very different
fromthat in Streetcar. By the end of Blood Issue, after
the dirty laundry is aired, the grandchildren rally around
Mabel ; they will glue the treasured ceram c panther back
toget her. Now everyone knows where it canme from and what
happened, but that storm has passed. It is Joe's future
that is uncertain. He, essentially, has no famly and is
still terribly alone and mred in al coholism

In the area of family conflict it is the clashing

views of the private and the social worlds that raise the
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nost concern. In Streetcar, the conflict originates
wi thin--an internal conflict that Stella faces when her
sister continually broaches the subject of Stella’ s current
lifestyle. 1In Streetcar, the nystery is about Blanche’'s
past; in Blood |Issue, the nystery of the dead brother is a
nystery of the famly's past. Psychologically prined by
Bl anche’ s condescendi ng remarks toward Stanley, Stella
begins to react accordingly to Stanley’s |ess private ways,
| aying the groundwork for intense famly feuds. WIIlians
crafts a slowly evol ving epi phany through Stella. She
beconmes increasingly aware of the chasm between her
chi | dhood and her adult lifestyle. Wile no one is there
to remnd her of the nore genteel side of her upbringing,
she is satisfied to live the rougher life with Stanl ey, but
when she is renm nded of the difference, she becones
unconf ort abl e--an obvi ous sign that perhaps Stella has not
cone to terns conpletely with her marital situation

Crews creates different circunstances for Joe in Bl ood
| ssue. Pushing aside the delicacies of good breedi ng and
questionable marriages, Crews presents famly conflict in
all its rawness. 1In the very first scene, Joe and his
ol der brother George--who, in their childhood, got al ong
f anpbusl y- - cannot seemto comruni cate for |onger than five

m nutes wi thout arguing about what is to remain private.
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CGeorge, having remained close to the famly hone, carries
on his father’s occupation of farm ng, oblivious to the
advant ages of an education in the 1980s. He instills these
values in his two sons, farmers-in-training, who nust
survive during a tinme when the South is becomng | ess
dependent on agriculture and offering nore in higher
education. Perhaps due to Joe’'s coll egi ate experience, or
his nmore worldly endeavors, he has gained a very dissimlar
attitude fromhis brother and uncle about famly affairs.
Wil e Pete and George strongly insist that what occurs
within the famly should remain within the famly, Joe
views this not as a private famly matter but as an idea--a
truth--for a witer to explore.

O her people allow scabs to heal over and scar

up. Not ne. Not people like ne. W pick at the

scabs, non-stop pickers, keep’m bl eeding. The

sight of issuing blood is our only joy. If we

can nake it bl eed—whatever it is—we can stay

alive. Jesus, Jesus. (Blood Issue 46)
For Joe “letting well enough alone” is not enough. He
feel s a sense of unrest, isolation, and nunbness w t hout
the answer to a very inportant question. Ceorge, on the
ot her hand, has been informed--directly or indirectly--that

this topic is not to be broached, and that alone is good
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enough for him Also, the famly's integrity, naintained
in part by keeping this secret, is at stake, and George is
not going to let his famly’'s nanme be sneared if he can
help it.

I n conparison, Blanche and Stella--two sisters who do
not al ways see eye to eye--are in a simlar predicanent to
Joe’s and George’s. Blanche, the older sister, stayed in
M ssissippi with her famly and clung to the traditions she
| earned in her childhood while Stella ventured out and
married into a very different |ifestyle. There is
resentment on Bl anche’s part toward Stella for |eaving
Bl anche with the famly estate to settle. She takes this
out on Stella wth pointed remarks, and eventually Stella
fights back. There are obvious simlarities involving the
ol der sibling remaining close to honme to continue famly
traditions. The differences, however, are in line with
each playwight's style. Blanche, a high school English
teacher--citing an Elizabeth Barrett Browni ng sonnet as her
favorite, nonethel ess--and married, made these two life
choices in line with her upbringing, in spite of their
di sappointing and tragic results. As with WIIians,
tragedy, poetry, and sensitivity surround Bl anche. Wth
Joe Bass, as with Harry Crews, his education transforns

into sonething that nearly nerits apology. It is others’



183

per ceptions of higher education that create nuch of the
famly turnoil that Joe handles two ways: with al cohol and
witing. Interestingly enough, however, neither Blanche’s
nor Joe’'s education has hel ped them overcone their
neur oses.

