
CLIFFORD ODETS AND THE GROUP THEATRE PLA YS 

IN THEIR SOCIAL CONTEXT 

A Thesis PTesented 

to the 

Faculty of Graduate Studies 

MeGill University 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the 

Requirements for the Degree of 

Master of Arts in English 

by 

Irving Wolfe 

August, 1958 



Pre:f'atory Note 

Because of the many references made to the plays, 

it has seemed advisable to abbreviate titles, and to refer 

in the following manner to Act and Scene divisions and the 

pagination of the appropriate editions: 

WL 

TD 

AS 

PL 

GB 

RM 

NM 

II 

ii 

/56 

Waiting for Letty 

Till the Day I Die 

Awake and Sing 

Paradise Lost 

Golden Boy 

Rocket to the 

Night l'rusio 

Act 

Scene 

.Page number 

Moon 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

page 

CHAPTER I Introduction: The Years 1929-1935...... ~ 

II Waiting for LeftY ••..••••••.••.•••••••• 5 'f 

III Till the Day 1 Die ........ · .. ·. ·. · · · • • · 7 3 

IV Awake ~ §.i!l& •••••••••••••••• • • • • • • • • • ~ 3 

V Paradise I&ll ••.... · •. · • · · · • · · · · • • · · · · • 9 i 
VI Golden .Boy.................. ••. •••••••• ~:]_Cf 

VII Rocket to !ru! Moon... • . • • • . • • • • • • • • • • • . 1. 3 Lf 

VIII Night Music ••••••••••••• •••••••· • • • • • • • 1._ 5.1 

IX Conclusion...... • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 1 6 q 

BITBL IOGRAPHY. • • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • • . • • . . . • • . • • • • . • • • • • • • j__, '$ CJ 



CHAPTER 1 

Introduction: The Years 1929 - 1936 -------
~conomic Collepse 

It is perhaps difficult to say that an era begins 

or ends at a particul~r moment; it may be equally risky to 

label a period of five yeavs or ten years an era; but the 

world which was true for Clifford Odets did not exist in 

Sept eni> er, 19 29, and di d exis t in January, 1930. 

The event which ushered in Udets' world was the 

Stock Market crash of 1929, and its consequences. Up until 

October of tba t year America was riding on an unprecedented 

and apparently p;rmanent prosperity wave • .President Hoover 

told the nation " ••• we shall soon with the help of God be 

wi thin sigh t of the day when poverty will be banished from 
1 

the na tien." Irving Fisher, a Wall Street economist, claimed 

America dwelt on "a permanently high plateau" of prosperity. 

Iortu~, a new magazine issued at the heavy priee of ten 

dollars per year, proclaimed the "generally accepted common

place that America's great achieverœnt has been Business." 

John J. Raskob, chairmen of the Democratie National Committee, 

said in the surru:ner of 1929 "· •• I am. firm in my belier that 
2 

any one not only can be ri ch, but ought to be ri ch." 

1. Herbert Hoover, State Papers, ed. w.s. Myers, (New York, 1934) 
II, 426-427• 

2. Dixon Wecter, The Age of the Great Depression, (New York, 1948) 
pp. 1-4 • 



America was proud of itself, and the Big Bull 

Market, as the high riding Stock ~xchange was called, saw 

itself as the highest, purest end most successful form of 

enlightened capitalism. 

Then began the downfall. From a peak on September 

3, 1929, the Stock H.arket dropped; to be sure, it . surged up 

again, but this was only momentary. by the end of the month 

it fell lower and lower, and the pattern continued into 

October. 

Saturday, October 19, was bad. ivîonday, October 21, 

was worse. •ruesday slackened, but vvednesday brought unpre

cedented drops. Then came Black Thursday, uctober 24, when 

the great Stock Market panic burst fully. Thirteen million 

shares changed bands and wild rumors circulated about failures 

and suicides. The climax carne on 'l'uesday, üctober 29, when 

ove r 16 million shares were traded and innumerable fort unes 

were dissipated. At the end of the month 15 billion dollars 

in market value had been wiped out, representing losses tc 
1 

investors. Said the Commercial and E'inancial Chronicle of 

November 2, "The present week has witnessed the greatest stock-

market catastrophe of the ages." In a few weeks "it had blown 
2 

into thin air 30 billion dell~·" 

The Stock Market crash of 1929 brought about the 

Depression of 1929-1933. 

1. WeGter, p. 12. 

2. F. L. Allen, Since Yesterday, (New York, l9 :4ô), p.26 



The Depression came as a shock. It destroyed the illusion 

that American capitalism led a charmed life. ~t put a 

hamper on business and industry, so that production slackened, 

wages were eut, many were fired and consumer buying dropped 

proportionately. 

'l'he process was not like a chemical reaction, 

pre die table and ob serve ble in all i ts defini te stages. .Many 

in 1930 wer e aware of the Depression only through their news

pa pers, despite the fact that one worker in foilr in the big 
"1. 

cities had lost his job. ~resident hoover opposed Federal 

relief to the jobless, claiming that handouts were "soul

destroying," and that the economie system would right itself. 

He wanted to m.aintain America's "rugged indiviclualism." 

Yet business declined steadily throughout 1930, and people 

grew desperate. In 1931 ~dmund Wilson could say: 

American optimism has taken a serious beating; 
the national morale is weak. 'l'he energy and the 
fei th for a fresh start seem now not to be forth
coming ••• what we have lost is, it may be, not 
merely our way in the economie labyrinth but our 
conviction of the value of w hat we are doing.~ 

r'eople began to look f or new answers, and one of 

them was Gommunism.. 'l'he Communist Party, which had been 

relatively innocuous until 1929, emerged after that to capture 

the hearts of many labourera. ~n early 1930 it began to 

1. wecter, p. 17. 

2. lSdmund Wilso n , 'i'he Shores of Light, (New York, 1952), 
pp. 524-525. 



1 
f'o.m.ent scattered demonstrations by the une:nployed. As 

faith in American Capitalism wavered, ~ ••• the prestige 
2 

of the Left •••• began to rise once more.• 

'l'hings 'Wn)rsened through 1931. 827 banks closed 

in the united t)tates in September and uctober of that year. 

By December ten million people were enemployed, and the 

mood of America was changing. 

tDepression shows man as a senseless cog in a 
senselessly whirling machine which is beyond 
human understanding and bas ceased to serve 
any purpose but i ts own.' 'l'he worse the machine 
behaved, the more were men and women driven 
to try to und ers tand i t. As one by one the 
supposedly fixed principles of business and 
economies and government went down in ruins, 
people who bad taken these fixed principles 
for granted ••• began to try to educate them
selves ••• Tdeas were in .fl~). · .- ·: ••• many of 
the more forthright liberals were tumbling 
head over heels into ~ommunism. 3 

American intellectuels, through 1930 and 1931 

••• thrashed desperately about to find firm 
grou nd in the encompa ssing quick sand of 
enemployment and deprivation. ·1·hey did not 
turn at once - and of course the majority of 
them never did- to the far political Left ••• 
~~v•rtneless, significant numbers, in these 
years of the locust, did begin to examine the 
Communist position. 4 

They examined Russia be cause i t seemed the only 

country in the world where Government acted reasonably. 'l'he 

first Five Year Plan had just been successfully completed, 

and workers and techniciens were in great demand. Hussia 

1. Wecter, p. 16. 

2. Walter Rideout, The Radical Novel in the United States 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1956), p. 135. 

3. Allen, p. 5(. S'"· 
4. Rideout, p. 138. 
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bad apparently mede a success of social engineering. 

Furthermore, Marxism as a philosophy satisfied the in

tellectuels because it was logical, consistent and complete. 

It was "••• a spirituel refuge ••• in the shifting waters 
1 

of despair." 

1932 was the cruelest uepression year. unemploy-

ment rose to 12 or 15 million, business lo st between 5 and 

6 billion dollars, and only one twenty-fourth as many 

corporations were formed that year as in 1929. Bread lines 

grew; "Hoovervilles," makeshift end decrepit settlements 

on the outskirts of towns, increased in number and population; 

thousands were homeless and more t housands be came migrants. 

11he depression worked i ts evi 1 on the mind as well: afte r 

three years of degradation, people lost self respect along 

with enthusiasm. Scandals were bared, and with eacb came 

anotber disillusionment. 

Membersbip in tbe Communist Party jumped from 
2 

nine thousand in 1931 to twenty-five thousand in 1934, while 

many other intellectuels became "fellow-travellers," !·~·· 

they accepted Party policy but not the ~arty discipline. 

'l'he "big men," the economists and bankers, bad no answer. 

Andrew Mellon, ex-Secretary of the Treasury and then Ambassador 

to ~ngland, said in London in 1932, "None of us has any means 

of knowing when and bow we shall emerge from the valley of 

1. Rideout, p~ 139. 

2. Hideout, p. 141. 

5 



depression in wh ic h the w orld is travelling." Mont agu 

Norman, Governor of the Bank of .l!:ngland, satd a few 

months later, "The difficulties are so vast, the forces 

so unlimited, so novel, and precedents are so lacking, 

that I approach this whole subject not only in ignorance 

but in humility. lt is too great for me." In America, 

Charles M. Schwab of Bethlehem Steel said, " ••• I 'fl'T l afra id, 

every man is afraid. r don't know, we don't know, whether 
1 

the values we have are going t o be real next mon th ar not." 

The .New Deal 

At the seme time another force was blossom.ing. 

Franklin lJ. Roosevelt, uov er nor of i'iew York, decided to run 

for the Democratie candidacy in 1932. Re was elected on 

the fourth ballot at the riotous Chicago Convention and began 

his presidentiel campaign. stumping the country from border 

to border, ma king as rœny as s ixteen speeches a day, he was 

elected by a staggering majori ty of close to seven million 

votes, and ushered in phase two of the 1930's. 

