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Che Cheatre Of The Chirties

By HarorLp CLURMAN

There is a tendency nowadays to downgrade the thirties. The
reason for this is that the prevailing mood of the thirties was what
used to be called “left of center.” Beginning with the late forties—
from the time the phrase about the “iron curtain” became part
of the common vocabulary—our “intelligentsia” sounded the re-
treat. The Roosevelt administration, subjected to sharp criticism
not infrequently close to slander, seemed to be in bad odor. “Left
of center” might be construed as something worse than liberalism.
To be “radical” implied that one might be tainted with some de-
gree of “pink.”

A good many of the writers, artists and theatre folk in the
thirties were inclined to radicalism. (Had not the Roosevelt ad-
ministration sponsored the Projects for writers, artists and the-
atre?) In the early forties the fervor of the thirties was gradually
absorbed by the pressures of the war. Since Russia was one of our
allies there was less strictly political feeling: everyone was chiefly
concerned with victory and the return to peaceful prosperity.

Shortly after the peace conference suspicion of the Soviet Union
increased. Radicalism of any sort might be interpreted as ‘“soft-
ness” toward the potential enemy. Our artists and writers—in-
cluding theatre people—had not only shown too much sympathy for
social experiment but had also been too emphatic about the real
or supposed shortcomings of their own country. At best the en-
thusiasm of the thirties was now considered a sign of juvenile
simple-mindedness, at worst something close to treason.

Around the year 1953 this reaction to the thirties had come close
to hysteria. Today there is certainly more calm but the notion that
the thirties had been a foolish period persists. Presumably we are
now far sounder in our thinking and work than we had been then.

There is another aspect to the rather low esteem in which much
of the dramatic work of the thirties is now held. The immediate
past in the theatre always makes a poor impression. Writing of the
twenties—which every student of our theatre history regards as a
high point of the American Theatre both in volume and activity and
in achievement—Joseph Wood Krutch in the early thirties wrote
that the record no longer seemed as bright as it once appeared.
Very few of the best plays of that time would endure.
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4 The Tulane Drama Review

What most of us fail to note in this connection is that very few
plays measured in the light of decades or generations have ever
“endured.” Shakespeare as we know Shakespeare is a nineteenth
century discovery! (He was neglected or disgracefully altered dur-
ing the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.) The number of
plays which have come down to us from the Greeks of the fifth
century B.C. and from the Elizabethan era are a paltry few com-
pared to the number produced. How cavalier was the attitude of
our drama critics toward Marlowe’s Tamburlaine because he was
not equal to Shakespeare!

We may explain this paradox through our own theatre going
experience. A play may be both enjoyable and important to us at
the moment we see it, but when the circumstances of our lives have
changed it may well have lost its appeal. One of the most popular
plays the American theatre has ever produced is the dramatization
of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. No one can deny its importance for its day
even if we no longer have much regard for it as literature.

It is downright stupid to sneer at our erstwhile excitement over
Waiting for Lefty because today a good many people (in Europe at
any rate) are waiting for Godot. As theatregoers we are very
rarely able to estimate a play in the present as we shall view it
twenty-five years hence. What appeared a very inconsiderable play
to England’s finest dramatic critic, Bernard Shaw, Oscar Wilde’s
The Importance of Being Earnest, has proved durable beyond any-
one’s belief when it was first presented.

I recall having seen Robert Sherwood’s The Petrified Forest
(1935) in the company of one of our country’s most astute men of
letters. He enjoyed it thoroughly. A few days later we spoke on
the phone. He remarked that the theatre was a hoax: he had been
“taken in” by the play as he watched it, he said, but on further
reflection he realized the play’s flaws in thought and plot. Most
readers who are also playgoers are like that.

We enjoy the “show,” but we think about the play. There is often
a disparity of judgment between the two activities. For though we
are intellectually aware that literature and theatre are not identi-
cal, we are prone to assume that the text of a play is equivalent to
the texture of its production. But a play in the theatre communi-
cates qualities beyond—sometimes, in a bad performance, less than
—what we find on the printed page. Thus, to evaluate the theatre of
any period only with regard to its texts is a falsification.