The final elements of the Southern Gothic--the dream
li ke state and the sense of nystery--do not appear to have
experienced as much change from pre- to post-GCvil R ghts
southern drama. Both WIlians and Crews create characters
who indul ge in alcohol, which significantly alters their
state of mnd and pronpts the confusion that is integral to
the dream |i ke state. But Crews sets Joe Bass in the
center of an otherw se sober world--leaving the witer in
hi s own confusion which highly contrasts with his famly’s
nore “streetsmart” world. WIIlianms, conversely, crafts a
worl d--a world that is shaped through Bl anche’ s al cohol -
soaked perspective--that teeters on the expressionistic,
al t hough “romantic” would fit just as easily. The entire
play is envel oped in the sane fog that pervades Bl anche,
creating a continued state of confusion not only with
Bl anche hersel f but al so anbng the events of the play.
Wthin the atnosphere of the plays--the revelations in the
m ddl e of the night, the |limnal space between waki ng and

sl eep, between sobriety and drunkenness—a | ot happens in
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those |imnal spaces. Each play explores a |imnal space
bet ween past and present, nmyth and reality, that hel ps nake
themresonate with Southern Gothic atnosphere. Signund
Freud identified a condition he named “repetition

conpul sion” when, in the mnd s eye, the past energes in
the present (Sander 281). At first glance it nay seemlike
WIllians, the earlier playwight, engages in a style nore
adventurous than Crews’, causing one to question WIIlians’
play as the traditional nodel. Wile there is roomfor
that theory, we nust also renenber that WIIliams consi dered
himself a “poet of the theatre,” and Streetcar’s | anguage
and i magery showcases this talent nicely. Crews not only
acknow edges Wl lianms’ poetic style as different fromhis
own (Interview), but he al so acknowl edges that Crews’ world
and WIllianms” world are both rooted in the South and that
each playwight utilizes a style that represents “his”
South. In both plays an old South clashes violently with

t he “new. In WIllianms’ play there is conplete rupture.
In Crews’ play, the grandchildren opt for continuity. As
we can see, not only the historians debate continuity or
change in the South, but playwights echo that vacillating
sentiment in their art form

The sense of nystery in the grotesque is again handl ed

simlarly by both WIllians and Crews. The concept of the
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unexpected applies to Streetcar in the final scene of the
play. W know that Stella has “agreed” to dismss Bl anche
fromtheir honme, but it is not until hal fway through the
final scene that Wllians reveals Stella s and Stanley’s
true plans for Blanche. Likew se, in Blood |Issue, Harry
Crews allows Mabel to tell the truth about Joe and George’s
father after several theories and suppositions of Joe’s
have been denied. 1In a very tense and dramati c nonent,
Mabel smashes the panther into bits--an object blatantly
representative of the threesonme’s rel ationship--and shoots
two rounds fromthe shotgun to further destroy the remants
of her past. As she tells the famly, who cones running
into the living roomin the mddle of this chaos, “It’s
time to break and bury” (73). Crews certainly provides the
necessary nmounting tension for the climactic final story,
but he does not necessarily prepare his audience for the
final twist: that it was Frank’ s request that Mbel and
Lonny have a child that Frank and Mabel could rai se.
Because both WIllianms and Crews create the necessary
dramatic tension, the sense of nystery is hei ghtened by the
toppling effect of the unexpected.

Sout hern Gothicismas a marker of the southern drama
genre is very nuch alive. It is certainly the |east-

changed of the three markers exam ned. Playwights’ style
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defines the particulars of how the various grotesque
conponents converge, and undoubtedly society’s threshold
has been raised with regard to the handling of sexual
topics in art. Therefore, Crews’ |inguistic and topical
freedomfollows the trend, as does WIllians’ |ess overt

style, representing an earlier tine.



CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSI ON:  REPRESENTATI ONS OF THE FAM LY I N THE CHANG NG
SOUTHERN DRANVA
It appears that after a cl ose exam nation of the
sout hern aesthetic, the southern drama genre, and the
characteristics that have traditionally shaped this body of
literature since the 1920s, that there are a few
conclusions to draw and many questions to ask. At the
center of southern |ife and its drama is the inportant unit
of the famly, which also serves as a m crocosm of society.
Once an easily identifiable system after the 1970s, the
southern famly has altered its nenbers’ roles to produce
not only a changed interpersonal dynam c but even a
different definition of “famly.”
We can agree that the 1960s and ' 70s brought

t remendous change to our country’s phil osophy, policies,
and ultimately, our psychology. In his book, The Long
March: How the Cul tural Revolution of the 1960s Changed
Amrerica, Roger Kinball quotes social historian Arthur
Marwi ck’ s 1998 study, The Sixties: Cultural Revolution in
Britain, France, Italy and the United States, c.1958-1974.

Marwi ck found that The Sixties prom nently featured

187
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black civil rights; youth culture and trend
setting by young people; idealism protest, and
rebellion [. . .] massive changes in personal
rel ati onshi ps and sexual behaviour; a general
audacity and frankness in books and in the nedia,
and in ordinary behaviour [. . .] all the
statistical evidence suggests that perm ssive
attitudes and perm ssive behaviour continued to
spread at accelerating rates [. . .] single-
parent famlies proliferated, the terns “husband”
and “w fe” becane al nost quaint, giving place to
“l over” and “partner” [. . .] (Kinball 255-56,
259)
Because the South was one region of the U S. that held
tight to conventional social roles--regardl ess of fairness
or norality--the South was deeply affected by both the
Cvil R ghts Mwvenent and the Wnen's Myvenent. Both the
bl ack comunity and the South’s wonen had been marginalized
for many years, and it took a social revolution to begin to
undo the practices and mndset so firmy rooted in the
Sout h’ s psychol ogi cal | andscape. The resistance to change
provi ded nore fodder for C. Vann Wodward' s and W J.
Cash’s fanmpbus “continuity vs. change” debate. Southern

historians and witers frequently adopted one of these
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perspectives in their work, setting the stage for the South
as an insular region, protective of, and at the sane tineg,
oppressed by its social dictates. What this neant is that
while | aws were passed granting equal rights to fornerly
margi nalized citizens, it took--and is still taking--tine
for attitudes to keep up with the |aw.
The argunent of continuity versus change in the South
is an old one. Wiile the great m nds of Wodward and Cash
cannot concur on exactly how nmuch the South has changed in
the | ast few decades, it is reasonable to assunme that there
will be asimlar anbiguity in the South’s drama as well.
Two Arkansas professors agree that the kind of change the
South is experiencing is, indeed, difficult to identify:
As time noves over the selvage of the m | ennium
America’ s South has had a life of some four
centuries, and fromthe face of things--shining
new cities, corporate fields, new social
attitudes--the outside world may be thinking that
the South is at last in the process of losing its
identity as nodernity inposes its will. 1Is the
ol d sustai ni ng, harrowi ng nythol ogy about to give
up the ghost? (Hall and Wod 12)

Hal | and Wod continue, remarking that just because the

Sout h has incurred change does not nean there is no Sout h.
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The question renains: Wat does the southern drama
genre | ook |ike now? Wiile Charles Watson’'s History of
Sout hern Drama outlines specific markers of southern drama
and he admts the markers are still there for the nost
part, Watson does not clearly identify what we as readers
of contenporary southern dranma should be | ooking for in the
markers. | have found that in all ny research on the
Sout h, whet her historical, cultural, psychol ogical,
literary, or a conbination of any of the above, no single
author is able to concretely and succinctly identify just
what the nodern South and southern drama have becone.
Nearly every literary scholar | have conme across, and
certainly all three of the living playwights |I have
i nterviewed, concur that southern drama has changed, but
the clarity stops there. M goal, then, is to attenpt to
articul ate some of the transformati ons southern drama has
made fromthe earlier part of the twentieth century to the
"80s and '90s via six playwights.