Throughout the land there was fomenting a spirit 

of rebellion. In Washington, in the summer of 1932, veterans 

gathered into a "Bonus Expeditionary Force," in order to 

derr:l8nd from Congress compensation which was originally due 

only in 1945. When the sena,te voted -down the bonus bill, 

1. Allen, pp. 73-75. 

' 



many veterans left; the few who remained, however, were 

dispersed by troops in a bloody riot which created much 

bi tt er ness • 

..l!'armers all over the land began blockading 

highways, stopping public auctions by force, and threatening 

judges in bankruptcy cases. 'l'hase men were not conscious 

revolutionaries; they were simply striking back at impersonal 

forces in whatever way they could. 

In such a context any idea was adopted which 

offered soma hope for the future. Howard Scott, a Greenwich 

Village intellectuel, saw his theory of 'l'echnocracy suddanly 

be come a na ti anal craze. '.i.'echnocracy, which demanded a 

re or ganization of the pri ce system in accordance w i th an 

energy-based formula, would have the country run by technol

ogists. 'l'he theory was new, it did not run counter to 

ingrained prejudices, and best of all, it was scientific in an 

age which venerated science. It was mystically abstruse and 

hopeful. '.i'her e were other suggestionS-:-riu.ey Long, Lienator 

from Louisiane, proposed a Share-Our-vvealth schema; Father 

Coughlin, the "radio priest," called for a revaluation of 

the currency. But the greatest furor was aroused by Technocracy. 

During December of 1932 and January of 1933 it reverberated 

across America; then it died. In the meantime, however, it 

was indicative of a strong desire on the part of many Am.ericans 

for a new Saviour, a new be lie f'. 

'l'he answer whic h most Ame ri cans ac cep ted, however, 

was ~resident Roosevelt's New Deal. There were many who dis-

7 

liked this new policy, as it was called; there were many more • 



•r who prefer,.ed fringe theories such as Comrnunism, but the 

election resulta or 1936, when Roosevelt was returned with 

a huge majority, signif'ied that most of the American peopl• 

approved or and believed in the New Deal. 

Roosevelt w as e le c ted in November of 1932, but 

did not assume office unti 1 March of 1933. During tha t 

per iod things happe ned quick ly. ln the middle or February 

the benking system wavered and banks began to close all over 

the country. The process continued until, on March 4, the 

day of Roosevelt' s Inauguration, the last financial strong-

holds fell, and Governors Lehman of' New York and Borner of 

Illinois proclaimed state bank holidays. On the last day 

in w hi ch Hoover was in office, he was to ld tha t the banking 
t~ 

system ofAUnited States had stopped functioning. There 

seemed to be nothing he could do. 

He couldn't, but apparently Roosevelt could. Before 

a hundred thousand spectators gathered for his Inauguration 

he boldly spoke these ramous words . .. "the only thing we have 

to f'ear is rear itselr" -.and instituted a whirlwind series 

of bills and reforma. The banks were reopened and Amerie~'s 

currency was put on a sound er basis wi thin the first tan deys 

of' his terrn or office. The newspapers supported Roosevelt, 

Congre ss f'o llowed his wi shes, and the people suddenly were behind 

him almost to a man. ~ncouraged by this, Hoosevelt's new 

administration continued to produce new le g islation at a 

f'urious rate. Bills were passed devaluating the dollar, pro

tecting the t'armer, stimu1ating employm.ent, lightening the 

debt burden, instituting firJancial reforms, developing naturel 



resources, and, perhaps most readily appreciated by the people, 

inaugurating a sweeping system or ~ederal relief in direct 

contrast to the policy of Hoover. Hoosevelt's National 

Industriel Hecovery Act sought to spread employment by short

ening labo·1r hours, setting a minimum for wages, allowing 

business to govern itself, while at the same time letting 

the government regulate the business system, and raising 

wages in the hope that increased purchasing power would benefit 

all. 

The New Deal was different from the Hoover policy in 

that it attacked rather than defended. 'l'he emphasis was on the 

common man, not on the plight of the bankers; in tact, Hoosevelt 

showed a marked distrust of the big men on Wall street. The. 

government was willing to expand; unions were encouraged; the 

government had moved more than sli .·~htly toward the left. 

tiusiness began to revive; lndustrial production rose 

ô?~ from March to July, 1933; the Stock Market became active; 

but underneath there still lurked the heritage of the Depression -

millions still jobless, farmers rebellious and rioting; and 

then came a drop from the July peak of pro duc ti on and Market 

priees. On the surface there ~as the great shining hope ot the 

New Deal, but man y were dis trust fu 1. 

'l'his hope, too, was to fade. After July the economy 

begen to recede. The .N.R.A. did not wor èc out as well as bad 

been hoped. ~ployers used any evil means to circumvent it. 

Business was proved too corrupt to be allowed self-rule. By 

th e winter of 1933 the New Deal bad lost a great.deal of i ts 

lustr11. ·rhe radicale were impatient; the farmers did not see 

any immediate bene fi ts; labour was llOt too much better off than 

9 



before because the N.R.A. was not being fully enforced with 
tlrtd 

regard to union freedom;~businessmen were afraid of Roosevelt's 

seemingly wild and cepricious policies. 

The New Deal became increasL1gly socialistic. In 

1935 the Social Securi~ Act was passed, and the Works 

Progress Administration (later called the Work Projects 

Administration) set out to provide relief on a gigantic 

scale. The courts, hcmever, fought Governm.ental interference 

in business. In May of 1935 the Suprem.e Court invalidated the . 

N.R.A. 

Naturel Disasters 

After the New Deal 1'honeymoon'' was over, nature 

itself seemed to go against the people. On November 11, 1933, 

the fir st great Dust Storm swept a cross South Dakota. This 

was followed through the winter by similar storms along the 

farm belt from Texas to Canada. Farms were blown eway, roads 

and reilroads obliterated and thousands of people were left 

homeless am wi thout much sustenance. Many became refugees, 

migrants across the country in search of security. In many 

places they enco~ntered only hostility and violence. 

In those areas where the farms survived or were 

unharmed;' a new evil arose. Many small farms were combined 

into big cnes, to be run by machines. Tenant farmers were 

evicted and the sharecropper s were usurped by c ot ton-pick ing 
1( 

machines. This produced a huge, roving, landless proletariat 

of the land, helpless if unorganized, menacing if organized 

/0 

»1 
because it had no stake in the land and its settled institutions. 

1. Allen, pp. 208. 



Another series of disasters occ~red in 1ate 1936 

and 193?. The rivera went on a rampage, flooding, killing and 

causing millions of dollars worth of damage. A month after 

the peak of the floods, 300,000 still remained homeless. 

These calamities - unemployment in the cities, the 

dust bowl storms and the rivera' damage - left many homeless 

migrants who would be ripe for a new ideology. 

The Ideological r'erment 

Contributing to the spread of any ideology must be 

a need for it, a search for belief by someone. lf the time is 

not ripe, no philosophy vdll flourish. In the 1930's after 

the Depression people began to examine their society; they began 

to study economies, to attend forums and take a lively interest 

in federal affaira. '.Chey developed a social consciousness. 

'If, in the year 1925 ••• you had gone to 
a cocktail party ••• you would probably have he a rd sorne of 
the following beliefs expressed:-

'l'ha t there ough t to be more personal 
freedom, particularly sex freedom. 

'l'hat reformera were an abomination and 
there were too many laws. 

~hat babbitté, Hotarians, and boosters, 
and indeed American bu si ness men in general, 
were hopele ssly cras s. 

That the masses of the citizenry were 
dolts with 13-year old minds. 

That most of the heroes of historical 
tradition, and especially of victorien and 
~uritan tradition, were vastly overrated and 
needed 'debunking! 

That America was auch a standardized,machine
ridden and convention-ridden place that people 
wi th brai ns and teste na turally pre fer red the 
free atmosphere of ~urope. 



••• If, after ••• ten years you had 
strayed into a similar gathering, 
••• you wculd probably have beard sorne 
of the follovving beliefs expressed:-

That reform - economie reform, to be 
sure, but neverthele ss reform by law -
was badly needed, and there ought to be 
more stringent laws. (Sorne members of 
the co~pany might even scout reform as 
useless pending the clean sweep of 
capitalist institutions ~vhich must be 
made by the inevitable ComMunit.t 
Revolution). 

That the masses of the citizenry were the 
people who really mattered, the most fitting 
subjects for writer and artist, the people 
on whose behalf reform must be overtaken. 
(Indeed, if you had listened carefully you 
might have beard a literary critic who had 
been gently nurtured in the politest of 
environments referring to himself as a 
proletarien, so belligerently did he identify 
himself wi th the masses) • 

. Tha t Amer ica was the most fa sc ina ting 
place of alland the chief hope for freedom; 
that it was worth studyir€ and depicting 
in all its phases but pa:'ticularly in those 
uglier phases that cried most loudly for 
correction; and th at it was worth wor king 
loyally to save, though perhaps it was 
beyond saving and was going to collapse 
along wi th the rest of ci vilizati on. 1 

1. Allen, pp. 250-252. 

[2 



Civilization had sonething drastically 

wrong with it, and i t had to be seved. To the 

Marxist it could only be seved by revolution, 

.!.·~·, no lasting change could be a chi eved wi thin 

a capitalistic-democratic framework. 

According to the Marxist analysis, the 

class is the unit of social relationships, not 

the indi vidualj the class is the dynamic factor in 

social change, and the basis of social institutions 

and values. 

The class is an economie concept, is 

formed by economie interests. Capitalism is a class 

economy .. where ownership is separate from labor, 

priva te gain has nothi.ng t o do wi th public or 

social gai n , production is isolated from consumption. 

t-3 



This results in an irreconcileable difference 

between the interests of labour and the interests of 
' 

ownership, bringing about a perpetuel conflict between 

the two classes. Sucb an economy, to the Marxist, con-

centrates ownership and the means of production in the 

hands of a few, makes the working classes dependent upon 

the goodvvill of these few, and gives vast privileges to 

these fevo; while alloting few opportunities to labour. 