The plays of the thirties sharpen certain tendencies that were
already evident—and comparatively new—in the plays of the
twenties. For the twenties, which may be said to represent Ameri-
ca’s second coming of age in literature (the first might be dated
around 1850) and its true coming of age in the theatre, was marked
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by a rather harsh critical realism. What such men as Frank Norris
and Theodore Dreiser had been saying about us in their novels
began to be said somewhat more lyrically (though no less vehem-
ently) in the plays of Eugene O’Neill. The theatre is ideologically
almost always behind the times because it is a mass medium. It
takes a while for people to acknowledge publicly what a few in-
dividuals may think and say privately.

It was the artistic pleasure of the twenties to deride, curse, be-
moan the havoc, spiritual blindness and absurdity of America’s
materialistic functionalism with its concomitant acquisitiveness
and worship of success.

Another marked feature of the theatrical twenties was the fact
that plays which had previously satisfied audiences with the mere
tracing of types (or stereotypes) began to strike them as increas-
ingly hollow. Characters began to show their faces on the stage.
Psychology was “introduced.” Men and women were no longer
heroes or villains but “human”—a mixture of contradictory traits.
The standardized Puritanism typified by the old anti-vice societies
became an object of scorn and ridicule.

The sentiment against war in What Price Glory of the twenties
was converted into the poignant and pointed satire of Paul Green’s
Johnny Johnson in the thirties. The sense of loneliness which in-
forms O’Neill’s pieces is rendered more acute and more general in
Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men some ten years later. The plight of
the colored people in Heyward’s Porgy or in Green’s In Abraham’s
Bosom is intensified in John Wexley’s They Shall Not Die in
the thirties. The playful probing of Behrman’s Tke Second Man
in 1927 is given a social connotation in the same author’s Biography
and other of his later plays in the thirties. The laborer as a symbol
of inner disharmony within the apparent health of the American
commonwealth which we observe in O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape
(1922) becomes a leading theme on a more concrete basis in the
thirties.

The most significant difference between the theatre of the twen-
ties and that of the thirties is the emphasis in the later period on
the social, economic and political background of the individual
psychological case. The Wall Street crash of 1929, the Great De-
pression of the early thirties with its attendant scar of widespread
unemployment, the hopeful attempt to remedy this bitter condi-
tion which ensued are the effective causes for the abrupt and dras-
tic change.

The plays included in this volume are not all necessarily the
“best” of the thirties, but all are representative. Space and other
factors of publication permitting, I should certainly have included
O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes Electra (1931), an Irish play of Denis



6 The Tulane Drama Review

Johnston’s, The Moon in the Yellow River (1932), Maxwell Ander-
son’s Winterset (1935), Sidney Kingsley’s Dead End (1935), Thorn-
ton Wilder’s Our Town (1938), Robert Sherwood’s Abe Lincoln in
Illinois (1938), Lillian Hellman’s The Little Foxes (1939).

Of the plays included one had to be the work of Clifford Odets.
Historically speaking he is the dramatist of the thirties par excel-
lence. His immediate sources of inspiration, his point of view, his
language, his import and perhaps some of his weaknesses are
typical of the thirties.

I am not at all sure that Awake and Sing!, first presented by The
Group Theatre on February 19, 1935, is the best of Odets’ plays. The
1937 Golden Boy has a more striking story line and is more varied
and personal in its meaning. But Awake and Sing! contains the
“seed” themes of the Odets plays and indicates most unaffectedly
the milieu and the quality of feeling in which his work is rooted.
One might even go so far as to say that there is hardly another play
of the thirties [except perhaps for John Howard Lawson’s Success
Story (1932) ] which so directly communicates the very “smell” of
New York in the first years of the depression.

The keynotes of the period are struck in Awake and Sing! as
never again with such warm intimacy. There is first of all the baf-
flement and all pervading worry of lower middle-class poverty.
This is conveyed in language based on common speech and local
New York (including Jewish) idiom, but it is not precisely natural-
istic speech for Odets’ writing is a personal creation, essentially
lyric, in which vulgarity, tenderness, energy, humor, and a head-
long idealism are commingled.