This study has its [imtations. | do not exam ne al
of the characteristics of southern drama offered by all of
the witers | have been exposed to; instead, | pick up
where Charles Watson left off. Wiile he traces the
chronol ogy of southern drama froma historical perspective,

| choose to select three of the characteristics/ markers
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t hat Watson cl assifies: the southern wonan, the black
character, and violence as manifested in the grotesque, or
Southern Gothic. By using the famly as an axis for this
study, we can gain insight into its new dynam cs and
structure, nmaking the changed psychol ogy of the South and
its drama nore apparent. Mst of the change to which |
refer can be attributed to the social revolution in the
1960s and ' 70s: the Gvil Rights Myvenent, the Wnen’s
Movenent, and within the latter, the sexual revolution.
The southern woman is one definite marker in this
genre that is a staple. Wat the southern woman was in
Lillian Hell man’s dramas and what she becones in Beth
Henley’'s plays are quite different, however. Referring to
the nyth of the southern woman, which fueled her inage in
the first half of the previous century, there are
prescri bed behavi ors and soci etal expectations restricting
her civil rights. Fictional southern wonen, however,
gai ned a reputation as honenakers, silent fixtures in the
core famly unit, and possessed an odd disparity of extrene
internal strength when necessary, with a delicate “cover”
t hat persuaded the true southern gentleman to treat her
with care. Parts of this nyth have been exagger at ed,

per haps, but the southern woman’s place in the famly was
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nost definitely to defer to her husband and even her
br ot hers.

As Hellman illustrates in The Little Foxes, both
Regina and Birdie are subject to unequal treatnent by the
men in their lives, but each woman processes this treatnent
differently, as they are two very different wonen. Yet
each uphol ds parts of the nythical image. While Birdie
handl es her husband’ s negl ect and abuse passively, by
turning to al cohol for confort (the delicate part of the
nmyt hi cal equation), Regina, |like her brothers and her
father, reacts aggressively--to the point of nurder--not to
stave off abuse but to satisfy her greed (the strength of
the equation, albeit a distorted strength). Hellmn, a
believer in human rights, also pens the character of
Al exandra, a young woman who will not allow her nother to
marry her off to her cousin, Leo, whose val ues are as
skewed as Regina’'s. The end of the play foreshadows a life
for Al exandra that is somewhat different fromwhat Regina
and Birdie endure. Wth this final scene, Hellnman predicts
a turn of events for the wonen of the Sout h.

As aut hors such as Betty Friedan and Germai ne G eer
articulate, the frustration many wonen begin to feel in
t heir subservient roles as honenmakers, the Wnen's Myvenent

brings with it opportunities for wonen never before
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considered. Naturally, as nore wonen entered the work
force, their roles at hone changed, and wonen were
transformng the role of wife and nother. The South did
not greet this change openly. 1In a region where tradition
and convention are revered, nmany southerners--both mal e and
femal e--were slow to incorporate and accept a possible new
i mage for wonen.

Wil e this hesitancy continues to pervade the southern
popul ation, there are, of course, those southern wonen who
are delighted with what freedons the Mvenent brought.

Beth Henley is one such playwight; she nmakes her mark by
fashi oning her female characters not in line with tradition
but al nost one hundred percent against it. Her offbeat
wonen still struggle against the restrictions of “lady-

i ke” behavior that is often represented by their nothers,
or wonen of ol der generations, but as they do, they create
a new image for wonen in this region. The strength is
generally still there, although it is often acconpani ed by
st ubbornnes, or extreme reactions to those forces they view
as hi nderi ng.

| npossi bl e Marriage sports such characters. Kandal
is a wonman in her 50s whose idea of conplete chaos and ruin
is fam |y scandal. She cannot understand her daughters’

actions. Her older daughter, Floral, is in a marriage
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Wi thout intinmacy and is pregnant with her pastor’s child.
Mor eover, Floral’s husband, a man with the fal se reputation
of a womani zer, does not object. Pandora, the younger
daughter, is about to marry a man nore than tw ce her age
and i s dead-set on wearing blue wings as she wal ks down the
aisle. Cearly, Kandall represents the traditional
conponents of the southern woman whil e her daughters rebe
agai nst those sane traditions, creating the quirkiness for
whi ch Henley is fanbus. The quiet role of the subm ssive
wife is replaced, by wonen who are not satisfied with what
their nother says they “should” want with sonething el se.
Bot h daughters desire sonething else--a truly love-filled
marri age.