In sucb an economy profit determines productivity; there 

is a great inequality in the distribution of the benefits 

of pro duc ti on; waste, ins ecuri ty and misery are ju stified 

in the name of profit; in short, such an economy is generous 

to the few and barbarous to the many. 'l'his re sul ts in two 

distinct classes, wi th conflicting interests, and the 

relationship between these classes is the dominant factor 
1 

in capitalist society. 

In such a society the individuel must function 

as a part of his class. The presence of the middle class 

does not rule out the t~o-class theory; those of the 

middle-class whose livelihood is dependent on labour 

belong to the working class; those wbose livelihood is 

dependent upon owning the means of production are to be 

considered members of the upper class. 

The middle-class, to the Marxist, is rootless, 

shifting, transitory. It is losing its i ndependence by 

being made propertyless, as society tends more and more 

to split up into two bard and fast categories, the 

1. Zalmen Slesinger, ~duc!tion acd the Glass struggle, 
(New York 1937) pp. 59-60.-- ---



bourgeoisie and the proletariat. 'l'he middle -class 

mentality, with rootless social ideologies, merits 

careful attention in any plan to reconstruct a capitalist 
1 

class economy. 

C~ass relationships are not entirely economie, 

but even the non-economie relationships are economically-

founded, in that the classes themselves are the result 

of economie forces. Thus a dichotomy in the economie 

structure results in a dichotomy in the total structure. 

All aspects assume a class quality. This produces a class 

mentality and ideology. The do~inant class shapes the 

laws, religions, morals, arts, letters and science of the 

whole society after its owc interests. at ••• the ruling ideas 

and values are essentially the ideas and values of the 
~ 

ruling class. 

Thus the stote is not a neutral and impartial power 

but the tool of the do~inant class . 1t protects the 

exploiters against the exploited. Class relationships 

become the do :ninance of the propertied ov er the pr opertylessJ 

an6 the subservience of thE: state to the upper class 

perpetuates this. 

All concessions granted to labour are in the 

interest of ownership; thus even a social service stete 

is a class st~te i n th;t help from the up per clas s is not 

granted p~ilanthropically but prodently. 

1. See Harold Clurmen' s appendix to Paredise Lost in (1.-ffo~J OJt-ts 
Six t'lays of Clif ford Odets, c~~w·y;;~1'2t:r.q)f-:423-tp.7- J 

2. Slesinger, p. 64. 



Culture is a class instrument. The dominant 

class harnesses the ideological forces so that they 

function in their interests. ~his cultivates a social 

mentality throughout all of society which justifies the 

existing social o~der and precludes any radical change. 

0 ne p art of cu l tu r e re f le c t s , a nd the re s t i s made 

subservient to, the beliers of the dominant class. 

'l'here are, however, the Marxist maintains, 

some cultural patterns and forces which refl.ect the 

int erests or labour. If the re were not, the masses would 

be doomed. In a capitalist society, however, that which 

ela shes wi th the dominant cul tu re is di v erted from the 

masses, or suppressed, or rendered dormant. 

The clas s concept, it must be emphasized, does 

not regard society as dormant. The Marxist is constructive 

as ~ell as destructive. The class concept implies stress 

and change, the Marxist clalms. 'f'here is a perpetuel 

struggle between the dominant class and the exploited one. 

'l'he class in power denounces the existence of 

this wat. Sbould the dominated class recognize the 

existence of the war, then it would attempt self-liberation. 

Thus the class concept, dependi ng upon how one looks at it, 

is an instrument for halting or instituting social change; 

it is a dynamic concept. 

Change, the n , con only occu r one class level. The 

realization by labour of the existence of a class societyJ 

in all its re.m.ifications, unifies it. It is then ready to 

effect social change. This must be preceded by a nullirication 

of the class struggle, which implies political revolution. 



Class antagonism alone can errect social change. 

The economie system must be transformed, political 

power must be transferred from t~e upper class .. to the 

lower. The upper class will not surrender it willingly; 

ther efore it must be ta ken by force. 

What the lower class wishes is to force social 

theories ru1d institutions into compliance with production. 

The worker wants a unified and reasonab l y interdependent 

economy, collectivist and not based on profit. His 

wages must be a fair reward for his labour. 

Seiz~ng the state is the first step toward 

achieving this. The worker is not conte~1ding with the 

capitalist for control of the state; rather, he seeks 

contrat only in order to reform the state; i.e., he --
struggles against the state. In order to overthrow 

the capitalists the workers must first win the political 

power to make the state their organ, for the state, as 

it is, is a tool of the capitalists. 

Change, therefore, can be effected by class, 

not democratie, techniques; i.e., democra~y ·at its best is 
-- 1 

still incapable of producing a good system.. Political 

power must be transferred from those who control production to 

those who subsist on its co ntinuance. 

To runction as an instrument of change, the class 

~ust be conscious of its purpose. In a capitalist society 

the dominant class is always aware of the struggle; therefore 

the class concept works always as a n instrument against 

social ch ange. 

l.see Rocket to the Moon, p. l'la., 

t? 



The subject class, however, is not necessarily conscious, 

in full or in part, of its role in society; therefore 

class conditions do not necessarily foster class-consciousness 

on the part of labour; rather, they tend to suppress it, 

and to incul~~t~a classless ideology in the minds of the 

exploited. Therefore society is class-structured, but not 

necessarily class-conscious. 

The Marxist educator, then, be he teacher or poet 

or whatever, must awaken a class-consciousness among the 

masses. He must reconstruct the classless mentality of the 

masses into a class mentality. The democratie tradition 

hinders this by concealing class conditions from the masses, 
9tJd 
~ that is why the development of class-consciousness has been 

so slow in A!!lerica. 'l'he Marxist educator must battle the evil 

influence of democ racy, w hic h he regards as h ••• a deplorably 

deficient instrument for ridding our social order of its 

'~ present evils ••• 

the economie system. 

All of society must be changed, not only 

. th . 11 the.. . S1.nce e non-econom1.c as we asl\econom1.c 

mentalities of a class society have an economie origin, class

consciousness can only be aroused when all values are recon-

structed. 

This is the basic Marxist argJment. 

1. Slesinger, pp 7·fh7t". 
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Leftist Literature of the Times 

Several proletarien novels appeared prior to the 

period under study, among them Agnes Smedley's Daughter of 

Earth, 1929, a semi-autobiographical acccunt of the education 

or a revolutionary, and Michael Gold's Jews Without Monel, 1930, 

a series of related sketches conveying the poverty, fear and 

degradation of tenement life, and the overwhelming excitement 

felt by man accepting Communism. Gold is important for 

reasons other than this; in 1921, writing in Th~ Liberator, 

he was perhaps the first to herald the new radical wri ting 

which would come "as a concommitant to the rise of the world 
1 

proletariat." More immediately, it was a review by him of 
2 

Thornton Wilder, attacking Wilder's message in terms of its 

lack of immediate and hopeful guidance, a review which 

generated a furious controversy, which can be said to be 

responsi ble, per haps more th an any ether single event, for 

bringing Marxist criticism to the forefront of public notice 

and thereby, generating vast interest in, enthusiasm for, and 

production of 1' proletarien') libera ture. 

Another forerunner was John uos Passos, who 

published Manhattan 'l'ransfer in 1926. This book is a bitter 

denunciation or machine-like American society, but beyond 

this Dos Passos cannet be considered a militant leftist. He 

seems more to have sought a reform of America, a rebuilding of 

democracy, than a revolution and a dictatorship by the proletariat. 

1. Michael Gold,f'Towards Proletarien Art," The .:!:iberator, IV, 
{February, 1921), p. 23. ---

tnN;hcttJ Gc.ld, 
2. /\Wilder: Prophet of the Genteel Christ(' The New Rel?ublic,LXIV 

(Fall Literary Section, 1930), p. 266.------



His trilogy u.s.A., completed in 1934, does end on a 

communistic note, but Manhattan Transfer was written before 

the Sacco-Vanzetti affair, the crash and the Depression. 

The growth of proletarien literature was most 

rapid between 1932 and 1935. ltdid not at any time dominate 

the Am.erican literary scene, but enough of it was written 

after the Crash so that by 1935 it had become a distinct 

literary category. In comparison with the isolated cries 

of the twenties, many new voices joined the leftist ranks 

as the Depression set in. 

••• What we are seeing today is the emergence 
of a galaxy of young novelists ••• who 
have discovered ••• tha t art is more than a 
parleur game to amuse soulful parasites, 
tha t the Amer ican workers, farmers and 
pro fe s si anal s are the t rue nation, and 
that the only major the~e of our time is 
the rate of these people. 1 

Great hope was held for this li terature. 

~or the first time in centuries we shall 
get an art that is truly epie, for it 
will deal with the tremendous experiences 
of a class whoee world-wide struggle 
trans for ms the wh ole of human so ci et y • 
• • • we have here the beginnings of an 
American literature, one which will grow 
in insight and in power with the growth 
of the American working class now beginning 
to tread its historie path toward the new 
wor ld. 2 

What emerged was not a gàlaxy numerically or 

artistically, but a steady flow. ln all, about seventy radical 

novels were published between 1930 and 1939, fift y of them 
5 

be fore 1935. 

1. Proletarien Literature in the United ~tates, ed. uran.ville .Hicks 
6,'~ &tn~rs) (New York, 1935} p. 33.- - - :·. 

2. ·i:'roletarien f.iterature, pp. 19-28, 
3. Mideout, p. 171. · 



J:he proletarien novels tended to fall into 4 

categories; seme dealt with a strike, sorne depicted the 

development of a hero~s class-consciousness, sorne dealt 

with the lowest levels of SDoiaty and ethers described the 

decay of the middle class. A few contained a mixture of 

the se the mes. 