What is Odets’ basic impulse; what is his “program”? They are
contained in Jacob’s exhortation to his grandson, “Go out and
fight so that life shouldn’t be printed on dollar bills,” and in an-
other reflection, “Life should have some dignity.” It seems to me
that not only most of Odets is expressed in these bare words but
for the greater part the whole cry of the American “progressive”
movement—its radicalism if you will—as the artists of the thirties
sensed it is summed up in these innocent mottos.

The “biblical” fervor in Awake and Sing! impels a “revolution-
ary” conviction expressed in Jacob’s comment, “It needs a new
world,” which leads his grandson to take heart and proclaim,
“Fresh blood, arms. We’ve got ’em. We're glad we're living.” This
was the “wave” of the thirties. If that wave did not carry us on to
the millennium, it is surely the height of folly to believe that it
had no vital force and accomplished nothing of value in the arts
as well as in our community life.

S. N. Behrman’s End of Summer, produced by the Theatre Guild
on February 17, 1936, gives us the depression period seen from
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another angle: that of the “privileged” classes. It is a comedy of
manners which besides its merits in the way of urbane dialogue,
etc., presents a central character who (apart from having a de-
cided semblance to the play’s author) is kin to most of the folk
who buy the best seats in our metropolitan theatres. Leonie, says
Behrman, “is repelled by the gross and the voluptuary: this is not
hypocrisy. . . In the world in which she moves hypocrisy is
merely a social lubricant, but this very often springs from a con-
genital and tempermental inability to face anything but the pleas-
antest and most immediately appealing and the most flattering
aspect of things—in life and in her own nature.”

What End of Summer presents is the spectacle of such a person
confronted by the unhappy phenomenon of mass unemployment,
nascent radicalism, spectres of fascism and the ambiguities of the
psychoanalysts. The treatment is characteristic of Behrman—josh-
ing, debonnair, slightly more light-hearted than the author actual-
ly feels.

The lady of the play for the first time meets “the young radicals
our colleges are said to be full of nowadays.” One such radical, a
somewhat fictitious Irish Catholic young fellow, tells the lady, “The
world is middle-aged and tired,” at which the lady queries, “Can
you refresh us?” The young man rejoins, “Refresh you! Leonie we
can rejuvenate you.” That was another hope of the youth which
during the thirties had reached the ages of twenty-five to thirty-
five. It was not altogether a vain hope for, as I have already indi-
cated and shall continue to indicate, there was a young and invigor-
ating spirit that relieved the thirties of its blues and led to con-
crete benefits.

One of the faults easily spotted in End of Summer is also evident
in Robert Sherwood’s Idiot’s Delight, produced by the Theatre
Guild in the spring of 1936. Just as the young radicals of Behr-
man’s play seem to be known by hearsay rather than by intimate
acquaintance, so in Idiot’s Delight, Sherwood’s grasp of the Euro-
pean political situation is informed as it were by headlines rather
than truly experienced. Thus, he makes his French pacifist a Radi-
cal-Socialist who speaks of the workers’ uprising and alludes to
Lenin with reverence, whereas any knowledgeable foreign cor-
respondent could have told Sherwood that the Radical-Socialists
of France are the party of small business, abhor Lenin’s doctrines
and are neither radical nor socialist.

This slight error is worth mentioning because it is symptomatic
of a not uncommon failing in American playwrights when they
generalize or “intellectualize” on social or ethical themes. It is a
species of dilettantism which consists of dealing with subjects in
which the playwright is certainly interested but not truly familiar.
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More cogent than this flaw is the sentiment which inspired Sher-
wood to write Idiot’s Delight. It echoes the American fear and pro-
found estrangement from the facts of European intrigue which
lead to war. One merit of Sherwood’s play is that it gives us an
inkling of the moral climate in our country shortly after the
Italian-Ethiopian conflagration and at the outset of the Spanish civil
conflict—two omens of the future scarcely understood by an aver-
age citizen. Sherwood’s ‘“solution” to the problem in his play is the
idealistic injunction, “You can refuse to fight.”