Anot her mar ker of southern drama is the portrayal of
the bl ack character, especially as related to racia
conflicts. Wthout a doubt, racial discrimnation has
pl ayed a huge role in formng the many interpretations of
the black community. It was not until one hundred years
after the Gvil War that southern blacks saw a | egal end to
segregation and the beginning of their civil rights. In
t he South, however, a |and steeped in convention, wonen and
the black community in the South were subject to

m streat ment and m sunder st andi ng.
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Paul Green, a white playwight, attenpted to “provide
a voice for the Negro” in his 1926 play In Abrahanmi s Bosom
While there is much evidence indicating that G een
befri ended and worked al ongsi de many of the bl acks who were
enpl oyed on his famly's farm his capacity to speak for a
section of society to which he ultimtely did not bel ong or
fully understand, is limted. According to W E. B. Du
Bois, Green’s play reinforced existing black stereotypes--
the ignorant field hands, and the stubborn, narrow-m nded
old woman--to draw on pity fromthe al nost exclusively
whi te audi ences who attended Green’s productions. Wile
Green’s attenpt may have been in good faith, there was a
prejudi cial m ndset that envel oped many white sout herners,
per haps wi thout their even being conscious of it.

Paul Geen's illustration of a black famly and
interracial conflict sometinmes noved audi ences; sonetines
it offended them Abe, the father and head of the
househol d can be viewed as a man whose vi sion of educating
his people often conflicts with his roles as husband and
father. Geen’'s play is one of the first by a nmgjor
sout hern playwight to address the ugliness of black and
white tensions in the South. Ironically, the voice speaks

only with synpat hy not enpat hy.
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Wiile it affected our entire country, undoubtedly, the

Cvil Rights Mowvenent had the biggest inpact on the South,
where interracial tensions were at their harshest. After
t he peak of the Movenent, the |egal system changed to
accommodate equal rights for all races, but change in the
South’s attitude took I onger. Nonetheless, the benefits of
t he Movenent began to appear. Wile black playwights
exi sted before the 1960s, it was not until years |ater when
the black playwight’s voice began to gain representation.
After the peak of Cvil Ri ghts, however, there were
addi tional concerns for the southern black comunity.
Wiile interracial tension was far fromresol ved, at | east
it had made strides. Now a nunber of black witers also
began to address the strife within their race and how it
facilitated the transformation of the famly unit.

Pearl Cl eage, an Atlanta dramatist, addresses these
very issues in Blues for an Al abama Sky. “I wite for an
audi ence, but I'mreally dependent on nyself to be honest,
to figure out the truth and show a character going through
what ever the arc is” (Fuentez 6F). Ceage’ s play exam nes
soci al concerns, but interracial conflict is dealt with
only in tangent with other issues facing her characters.
There is the north-south cultural clash, which spirals into

left and right wing phil osophy, prejudi ce agai nst gay
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i ndi viduals, and the transformati on of the bl ack nucl ear
famly to one that includes not only extended famly
menbers but close-knit friends. Wile In Abrahami s Bosom
centers around bl ack-white tensions, Blues is indicative of
the conplexity and progression of concerns facing the black
race. Like many southerners, regardless of race, once the
Cvil R ghts Muwvenent began to create positive change, the
bl ack community found itself changing its focus to include
ot her concerns.

The third marker under exam nation is one that nmany
witers and critics call southern drama’s “claimto fane.”
It is, according to Charles Watson, the inclusion of
vi ol ence as manifested in the grotesque, otherw se known as
Sout hern Gothic. The inpact of these grotesqueries affects
the famly unit in dark and often nysterious ways, and
there is a sexual conponent that weaves its way into the
pl ays’ thenmes. Early on it is seductive, sultry, and
suggestive; in later works, nore stark, graphic, and
gritty.