The best of the strike books is Robert Cantwell's 

The Land of ~lenty, dealing with a spontaneous uprising in 

a wood-veneer factory on the West Coast. Another is Clara 

WeatherwBX's Marchinsl.~rching&,l935, set as well on ths 

west coast. 

~ighteen novels of the era deal with an inàividual's 

Hillunima ti on.'' 'l'ber e are two types 1 d epie ting the awakening 

of a dcwntrodden and abused worker or the conversion of a 

middle-cless bourgeois. James Steele's Conveyor is an 

exemple of the fir st, in which Jim Brogan, an "average worker, '' 

learns the hard way to accept Communism.. Thomas Boyd' s 

' !!! ~ .9! .!:~ i s an exemple of the second type, in which 

his hero, a white-coller worker, is unable to earn a living 

and so decides to fi ght the class war. Jack Conroy's 

The Disinherited is distinctive in that its hero wenders 

picaresque-like wh ile he "grow s up." 

ln the strike and conversion novels the message 

is explicit; in the novels wbich deal with the wretched 

lower classes, however, the message tends to be implicit. 

The reader is assailed by descriptions which should direct 

him to only one conclusion, but he must form it for hi~self. 



Am.ong such novels of failure, of the dovvn-and-outs, is 

Edward Dahlberg' s Bottom Do2_!. The title of this novel 

gave a popular name to that ge~~e of writing. Nelson 

Algren' s Sorne body in Boots treats the li fe of Cass McKay~ 

who is batte red b y for tune continuously. ..l:"'erhaps the 

best of this group is Henry Roth's Call It Sleep, the 

record of a Jewish immigrant child in the lower ~ast Side 

of New York, from the a ge of 6 to 8. It is imaginative 

and transmits its vision forcefully. Since the book ends 

with the hero still a child, there is no. conscious step 

forward, but the impression given is that David, the young 

protagonist, will probably grow to be a radical. 

The fourth type of novel dealt with middle class 

decay. Many works in this category earned a further - or 

only - merit by depicting at the same time a revolutionary 

upgrowth. James Farrell's trilogy Studs Lonigan has the 

hero dying while the Communists parade in the streets. 

Josephine Herbst also produced a proletarian trilogy which 

traces the li v es of a family from 1868 to 193?. Rer bookS

Pi t;y- Is Not .l:!inoJ.gh, 'l'he Execut ioner Wai ts and Hope of Gold ;

end with the class lines drawn, with an actuel barricade 

and ci vil strife. 'l'he novels in this category all make more

or-less the same point - that the middle class, whicb once 

obscured the operation of Marxist laws in American capitalism, 

is now disintegrating before the clearly defined emergence 

of the two opposing classes. 



Several miner themes are involved in certain of 

the proletarien movels. ~d~ard Dahlberg's Those Who Perish 

concerns a Jewish heroine who adopts Communism as the only 

hope for the future in a world menaced by Fascist anti

Semitism; Grace Lumpkin's A Sign for Cain treats œnti-Negro 

discrimination in the SoJth, out of which its hero turns to 

the lefti Theodore lrwin's Strange Passage talks of the 

deportation of aliens, and William Cunningham's Pretty B~ 

analyses the life of the gangster Pretty Boy Floyd in terms 

of economie pressure. 

2.3 

strange ly, only one novel was v. ri tt en on the ex

periences of a party member. ~dward Newhouse's This Is Your Dal, 

1937, deals w ith the life of an organizer and was widely hailed 

when it appeared, but it stands alone as a type. Martin 

Delapey's Journal of a Young Man, while dealing with the 

life of a Party member, focuses toc much on the hero's love 

troubles to be properly called an essentially Leftist work 

along the line s of This Is Y our Day. 

It is possible to isolate certain common traits 

among all tbese differing works, certain beliefs, certain symbols 

and representative or personified forces. 'l'hese arise, obviously, 

out of the common Marxist view of capitalism, with its con

tradictions and exploitative relationships, and run as 

follows: 

Business ethics are the ethics of animals, of the 

jungle. .Police, the agents of the domina ting class, are often 

brutal to strikers and any deviants from the ruling-class 

line. 



This brutality . is demonstrated to stem from the 

institutions which capitalism has set up to protect itself. 

The well-being of the few costs much from the 

many. Gapitalist justice, another tool it sets up to 

maintain itself, is class justice: it preserves property 

relationships. Justice is •a conspiracy of one class 
1 

agai ns t ano the r. tt 

All parts of business unite to maintE1in this 

situation, but newspapers especially come in for attack . 

. Inst e.ed of being a free press, most are organs of the 

dominating class, and twist eve~ything accordingly. 

Bankers and politicans are loathsome tools or sche ming 

fascists -competitive capitalism breeds corruption. 

In accordance with the Party line, set down in The 

Comrnunis_:b the early New Deal is social fascism. 'l'he N.R.A. 

is being used for the disadvantage,.6f the warkers. Union 

leaders are corrupt, the tools of the capitalists, interested 

only in monay or power. 

The universities are reactionary; professionals 

are weakling conservatives. Those intellectuels who do not 

labour for the worlœrs' cause are useless and wasteful. 

ft Their bourge ois cult ure glistens like a olun3 he~p, 
2 

stinks like a corpse, with decay.~ 

'rhe Marxists have little use for Religion; it is 

the~opiate of the masses(~ another protective i nstitution 

designed to prevent the :nas ses from becoming class-conscious. 

------
1. Rideout, p. 200. 

2. Hideout, p, 202. 



Usually, if religion is brought in to a strike con text, 

the clergy side with ownership, and those who don't are 

ostracized by the respectable. ~ven non-institutionalized 

religion is ignored. If the Marxists have any religion 

at all, it is Marxism itself, scientific and progressive 

rather than S'J.~rsti t ions and rea ct ionary. 

A consistent tolerance for minorit ies is shoon. 

William Cunningham' s !he Green Corn Hebellion conta ins a 

brutal anti-Negro indldent which is ostensibly a feature 

of American capitalistic society; Grace Lumpkin's A Sign 

for Cain de piets a horrible lynch ing; an ti -semi ti sm and 

all na ti on al is tic an tagonis ms are denounced, wh ile pro

letarian unive~salism is praised. 

Militarism, im.perialism and war are condemned. 

The slogan "It was a rich man's war and poor man's fight'l 

is popular. war is the capitalist drive for markets; 

there should be only one war, and that is between the 

classes; in this way the proletari an novelists are not 

pacifistic. The fUnction of the Army and the National Guard 

in p3acetime is to break strikes and contain working-cle.ss 

di s c ont en t • 

'l'he v.orkers usually are good people, while the 

capitalists manifest almost every evil man is capable of. 

As a rule, in addition, the pro tagonis ts are usually bet ter

drawn and rounded th an the villains, who gene rally re main 

static. 'l'he bourgeois may be ''physically unattractive or 

diseaseà, bypocritical, false and greedy, neurotic, anti

intellectual , and spiritually dry, incapable of affection 

even for wi f e and family, and higbly prone, in their 



fil thy-mindedness, to sexuel promis cui ty. · ••• few 

bourgois sex lives are normal... (they) have a penchan t 

for the gf)U d. ier perver sio na. • • the inàidence of 

homosexuality ••• is ••• high. ... one suspects that for 

the proletariar. novelist homosexuality came to stand 

arbitrarily as a conveuient, all-inclusive symptom or 
1 

capital is t decay. All of these faults, of course, had 

an ecomomic basie. 

'l'hus while some of the workars in these novels 

have faul ts, they are a lways reparable. 'the bourgeoisie, 

however, is dying, and cannet be cured. 

~he con cept of unity is the Golden Hule. 

Solidarity should bring successful mess action. l!'or a 

worker to find his soul, to discover his true self; he 

must submerge himself in tbe uni fte d ~rou p , in the masses • 

.tmlightenmen t bring s uni ty, uni ty bri ngs concer ted effort 

and only concerted effort can effect a revolution. 

In general, then, it cen be said that all the 

proletarien writers had one common purpose, et leest, up 

to 1935: to fo!11ent a revolution with all possible speed. 

1935 wes the peak year for proletarian novels. 

In that year a review digest listed "Proletarien Literature•J 

for the first ti'!le as a distinct fiction classification. 

Granville Hicks published a revised edition of his 'I'he Great 

Tradition, which con tained e. new chapter on proletarien 

literature in the United States>and later in the year an 

1. Ri deout, p. 218. 



anthology, Proletarien Litere.ture in the_Qnited States, 

pro'ldl~r trumpeted a new literary phenomenon V~.hich it 

predicted vwuld soon dominate U.S. letters. The New !.~asses 

hel à a con test for a novel "wri tt en from both the v iewpoint 
,,1 

of and about the proletariat, and the v;inner, Clara 

Weatherw.ax's Marchingl Marchiqs: 1was greeted v,ith excite

ment. The outstanding event, nevertheless, Vias the first 

American Writer's Congrees, April 2ô, 193S, v.hich would 

''develop tt.e possibilitiesfor wider distribution of 

revolutionary books and the improvement of the revolutionary 
.,2 

press, and othervvise further the revolutionary effort. 

This Congress would create the League of American Writers, 

which would a ffi lia te i tself wi th the International Union 

of Revolutionary Writers, a Soviet-sponsored or ganization. 

After 1935, however, proletarian novels were 

produced in far smaller quantities and with less passion. 

In one year, from 1935 ta 1936, the number dropped by 60%. 

Joseph Freeman, who, in the Introduction to Proletarien 

Literature in the United States, 1935, had been able ta 
3 

carol the emergence of ita galaxy cf young novelists,'' 

spoke in 1936, usir~ the pest tense, of ~those radical 

writers who in the 'sectarian' days were engaged in advancing 
4 

wha t used to be called proletarien litera ture.'' 