This is significant because it shows that the attitude of our
dramatists—generally speaking—was fundamentally moral rather
than, as some are now inclined to believe, political. This explains
why Sherwood, whose Idiot’s Delight might indicate the opposition
to war of the “conscientious objector,” took a very different stand
when Nazism threatened to engulf Europe and the world. The play
also marks the transition from skepticism and pessimism in regard
to modern life suggested by several of Sherwood’s earlier plays to
the willingness to be engaged in political struggle and an accept-
ance of war exemplified by his Abe Lincoln in Illinois.

Sherwood was a shrewd showman: Idiot’s Delight gives striking
evidence of this. He himself is supposed to have said, “The trouble
with me is that I start off with a big message and end with noth-
ing but good entertainment.” Idiot’s Delight was good entertain-
ment—particularly in the acting opportunities it afforded Alfred
Lunt and Lynn Fontanne—just as Leonie in End of Summer—in
itself a charming characterization—was given special fragrance by
Ina Claire’s delightful talent.

John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, produced by Sam H. Harris
on November 23, 1937, is a parable of American loneliness and of
our hunger for “brotherhood”—two feelings the depression greatly
enhanced. This play—unlike most of the others we have cited—
concentrates on the unemployed of the farm lands, the itinerants
and ranch workers, while it alludes to the bus and truck drivers
whose travels through the country permitted them to observe the
state of the nation in its broad horizon.

The American theatre, centered in New York, is on the whole
cut off from the rest of the country. The thirties was the time when
the theatre—along with the other arts—rediscovered America.
[Green Grow the Lilacs (1931) is one of the several Lynn Riggs
Oklahoma plays, Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road (1933), Os-
born’s Mornings at Seven (1939)—to mention only a few—are
among the many which in one way or another perform a similar
function.] One of the reasons why Steinbeck’s parable carries con-
viction on naturalistic grounds is that the author shares the back-
ground and the earthiness of his characters.
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Steinbeck knows our longing for a home—not a mere feeding
place. He has the same true sympathy for the lonesome devil whose
sole companion is a mangy old dog as for the Negro cut off by his
fellow workers because of his color. He suggests with something
like an austere sorrow that America’s “underprivileged” will never
reach the home they crave till they arrive at greater consciousness.

Speaking of “austerity” I should point out that one of the ground
tones of American art and theatre (particularly the latter) is senti-
mentality. This is also true of Steinbeck’s play, though he tries to
control his sentimentality. Now sentimentality is usually account-
ed a vice, because it bespeaks a propensity to express a greater de-
gree of feeling than a specific situation warrants. But sentimental-
ity need not be a vital flaw—it isn’t in Of Mice and Men. It is often
the characteristic of a young and vigorous people whose experi-
ence of life is, so to speak, still new and uncontaminated by too fre-
quent disillusionment. In this sense our history makes us a senti-
mental people and it is only natural that our arts—particularly our
folk arts—should reveal this quality.

This brings us to the last play of this volume: William Saroyan's
The Time of Your Life, presented by the Theatre Guild in associa-
tion with Eddie Dowling on October 25, 1939. This sentimental
comedy is by way of being a little classic. It marks the deliques-
cence of the aggressive mood of the thirties. For though the moral-
istic and critical rationale of the thirties is still present in The
Time of Your Life, it is there in a lyrically anarchistic manner, a
sort of sweet (here and there mawkish) dream.

Another way—distinctly 1959—of describing this play is to call
it prebeatnik: “I believe dreams more than statistics,” one char-
acter says. “Everybody is behind the eight ball,” says another.
Money appears as the root of most evil—anyway it is the filthiest
thing that goes and “there’s no foundation all the way down the
line” as the old man from the Orient mutters throughout the play.

In a way The Time of Your Life is a social fable: it turns its
head away from and thumbs its nose at our monstrously efficient
society which produces arrogance, cruelty, fear, headaches, con-
stipation and the yammering of millions of humble folk only to
conclude that “all people are wonderful.” Though this evinces more
bewilderment than insight it is nevertheless honestly American in
its fundamental benevolence.