It is Tennessee WIllianms who, in the "40s and ' 50s,
masterfully crafts his dramas with Southern Gothicism A
Streetcar Naned Desire is |oaded with sexual undertones,
prom scuity, sexual violence, and i nages of darkness and

nmystery. Mich of the sexual tension revol ves around
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Bl anche, but certainly Stanley, Stella, and Mtch are
pulled into Blanche’s world. WIIlianms’ technique--his use
of suggestion and the power of inmagination--represent the
| evel of discretion that was acceptable for his pre-sexual
revolution writing. Blanche s past is anbiguously shady
for nost of the play; the scene where she recounts her
husband’ s suicide, and the reason for it, is al nost
ethereal. The two mgjor acts of violence, when Stanley

sl aps his pregnant wife and when he forces hinself on

Bl anche, are not depicted onstage. W hear the slap, and
we see Stanley carry Blanche toward the bedroom then hear
the results of the night’s activity through Stella. The
famly unit is transformed fromone of trust to one of

di strust anmong all three nmenbers.

When Harry Crews wote Blood Issue, he admtted he was
witing about famly--his famly. Mabel Boatwight is his
not her; CGeorge Bass, his brother; and Joe, hinmself. Wile
the events in the plot are nostly fictional, the
i nterpersonal dynami cs, for the nost part, are not. Crews
is a bold exanple of a witer who not only incorporates
Sout hern Got hici sm but infuses the theme with the Gothic so
drastically that it often becones difficult to separate the
two. Although Tennessee WIllians and Harry Crews were

friends and Crews is an admrer of WIllians’ work
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(Interview), their use of the Southern Gothic is indicative
of the different tines in which they wote. Streetcar is a
product of the late 1940s; Blood Issue is the result of the
sexual revol ution. Wen Joe cones home for the famly
reuni on, he does not hide his drinking the way Bl anche
does. He also adnmits openly that he wote for a “tits and
ass magazi ne” while Blanche never fully confesses to her
dealings at the Flam ngo Inn or her episode with the high
school boy that resulted in her dismssal. Wen Joe and
Uncle Pete have their late night discussion, they refer to
a man’'s “balls” and the fact that Frank Bass slept wth a
“tainted Sem nole worman” which interfered with his ability
to conceive healthy children. Stanley and Stella refer to
“getting the colored lIights going” as their | ovemaking.
What drives the play, in Crews’ case, is the sexual. Joe
wants to uncover his true famly roots and the nystery
surroundi ng his dead baby brother. The Bass/Boatwi ght
famly is haunted by their dark, nysterious, sexual
secrets. They are pulled apart, yet ultimately brought
together, by their past.

In sum what, then, do the southern famly and the
genre of southern drama | ook |ike now? What patterns can
be identified? Statistically, the southern famly, as the

rest of the nation, can no longer pretend to be sinply a
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nucl ear entity. Wile nuclear famlies certainly stil
exi st, even the traditionally prescribed roles of husband,
w fe, son, and daughter are no |longer strictly adhered to.
There are nany nore options avail able to southern wonen now
in addition to the role of wife and nother, and because of
t hese choices, the contenporary southern woman seeks nore
fulfillment within and beyond the famly unit. For
Kandal I, Birdie, and Regina the word scandal was congruent
to “ruin;” domestic abuse was to be not only tol erated, but
kept secret; and the governing of famly finances was
di ctated by nothing nore than gender. For Floral and
Pandora, finding acceptance and happi ness, hopefully in
their marriages, beconmes their desperate drive. These
wonen have been able to step up on Masl ow s hierarchy past
survival and physical safety and are continuing the
j ourney, however treacherous, toward self-acceptance. Both
Hel I man’s and Henley's fermal e characters are pitting
t hensel ves agai nst a patriarchy; however, Regina works the
patriarchal systemto benefit her, while Henley s wonen
find it difficult to react to the new, |ess stable
patri archy.