1. Rideout, p. 238. 

2. 'Gall For an American Writer' s Congress,' New .Masses, 
XIV (January 22, 1935), p. 20. 

3. Proletarien Literature, p. 33. 

4. Joseph b,reernan, 'John Reed,' New Masses. x. 1x )(Tun-e l(.,>,qlG.) ;21. 



Only tvw inter pre tetions are possible here; 

either the proletarien writers stopped writing, or their 

work changed so that they no longer wrote ''proletarien '1 

novel s. 

With regard to the former, several theories have 

been offered. Sorne wruld have it that, having once 

fictionalized a conversion or a strike, the proletarien 

writer then has to wait, to go out and gain new experiences, 

in or der to be able to w ri te freshly and not be fo rced to 

refashion old ma terial. 

Another segment claims the refusal of capitalist 

publishers to p.1blish revolu tionary novels as causing the 

decline. 'l'he teste of the public could not be ~lamed, for 

even at the peak the novels sold badly. The most successful 
1 

-Richard Cantwell's Land of Plentl had sales of only 3000. 

''From the very beginning the novels of social protest received 

a cri ti cal a tt en tion th at was rut of all pr pportion to the ir 
2 

po pula ri ty ~· 

A further claim has it that the Marxist novelists 

were searching for fresh subject .. matter. Adverse critias 

claim that these writers may finally have realized that pro-

letarian literature, with small sales and not unusually large 

lending-library turnover, just did not reach the proletariat. 

Hollywood was pic tur ed by so me as the gilded c ir ce which 

drew many Marx~ist novelists from their path. If this is 

true, and if the l'iew Deal siphoned off even more, the n tho se 

writers who heeded this alien call could not have been too 

1. 

2. 

Rideout, p. 235. 

Hal corn cowley, 'A Farewell to the 1930 ' s! New Re public, 
G!_ (,November 8. l934L n.4~-



si ne ere to begin wi th. 

The best reason offered is the political 

reversal of the Communist Party after 1935, when it adopted 

the Peop1e's or. Popu1ar Front. This shifted the emphasis 

from capitalisn to fascism. All comm.unists now had to 

aid the rest of America to battle the fascist forces; 

i.e., the communiste were required to work band in hand 

with the l'capitaliste'' and 11 middle-class petty-bourlois" 
Il 

whom they had only just el<c.o,-.'a.+eJ. 

'l'hrough this manouever the Party itself 

gained in ranks from 30,000 ~mbers in 1935 to 75,000 
1 

in 1938 but the Marxist writers were apparent1y not 

able to keepu.pwith the shifting .J:Iarty line. "If the 

r~dically oriented writer bad, at leest for the moment, to 

accept, . capitalist democracy ••• he could not emphasize 

the class divisions implicit in a strike, he cou1d not 

document the dis integration of the middle-c1ass ••• Litera ture 

must no longer be declared a class weapon, but simp1y a 

weapon; and the weapon must be used, not a gai nst ca pi ta1 ism, 

the pro1etaria t' s oppresser, but against Fascism, the op pre ssor 
2 

of the • people J .!1 

Poe trf & Short l!'iction 
Beyond the nove , ether art forms too were adopted 

for Marxist purposes. 'l'he sbort story lent itse1f' readily 

to de pic ti ons of vi olen ce and persecution wi th an economie 

basis. 'l'he varirus leftist p..lblications such as the 

New Masses and .Partisan Heview were filled wi th exemples 

of agitational tales. 'l'he fiction section of .Proletarien 

Literature in the United States, that hopeful but doomed 

1. Hideout, p. 243. 

2 • Hideout, pp. 243-244~ 



mor1u.ment to a literary flash-in-the-pan, contains work 

by su ch d if fe rent men as .15rskine Caldwell, John Dos rrasso s, 

James .l!'arrell and Michael Gold. Their stories were usually 

shocking, as if the writers sought to hit back at life 

just as hard as it had hi t their sensibili ties. 'l'hey 

sought to purge and educate through shock. 

'l'he revolu ti onary poe try of the per iod was varied 

in form but not in co nt en t. 1 t ha:d a ba sis in the Marxis t 

poetry of ,l!;ngland as pro duc ed b y w .H. Auden, stephen 

Spender, C. Day Lewis and Louis Macl'.Jiece. The se poets all 

were critical of capitalist society, and managed to express 

their opinions in an exciting variety of poetic formsand 

techniques. 

A.meri can poetry, however, was not so distinguished. 

30 

Muriel Hukeyser and Kenneth ·.fearing were reasonably proficient, 

but neither was as outstanding as any of the .15nglish 

quartette. Miss .ttukey ser' s long poe ms 'l'he or y of .!!'1~, 1935, 

and u.s. 1, 1938, are ob·scurely sym.bolic and deathly serious, 

rendering them without much force. tr'earing' s work, mostly 

short poems in collections- Angel Arms, 1929, and .Poems, 

1935 -are effective, wisecracking and smooth, but will 

probably not prove too durable once their immediacy has 

exp ir ed. 

The major u.s. Marxist poet was Archibald MacLeish, 

who took a definite leftist stand with the p.lblication of 

the volume .t'ublic speech in 1935. MacLeish wholeheartedly ac

cepted Joseph Ereeman's exhortation: 



•• Ei th er the man had to follow the poet back to 

the c~~ of the bourgeoise, or tne poet bad to follow the 

man forward into the camp of the proletariat. 'l'bose who 

chose the latter course accepted the fact that art has 

a class basis; they realized that in a revolutionary 
1 

per iod ••• poe try is inseparable from poli ti cs.'' 

'l'he general run of Marxist poets, were, however, 

mediocre at best. In the Introduction to the poetry section 

of Proletarien Li terature in the United States two points 

are belabored; one, "tmt poets cannot be asocial at their 

writ ing tables and social minded elsewh ere, and tha t to 

write as whole men they must take the ir drive trom th eir 

political convie tions and their subject matter from the class 
2 

struggle, '' and that proletarien poe try does not lack 

varie ty, the t i t is not 1
' as wearying as firecrac ker s at 

3 
6 P.M. on July Fourth. '' The materiel offered, however, 

seems to disprove both of these claims. 

'l'he first poem is Maxwell Bodenheim' s To A 

Revolutionary Girl, whic h contai ns the followi ng lines • 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Frole tari an 

. • • you a r e a gir 1, 
A revolutionis t, a wor ker 
Sworm to give the last, undaunted jerk 
Of your body and every atom 
uf your mind and heart 
'l'o eve ry ot her wo rke r 
In the sl ow , ba rd fi gh t 
That leads to bar r ic a de , to vi ctory 
Against the ru ling swine.t4) 

Litera ture, p.l,Dv. 

Pr ol et&r ian Li terGt ure , p.l4~. 

Frole ta"r ian Li ter a't ure, p.l47. 

Prole tarian Literâture, p.:J-41 .. 



The next poem, Stanley nrunshaw's I, Jim Hogers, ends. 

Tell her 1 offer this 
ln these deys of our marking time, 
Till our numberless scattered millions 
ln mill, farm and sweatshop 
straining with arms for rebellion, 
Tie up our forces together 
To selvage this earth from despair 
And make it fit for the living. tl) 

Seme are relatively witty such as Langston rtughes' ~ark bench. 

1 live on a park bench 
you, l'ark Avenue. 
Hell of a distance, 
.detween us two. 

1 beg a dime for dinner -
You got a butler and maid. 
nut l'm wakin' up! 
say, ain't you afraid. 

The t 1 might, just may be, 
ln a year or two, 
P~Jove on over 
'l'a .t-'ar k Ave nue ? 2 

Don vvest' s Sou the rn Lullaby c ontaiHs the invocation. 

'~at, little baby, eat well, 
A Bolshevik you'll be, 
And hate this bosses' hell -
~ucking it in from me. 3 

1 • .t"roletarian Literature, p. 152~ 

2. ~roletarian Literature, p. 168c 

3. .t"roletarian Literature, p. 199~ 
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Criticism -

Accompanying the proletarien literary upsurge of 1930-1935 

was a companion growth of liommunist cri ticism. 'l'his be came 

widespre ad a ft er i'Üc ha el Gold' s cele br a ted a ttack on Thorn ton 
1 

Wilder, but it soon splintered, and by 1935 the year of its great-

est output, i t had grown into two opposi ng camps of valu es. 

~To be a ~arxist writer in the early thrities was to 
2 

give one's work a new dignity and ennobling seriousness," 

but what precisely was a Harxist writer? Was he a proletarien 

himself, or did he just write about the proletariat? Further, 

proletarien li te rature was supposed to be the li terature of revolu-

tion, but some set up two categories. Proletarien literature, 

they said, analyzed society but was not more revolutionary than 

that society itself, while revolutionary literature inculcated 

a desire to overthrow capitalism. They admitted, hcwever, that 

both types tended to blend as a revolutionary situation grew. 

There arase, therefore, especially after 1930, a 

Marxist criticism which reviewed and judged books in terms of 

the ir revoluti onary value. This occasioned a fu rther s plit among 

the Leftists. There were, those who valued a book's contents 

only, !·~·• its propagande message; ethers declared that 

1. See p. l<f .. 

2. Alfred Kazin, On Nativ.;;; Grounds, (New York, 1942) p. 3?6. 



.. ! 

art~st~c stemdards were mpt to be junked in favour of immediacy, 

that proletarien literature should attempt to be art as well as 

a weapon. 'l'he chief protagonists of the former view were 

Michael Gold and Granville Hicks of The New Masses magazine, 

and they were opposed by many, notably James Farrell, and the 

Partisan Review. Hicks and Gold believed ''that literature can 

almost automatically be evaluated according to the degree to which 

it consciously illuminates the class struggle and explicitly 
1 

affirma allegiance to the proletariat." The Partisan Review, 

led chiefly by Phillip Rahr and Wallace ~billips, contended in 

1934 that "political content sbould not be isolated from the 

3'1 

rest of experience but must be merged into the creation of complete 

personalities and the perception of human relations in their 
2 

pbysical and sensuel immediacy." They beld to the middle raad, 

insisting on art as well as propagande. By 1936, after the 

publication of James Farrell's A Note on Literary Criticism, the 

'Centrists' -of Partisan Hevie~ leanings bad won a majority of' the 

field, with only diehards auch as Gold still adbering to the 

''Leftist" or propaganda-over-art beliet'. 