What saves this play, or rather what “makes” it, is its infectious
humor, its anti-heroism (an oblique form of rebelliousness), its
San Francisco colorfulness, its succulent dialogue, its wry hoboism
and non-conformity. Though it is of another time one still reads it
with a sense of relief.

No account of the theatre of the thirties can convey any sense
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of its true nature and its contribution to our culture without em-
phasizing certain purely theatrical factors which played as de-
cisive a role as the plays themselves.

The importance of the Group Theatre (1931-1941), whose ori-
gins may be traced back to the late twenties, can hardly be over-
estimated. (The first unofficial “group” meetings were held in
1928.) The Group Theatre was important not alone because it
developed Odets from among its acting members, or even because
it presented Sidney Kingsley’s first play, Men in White (1933),
as well as Saroyan’s first play, My Heart’s in the Highlands (1939)
—not to mention various plays by Paul Green, John Howard Law-
son, Irwin Shaw and Robert Ardrey), but because it organized its
actors as a permanent company and trained them in a common
craftsmanship which not only became emblematic for the era but
which in many ways influenced the course of our theatre practice
in the ensuing years.

Among the actors, directors, producers, designers, teachers train-
ed or brought into prominence by the Group Theatre were: Stella
Adler, Luther Adler, Boris Aronson, Harold Clurman, Lee Cobb,
Cheryl Crawford, John Garfield, Elia Kazan, Mordecai Gorelik,
Robert Lewis, Lee Strasberg, and Franchot Tone.

The Group Theatre in certain respects continued a tradition
established by such pioneer organizations as the Provincetown
Players, the Theatre Guild, and the Neighborhood Playhouse. In an-
other way the Group served as a model to such organizations as the
Theatre Union, the Theatre Collective, the Theatre of Action—
which were “workers’ theatres” with a more specifically political
orientation. These were valuable organizations—particularly the
Theatre Union—offering vivid productions of social plays. Our
theatre needs more such organizations which commit themselves to
definite ideals or policies rather than wallowing in hit or miss
show shop opportunism.

Far more important than these special organizations was the
Federal Theatre Project (1935-1939). Its rudest critics will not
deny the interest of such productions as the “living newspaper,”
One Third of a Nation, the Negro Macbeth, Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus,
T. S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral, and the attempted production
of Marc Blitzstein’s momentous musical play, The Cradle Will Rock
—ultimately presented under different auspices.

The Federal Theatre Project brought much excellent theatre fare
to a national public at nominal price—a public the greater part of
which was barely acquainted with any form of “live” theatre. This
was the first government-sponsored theatre in our history and it
indicated how beneficial such an effort could be—even when cir-
cumstances were far from favorable.
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Orson Welles was given his first opportunity as a director under
the Federal Theatre Project. Because of his success there he was
enabled to establish (with John Houseman) the short-lived Mer-
cury Theatre which produced a remarkably provocative Julius
Caesar in the spirit of the times (1937).

Looking back from the vantage point of 1959 we may say that,
although admirable work still continues to be done in our con-
stantly harassed and considerably shrunken stage, there are two
virtues which may be claimed for the theatre of the thirties con-
spicuously lacking today. The theatre of the thirties attempted to
make the stage an instrument of public enlightenment through a
passionate involvement with the national scene. It made valiant
and, to a remarkable degree, effective efforts to bring order and
discipline into the helter-skelter of our theatre’s artistic and finan-
cial organization.

An intelligent and successful Broadway producer of today re-
cently said to me, “The theatre at present is twenty times more
‘commercial’ than it was in the thirties. For one thing you could
reach the hearts and souls of actors, playwrights, designers, etc.,
with good sense and considerations of sound craftsmanship. Today
these people—whatever their personal disposition—appear en-
circled by an iron ring forged by their agents who protect their
clients from all thought beyond income, percentages and publicity.”

The lean days and hungry nights of the thirties were a brave
time. Aren’t we a little torpid now?
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