| f the southern woman’s role affects the famly, then
the black famly has, in some ways, experienced as much, or

even nore change. The makeup of the contenporary bl ack
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famly is radically different fromearlier in the twentieth
century. While the trend in this country was toward
smal | er househol ds, the black comunity, even as | ate as
the 1980s, varied significantly fromthe white population’s
“downsi zing.” While overall, famlies were shrinking,
extended bl ack famlies were on the rise, including distant
and non-relatives. The famly unit was reinvented to serve
its coomunity’s needs, which often included childcare for
single parents and close friends formng living quarters
for financial and enotional support. Black characters in
early southern drama were drawn as having to work agai nst
their skin color, and they were often depicted in tragic,
fateful circunmstances. Later, black characters were given
a voice by black playwights and devel oped with nore
psychol ogi cal conplexity and different issues at stake.
Interracial conflict is still a conponent, but it is no

| onger the guiding or absolute force present in every
experience. What we see in Paul Geen’'s play is a fairly
strict dichotomy: black and white issues. Ceage still
operates under a dichotony, but expands on vari ant

i deol ogies. She is dealing with race and how it inpacts

t he individual, but includes issues cormon with a race or

community, such as birth control versus genocide. Her
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| ayering of themes involves not only interracial tensions,
but intra-racial ones as well.

The fam |y and Sout hern Gothic have remai ned a stable
mar ker of the genre. Certainly with the freedons granted
us by the Sexual Revolution, we are able to approach topics
formerly considered taboo, but the southern famly’s
connection to violence and the sexual fast renmains to
southern drama. In Streetcar, Tennessee WI!Ilians creates
an ol d south versus new south tension in the
DuBoi s/ Kowal ski fam |y unit. These opposing forces cl ash
until the bitter end, with neither side able to stop the
tumul tuous enotional warfare until it is too late. The
famly suffers conplete rupture, and is left to struggle,
each on his or her owmn. In Blood |Issue, however, one
character is able to step outside of the tight famly
structure to question a past that has been so tightly
seal ed that even sone fam |y nenbers are unaware of the
enormty of the lies that shape the famly’'s history. How
Crews and Wllianms differ in technique, however, is that
Crews allows one fam |y nenber to deconstruct while
remaining in the famly structure. The end result is that
t he Bass/Boatwright fam|y--save Joe perhaps--is left with
a stronger sense of community and hope, unlike the

Streetcar famly whose future is bl eak.
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What does all of this nmean for the genre itself?
According to the critics and witers, the markers are stil
there. W can still point to specific characteristics that
identify a play as southern; we have seen, however, the six
pl aywri ghts’ various approaches to identifying with the
Sout h and establishing an aesthetic. The markers, then, in
the plays of the 1980s and ' 90s have transforned in sone
cases, and renained stable in others, reflecting the soci al
and psychol ogi cal devel opnents of the post-Mvenent Sout h.

Recent southern drana deserves recognition for its
“maturity,” says Watson--maturity being the “right ternf to
denote a sequence of playwiting arising out of a solid
tradition, influenced by styles of earlier playwights and
fiction witers. Mny recent southern plays, in
cultivating the distinguishing traits of the southern play,
increase their richness (211). Contenporary southern
pl ayw i ghts have denonstrated flexibility while having the
wi sdomto let tradition do its job because “they explore
southern cultures past and present, which still identifies
a play as southern” (Watson 211). Southern drama now
all ows for additional nodels of the southern woman, bl ack
characters, and even the famly itself; these additions and
changes to the drama parallel the social and cul tural

modi fi cati ons of the southern aesthetic. There is still a
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sout hern drama genre. It has devel oped nuch like its

peopl e:

in sone aspects, considerably; in other respects,

not nuch at all. It is difficult to strictly define and

categori ze exactly what the South’s drama will depict over

t he next several decades because nuch depends on its

peopl e,

but

[. . .] telling people in Dixie today that there
is no South would be tantanmount to having them
believe they don't |love their nothers or indeed
don’t have nothers to love [. . .] As travelers
pass through any one of the many gateways into
the South, they begin to encounter a flood of

t houghts, ideas, passions, consciousness in no

particular order [. . .] the true character of
t he Sout hern psyche [. . .] They won't have
traveled far at all into the South before they

di scover firsthand that definitions are hard to

come by. (Hall and Wod 12, 13)
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