1. Rideout, p. 22~ 

2. Wallace Pbelps & Phillip RahY, 'Problems & Perspectives in 
Revolutionary Literature,' Partisan Heview, I, 
(Mune-July 1934), page a. 



This Factionalism, however, is a sign that there 

existed a healthy and rambunctious coterie of Marxist critics 

in the 1930's. 

3S 

Up till then Marxist criticism had been sporadic and 

local, consisting in .a large part of articles and reviews in 

The Liberator by such people as Michael Gold. In 1928, when 

Gold began to edit The New Masses, an explicit Marxist 

criticism arose. " ••• 1eftism was so mucha part of the 

inte11ectual atmosphere that many critics in and out of the 

party, admired or disapproved of writers almost exclusively 

on the grounds of their political sentiments."1 

Marxist opinion was expressed chiefly in little 

magazines until the l930's. These magazines forma s1im 

link carrying the revolutionary spirit across the relatively 

barran twenties unti1 it burst in the 1930's. The Masses, 

the foremost pre-War 1 and wartime periodical, became a 

wartime casualty. It was disbanded in 1918 and its editors 

placed on trial as "reds", as enemies of America. In that 

same year a successor made its appearance, The Liberator. 

The Liberator was pledged to a curious policy of Leftist 

politics but free art, and it served as a trumpet and a meeting

ground for radi cals and literateurs. Influential among the 

intellectuals, f or some years i ts circulat i on r eached 50,000. 

1. William Van O'Connor, An Age of Criticism, (Chicago,·l952), 
p. 118. 



It was ovmed by Max and Crystal .li:astman. 

In Febr11ary of 1921 it publisroed :r-üchael Gold's 

"Tov.:ards Pro le tari an Art'' w hi ch cal led fer the ar ti st to 

identify hi~self with the ~orkers in the class war. The 

magazine also published, between October 1923 to October 

l924la series of articles by l~"loyd Dell, ''Literature and t[le. 

Machine Aee, '' which were perhaps the eerliest attempt to 

criticize a variety of works in the li~ ht of Communist 

principles. ~he last issue of !he Liberator appeared in 

October of 1924, when it combined with other magazines to 

form The Workers Monthll, a snrict ~arty organ. 

To continue the Masses', tradition there remeined 

V.F. Calverton's Modern Q.uarterly, fo ,Jnded in 1923, later 

called Modern Monthll· While later it would split from 

official party discipline, until 1928 it was ~elcomed by 

the Cornmunists. In it Calverton looked forward to 1'proletarian 

literature'1 which would b ::; realistic, comprehensive and 

collectivist. 

In May, 1926, appeared another and more important 

per iod ical, The New Masses. It vacillated fnr two years 

until Michael Gold becaoe the sole editor; then aided by 

Jo s eph Fre eman, it mov ed more close l y i n t o t he orbit of the 

Party. It then decli ned un t i l the Crosh of 1929, v•ben it was 

at last r e ady to ''act i ts ro le us a c a ta l ytic ag ent f or the 
1 

comb ina ti on of l i t er e ture a n d revo lution." 

1. Rideout, p. 131. 
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One fur ther 11ote must be made. The Partisan 

Revie~, which began as a Cor11.01unist periodical and v1hich played 
1 

a lBrge part in the form-ve~~s-co ntent controversy was 

f:cu.n"'e.d v.ell into the 1930' s, and soon drifted away from 

Party discipline and S"t41~~;st adulation. 

Four of t~e o~tstandit~ Marxist critics of the 

late l920's and early l930's were V.F. Calverton, V.L. 

Parrington, Granville Hicks and Berrtard S"li th. Cal verton, 

in Modern Q,uarterly, dictated aesthetic principl<:t.s from a 

Marxist basis. Language, he held, should not be expèrimented 

with as Jar1es Joyce, T.S. Eliot or E.E. Cummine;s had done; it 

should be used for •' social commu nie a tip-p.;'' to have value, 

li ter a ture must ., a tt ain a social beau ty ," wh a te ver th at is. 

His The Liberation of American Literature, 1932, heralds 

the new vwrk·that will be coming now that one can appreciate 

the depth s of middle-cla ss decay a nd the g lory of the c oming 

proletarien collectivist society and literature. 

V.L. Parrington's Main Currents i n American Thought, 

( 1927 and 1930) treated Am.erican litera ture almost solely in 

terms of politics and economies. Granville Hicks, while he 

was a communist, followed the Party line. The Great Tradition, 

(1933) analyzed a great deal of American literature in the 

same lig ht as Parring ton' s . Bernard s~ith's Forces in 

Amer ican Cri tic ism doe s likewi se, but is rlilli tant ly Marxi st. 

In its concludi r:.g cha pter, s ~'lith's book proclai ms the 

superiority of Marxis t c 2~ i ticism to all others. 
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''To detennine the character and value of the 

work we must •.• understand •.• the social forces that pro-

duced the ideology i t expresses as an attitude toward life. 

Marxism enables us to understand those forces by explaining 

the dialectical relationshipr of a culture to an economy 

and of that culture to the classes which exist in that 

economy. At the same time, by revealing the creative role 

of the proletariat in establishing a cornmunist society, 

which alone cau realize universel peace and well-being, Marxism 
l 

off ers a scale of va lue. 

James T. Farrell's A. Note on Literary Criticiêm 

is partly an attack on the se men. Farrell claims u that no 

single emphasis can serve to exhaust the values and meanings 

in a literary work; hONever important the political may be, 

it does not preclude ether emphases, the psychological, the 
2 

moral, the biographie al J or the aesthetic." 

Aside from these few systematic organizations, the 

majority of Marxist criticisms consisted of polemics, reviews, 

counter-reviews, polemics in reply to polemics, conversation 

and speeches. It was characteristically militant and 

triumpeting, and was amazingly short-lived in view of the 

furor it aroused. It developed after 1930, and died after 

1935 or-6, wh en i t was di sro uraged by the polie y of the 

People's Front. ln general, even the Marxist writers themaelves 

1. Bernard Smith, Forces In American Criticism (New Yorkll939) 
pp. 28? .. 288 

2. O'Connor, p. 124 



had little respect for it. 

Dr am a 

Notice must be taken of several plays whicb 

preceded the proletarien drama of the l930's. Some of these 

were social but not revolutionary drames; they criticised 

society, but did not pro pose a defini te polit ical v iewpoint 

as the only answer. 

ln Europe .!!irnst 'l'aller wrote plays calling for 

social action but of a non-violent type. ~and The Masses, 

produced in New York in 1924, deals with an abortive uprising 

by workers against a capitalist State, and seems to seek "a 
1 

bloodless raad to progress.•' The Machine Wrecke~, which 

harks back to Gerhard Hauptmann's The Weavers in its choice 

of protagonists, stresses capitalist exploitation of workers 

in production. Hinkemann, written in jail along with the 

ether two plays1 shows how life-as capitalism controls it -

has ruined a good man. uther "revolu ti onary" plays in .l!ïurope 

at that ti~e are .i::''redrich Wolf's The Sailors of Cattaro, 

which treats a mutiny, and Jules Romaine' The uictator, 1926 

which pictures a man's energy channelJt;d into wrong errorts 

by a drive to power. 

Among the earliest American social critias was 
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Elmer Hice, wh ose :fhe Adding Ma chi~ appeared in 1923. 'fhe 

play' s hero, IvJr. Zero, is a white-coller ci ph er. "He stands ••• 

as ••• the ignorant, inhibited slave-seul produced by capitalist 

1. Anita Black, 'l'he Cffin&_~orld in .t'lays & 'l'heatre, 
(Boston, 1939), p. 204 



1 
civilization." hhile not militantly radical, Hice 

de sc rib es a class - the lowest - wh ose wh ole li fe is 

candi tioned by the social war. 

In 1929 Mr. Hic e put out street scene, which 

treats the urban proletariat, but this ti r1e with hope. 

Vnlike Mr. Zero, the workers in this play are capable of 

resolute choice and action. 

Another ou tstanding social play of the twent ies 

was John howard Lawson's .Processional, 1925. CalJel"A Jazz 

Sy.mphony of American Life," it pictures the class struggle 

in a violent coal.fields atrike which ends disastrously 

for the workers. ln 1928 The lnternational was produced, 

in which Mr. Lauson depicts a fuwre world revolt by 

Communists. 'l'his represent s a defini te stani by Mr. Lauson, 

unlike the possible defeatism of his earlier ,tJrocessional. 

'l'he lnternational was the offspring of an institution 

which begot ether radical plays during its short-lived career. 

The .New .Playwrüshts, of which Mr. Lauson was a ~embe1;, 

occupied a little theatre in ~reenwich Village, and produced, 

among others, ~mjo Basshe's ~rth, 192?, and John Dos rassos' 

The Moon is_~Gon_g,J,.9~o, aü'll A.irY.:ays, Inc., 1929, both radical 

efforts which pic tured facets of oppression in the class war. 

Another type of pla y dealt with srecific social 

problems or in justices of the ti me. 'l'he Sacco-Vanzetti affair 

produced Maxwell Anderson's and Harold Hickerson's Gods of 

1. Block, p.216. 



the Light · qins_, a th inly-dis gu ised re tel ling. This is a 

play of pro test, ani ends, wi tb the exee~tion of the two 

heroes, on a strong note of indignation. The persecution of 

labour leader, Tom Mooney, resul~ in I.J. Golden's equally 

indignant Precedent. 

John Wexley produced the Lest Mile, l93Q, a slashing 

attack against prisons, frameups, and the conditions which 

cause men to be criminals,and Steel, 1931, both dealing wi th 

contemporary social p~blems. 

Negro discrimination and oppression was another 

dramatic subject • .l!;ugene O'Neill's .411 God'à Chl.llunaGôt 

Yfings was an early effort in this field, follo\'led in 1926 

by Pau l Green's In Abraham's Bosom, a fierce protest against 

the oppression of the Negro in the South. Peace does not 

corrte to the black-skinned ber o' s bosom un til he is killed by 

a white mob wh ich is a ft er him for the mur der of a white 

man. 

What Priee Glorl?, 1926, is one of the earliest 

anti-war plays. It has no heroic soldiers as protagoniste, 

but rather ridicules the horror and filth of war, and the 

unheroic antics of soldiers. 

Accompanying these was the growth of a true 

warker's drama, which was written, generally, by and about 

workers. An early workers theatre was fo u nded in 19 26 by the 

"1 .. . 



ubiquitous Michael Gold. His group rehearsed in a loft 

and produced The Bie;sest Boob: in the World on New York' s 

Second Avenue. In 1927 Gold was the prime mover behind 

the formation of the already-mentioned New Playwrights 

group. 

At the seme time amateur radical groups began to 

spri ng up. League of Worke rs ·rhea tres bran ch es bl oesomed 

in many of the larger industriel cities, and they performed 

more often in clubs, halls, on streetca:·ners, and at 

factory gates than in theatres. Their plays were short and 

crude, roughly written and with stylized, melodramatic 

heroes and villains. These agitprops, as they were called, 

were vi ole nt and occasionally wit ty. Arnong th ese grou~ per

haps the most popular was The Workers Laboratory Theatre, 

(the WLT}, wi th the Ge :rman-s peaking Prolett)Uehne not far 

behind. 

In 1933 the Theatre Union was founded, America's 

first professional worker"s theatre. Its o_fening production 

was Peace On Earth. Am.ong the pla ys it present ed, mostly 

realistic rather than expressionistic in the New Playwright' s 

style, were Peter Martin's Qaug~ and Phillip Stevenson's 

God's in His Heaven. It ceased functioning in 1937, after 

a short but exciting existence. 

In 1935 the League of Viorkers Theatres reorganized 

itself into the l'.Jew Theatre League, and the WLT became the 

Theatre of Action, w i th a '' permanent'' company in a "collective 

a~rtment.1 ' The se ventures, however, petered out as their 



financial difficulties became insoluble, as did the 

Theatre Union, after sustaining itself for a few seasons 

on such plays as Peace on Earth by George Sklar and 

Albert Maltz, Stevedore, a relative success by Paul Peters 

and George Sklar, Sailors of Cattano, an import by Fredrich 

Wolf, and Black Pit, by Albert Maltz • 

.!!:ven be fore the fu 11 ~-ring: of Odets, then, Pro-

letarian Literature in the United States could announce, 

with perhaps more wish than reality, lt\ffuat this means is that 

th~ th~atre will cease to be a toy for the rich, a business 

for real estate dealers, or a racket for ticket speculators. 

It means that the theatre will become what in its great days 

it always was: a school, a forum, a communal \sti tut ion, a 

weapon in the hands of the masses for fashioning a sound 
1 

society.'' 

It becomes difficult. to Sfeak of drama in this 

period (1933-1937) without making reference to plays which are 

not ''proletarien'• in the strictest sense, but which are never-

theless social criticism ani protest. 

Elmer Rice appeared one e again wl th vve the People, 

1933, a vident catalog ue of all the,Bocial evils which Mr. Rice 

could call to mind. Unlike The Addies Machine, it ends on an 

1. Pro le ta·r isn Li ter atur e, 26" ·- . 



affirmative note in which the audience is urged to action. 

This is a predominant feature of many radical pleys at'ter 

the 1929 crash - pessimism and a careful detailing of a 

hope le ss ste tus guo turns to rage and th en e call for action. 

Judgment Dey, 1934, is another ot' Mr. Rice's 

contributions, and is a fantasy centered on the Berlin 

Reichstag fire i-tiel of the early l930's. 'fhe effort moved 

quickly but lacked a melodramatic punch. 

The Negro problem continued to be treated in the 

30's, with the two outstending plays in this genre being John 

Wexley's Thew Shall Not Die and Paul Petera' and George 

Sklar's Stevedore. 

They Shall Not Die is based on the famed Scottsboro 

Negro rap e trial, in w hi ch ni ne pegro boys were framed on a 

false case ·~ of repe. The Southern Solicitor and Deputy Sheriff 

sttempt to convict the boys, while a radical labor group, 

which wishes to unite black and white in a common cause, cornes 

to their defense. Ji:ven in the face of a confession ot' 

perjury by one of the State's mai n witnesses, the boys are 

con.victed and the play ends with an appeel to the audience. 

Whatever its detecta, They Shall Not Die did have s orne effec t 

in saving t he lives of the real-life Negroes. 

Stevedore a ttacks e different problem. It do es 

not seek sensation througtl reference to a cause célebre, but 

pictures the conversion of a group of Negroes from apethy 

to united, an ti-cepi t al is t ac ti on. It dilnounees white 

cepi talist exploitation of Sou ther n Negroes, end ur ges black 
+o u• .. t• 

and white"in a common cause. Lonnie 'l'hompson, the truculent, 



freedom-seeking Negro hero, is killed at the end of the 

play, but just as a capitalist-paid mob is about to storm 

the Negro barricades, a group of white union men arrive 

in the nick of time throwing bricks and in general exhibiting 

a most exemplary "solidari ty .u 

Let Freedom Ring, a play by Albert Bein ad~pted 

from Grace Lumpkin's novel To Make H;t B~, is likewise 

set in the South, but pictures the conversion of white 

wcrkers, submerged in the South's"feudal industrialism,"l 

until they are aroused enough to partake in a lsbor battle. 

The play was forced to close a fter tv;o week s on Broadway, 

but the Theatre Union took it over and played to responsi ve 

audiences for tan weeks followed by an eight-week tour. 

Another popular type in the 1930's was anti-war 

drnm.a. 

Wbat .Priee Glorz?, Maxwell Anderson's and George 

S'tal11ng!! 1924 success, has already been m.entioned,!n Europe, 

two differing exemples appeared. R.C. Sherriff's Journe~ 

End, 1929, is not D true an ti -war play in the t i t glorifies 

its heroes in a tradition going back to the drames of ancient 

Greece. Wi}l~Qver l!:uro12e, 19a,3, by Robert Nicho1s and 

Maurice BrCN;n, preaches a vvorld peace based on super-national

istic and -re lig iou s stand a rd s. 

In 1931, tte Theatre Gui1d presented Hans Chlumberg 1 s 

Miracle at Verdun, wlüch denounces both war an d a society 

whose peace breeds only war. 'l'V\0 :;ears Lster Somerset Maugharn's 

1. B1ock, p. 276. 



For Services Rendered dealt wi th the never-ending 

destructive affects of war on an .t:mglish fanily. 

An American production was the Heverend John 

Haynes Holmes' play If This Be Tr~ason, produced by the 

Theatre Guild in 1935. It attempt s to portray the "~Nill 

to peace of two hostile peoples averting war between 

them. Haynes sees the will-to-f€ece as a dynamic, con-

structive for ce for 120 od in the world, and bis play is a 

wis hfu 1 portrayal of it s hoped-fo:r power. 

Aneth er German import w as Fred ri ch Wolf' s Sai lors 

of Cattaro, which also deals vd th the little man's vvill-to 

peace, this tim.e as it manifests itself among sailors who 

decide to end a war by revolting. In the end the ir human 

weakr:esses b etray them into not ü tilizi ng an a ci vantege, but 

the play yet holds hope for the noble good which a properly

used vvill-to-peace m.ay bring • . · 

Johnn:L: JohnsonJ. which the Group Theatre pro duc ed 

in 1936, is Pau 1 Green' s humorous lament abO'.l t a vvorl d going 

tov·iard v.ar. An indifferent success, it played 9 weeks on 

Broadway. 

The tv.o outstanding American anti-war efforts, however, 

are George Sklar and Albert Mal tz' s Peace on Earth and 

Irwin Shaw's Bury the Dead. 

Peace on Earth is a poorly-wri tt en play, a ''simple 

di dac tic fable ," but it is noteworthy in th at it i s pe rheps 

the most leftist of all the anti ... war plays in that it care

fully outlines the economie causes ofwar. 



A liberal Prof essor at a Ne~ ErJ.gland college 

discov ers, behind the seemingl. y peace.fu l America n s cene, 

a profit war resulting in industriel conflict at home and 

world coüflict abroad. In trying to tell the truth, in 

refusing to compromise his ideals, he martyrs himself for 

the cause of v.o rld peace. He is put out of the way by the 

munitions ... makers and international financiers when he 

threatens their profits, but his death serves only to arouse 

a mob ofworkers, who chant "Fightwith us, Fight against 

Warr, as the Professer is led to his death. 

~~the Dea~, 1936, a long one-act play, presents 

its message in an unurual way. It is perhaps the best, and 

certainly the most successful, anti-war play of the 1930's. 

A plea by the little who have to fight wars othe rs 

make, and who are the o11ly ones to suffer, it portrays six 

de ad soldier s v~h o re fu se to be bur ied. Their re fus al causes 

consternation and embarassment all over the country, for both 

high and low. The soldiers will not lie down because they 

feel they have been sold out, and they wish to make this 

known to all the nation•. When all else falls, a ~eneral 

orders a machine-gun unit to eut them do'lJm. The corpses 

move offstage in defiance of the General, and the men of the 

machine gun unit follow, symbolizing a r~JB.ss inclination 

tow ards peace. 

Bury the Dea_g, like Peac e on Earth, hi ts out not 

only at war but at the caus es of war, al th ough perhaps it 

does not stress the latter as vehem.ently. 



Other plays apJ:eared which described or 

satirized the situation of the nation or the government. 

Claire and Paul Sifton's 1931 - was a bitter record of 

Depression America as rœ.nifested in the lives of little 

people. Presented by the Group Theatre, it did not achieve 

outstanding success financially or artistically, but was 

an ear ly exemple of real is tic social crit ic ism.. At the 

same time Albert Maltz' s and George Sklar' s M"erry-Go ... Ro~, 

1931, fiercely satirized the corruption of government and 

its consequences to the people, and Maxwell Anderson 

appeared in 1933 with Both Your Houses, a nerciless picture 

of Governmenta1 corruption which implies ~ith conviction 

that honesty is impos~b1e in the American political set-up. 

Labor plays also constitute a large segment of 

proletarien drama. In 1935 Albert Haltz's Private Hicks 

was pre sent ed. 
,. 

As wi th his co ncur,.ent play Black Pit, he 

deals with a strike. Whereas Black Pit concems itself 

with a mining strike, Private Hic~ records the experiences 

of a National Guardsman who refuses to fire on strikers in 

a stamping ~ill altercation. Hicks is put away for court

martial, but his actions are presumably supposed to set an 

exemple for others in whom the will-far-peace can overcome 

personal fear. 

A strike also forms the backgrrund to Marc Blitzstq~n's 

The Cradle Will Rock, a musical tour de force of 193?. 

Blitzstein's story, tha t of wicked capitalism using violence 



and power to f'ight unions and break strikes, is familier 

and hackneyed. The play, ho.vever, is not seriously did-

actical. It is a musical satire, and rnakes its points 

wittingly and entertainingly. lt bas an explosive climax 

which is the usuel cali to arms, but its message is delivered 

in a sugar-coated, easily-digested package. 

A second 001using musical, equally leftist if 

not more so, was Pins and Needles, 1937, present ed by the 

International Ladies' Germent Workers' Union. This gay and 

intelligent show bad an amazingly long run in New York, much 

longer than most of its more serious contenporaries. As 

class-conscious as any pro let arian e t'fort, .Pins and Needihes 

managed to put across its message ef'fectively through its 

barbed wi t and unspoiled enthusia sm. 

uther social plays include vi.H. ~den's and 

Christopher I'Sherwood' s Dog Beneath the ~' 1935, a 

comprehensive social satire of capitalism, and Sidney Kingsley' s 

Dead ~nd, 1936, which f'ollowed in the tracks of sucfu plays 

as 1931 - by depicting the dreadfui conditions of Depression 

li fe in large ci tie s, and the way in vvh ich su ch co nd it ions 

fostered gangsterism. The play's message is twofold: slums 

must go, as they are the breeding-grounds of' crime and violence, 

and those forces which caused slums must be prevented from 

acting any further. 

Paul Green' s _!!;y:mn to the Risi ng Sun attacks somewhat 

the same problem. ln an indictment of prison conditions 

manifested in the gross cruelties of a chai;sang, Green 

implies that young offenders sent to these institutions emerge 



more hardened and anti-social then before they were in-

carcerated. Other social plays of the period include Plant 

In the sun, 1937, by Ben Bengal, a gusty and humorous account 

of a sit-down strike at a candy factory, and '!'his .!Sarth is 

Q~, by vVillian Kozlenko, Give All 'rhl 'l'errors to the Wind, 

1936, by Claire & Paul Si fton, and Running_Q~, 1938, by 

John wexley. 

Mention must also be made of several plays 

critizing society which were the products of men not decidedly 

leftist in politics, but whose social condamnation yet 

allies them with the leftist proletarien literature- J!:rskintt 

Caldwell's Tabacco Road and John steinbeck's Of Mice and Men 

both indict an economie system which allows men to live in 

poverty or lack opportunity for advancement, and both picture 

the degrading actions to which such lives descend. 

Irwin Shaw's The Gentle People, produced by the 

Group Theatre in 1939, was more a drame of non-violence than 

of social criticism. It tells of two men who kill a petty 
k 

ra~eteer when he attempts to coërce them into doing his will. 

The theme, that the meek must at sorne point stand up and defeat 

the bullies if they are ever to inherit the eart h , can and 

must be related to the general run of radical pleys, which 

depict the li tt le man tur ning aga inst ca pit alist aut hori ty 

in arder to have peace, which thos e in a ut hor i t y do not want. 

John Howard Lawson was one of the foremost radical 

playwrights of the 30' s . Following after Processions~, 1926, 



and The International, he produced Success Story, 1932, 

which pictures the corruption of a radical East Side Jew 

into a ruthless capitalist head of a corporation. In 1934 

the re fo llowed the Pure in He art and Gent lew oman. The 

first is a rather sentimental old-school drama, while the 

second propos~es that modern man can only find salvation 

by participating with the workers in the class struggle. 

A young radical influences a spoiled, neurotic upper-class 

''gentlewoman'' until she at last adopts his leftist views •. 

Marching Song, 1937, is a revolutionary pep-talk, far 

dissociated from the uncertainties in ideology found in 

Processional. In Marchin6 Song Mr. Lawson showed his swing 

.'5ï •• 

to the left had been more-or-less complete. All spirituel ills 

are economically caused, he implies. The Theatre Union pro-

duced this play, the last of its short career, in 1937. 

Gent lew oman was a fa il ure on Broadway, and Law son 

was bitter~ In an attempt to gain closer contact with workers, 

Lawson covered the Scottsboro case for a Left paper and was 

arrested. After a profitable sojourn in Hollywood, Lawson 

returned seeking "ideologie al clari ty ." Marching Song was 

then the product of a more rigid mind. 

Two notable institut ions also oo ntribu ted to the 

spread of proletarien drarna at tha t ti me. 'l'he first was the 

Federal Theatre Project, an attempt by the New Deal to aid 

the deve lopmen t of the drama tic art s . Ou t of it g rew a 

rela tively new theatrical f orm, the "Living Newspaper ,'' the 

most successful of which were Power, 1937, and One-Third of a 

Nation, 1938. 



The Living ~ewspapers were a fresh and direct 

form of journalistic theatre; they employed, among other 

dévices, the offstage volee, snatches of movie film, 

audienc~ plants and different levels of abstraction. 

Inspired by Arthur Arent, author, and Phillip Battber, 

pro du cer, they drama tized cur rent events, and pre sent ed the 

facts and opinions wi th simplici ty and con vic ti on. Joseph 

Wood l(,~u.~l. calls them 1'by far the most successful effort 

to use the stage for the pur pose of 9ropaganda made •••• 
1 

d uring this generation,_" and John Mas on Brown: 11 one of the 
2 

most telling propagandist offerings our stage has It'Oduced.'' 

The second institution is the Group Theatre. 

Formed in 1931 by Harold Clu~~an, Lee strasburg and Cheryl 

Crawford, it lasted for 10 years on Bro~dway. During this 

time, with a fermanent company but no theatre of its own, 

i t pre sen ted many drames of a radical or c ontroversial 
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nature, and toured abroad and at home in addition to presenting 

fu 11 se a sons of productions in New York. 

While severa! of the Group company did join the 

Communist party or consi de red th emselves at las t fellow• 

travellers, the Group itself was not militantly revol utionary. 

Its productions were usually crit ical of society, but this 

does not always imply Communism. The Group's acting was 

generally of a high calibre, and it disbanded in 1941 when, as 

Harold Cl ur man put s i t, both the Group ideo logy and the situation 

which gave rise toit, changed. 

1. Joseph Wood Kr"'td", The Ame rie an Drar:E. Since 1918_, 
(New York, 1939) p. 281. 

2. John Meson Brown, Tvvo On 'rhe Aisle, (New York, 1938) p. 223. 



A phenomenon in the c onrnercial theatre, the 

Group is still influential in Am.erican àrama. Arn.ong its ded

icated band were such notables as Harold Clurrnan, now 

a director on Broad~ay, Lee Strasberg, Elia Kazan, Luther 

and Stella Adler, Kermit Bloomgarden, who pro duc ed bath Look 

Homeward, Angel, and 'l'he Music Man during the Broadway season 

o$ 1957-58, Julius (John) Garfield, Lee J. Cobb and Franchet 

Tone. It presented plays by Irwin Shaw, John Howard Lawson, 

and William Saroyan, among ethers, but the outstanding play

wright of the Gro ·.lP and perhaps of all. oocial drama in the 

30's, was Clifford Odets. 



CHAPTER ~ 

vrai ting for Lefty 

!aiting for Lefty was Odets' first Broadway success. 
1 

The earliest of the 1935 group, it was presented in New York on 

Sunday night, January 5, 1935, and proved an instantaneous and 

1. At severa1 points Odets' first four plays - Waiting for Lefty, 
Till the Day I Die, Awake and Sins and Paradise Lost -
will be discussed together as the 1935 group. Such a com
bination is feasible for several reasons. 

To begin with, each of these p1ays was first produced on 
Broadway in 1935. Although they were not written in the 
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seme year as wel1 - Awake and Sin~ was the result of Odet s' 
efforts over the winter of 1932-1 33, Paradise Lost: wès 'wnitten 
in 1933-1934, Waiting for Lefty was written in 1954 in three 
nights for the New Theatre League and Till the Day I Die did 
not take shape until it was decided Odets needed a co.mpanion 
pie ce to "Le ft y" wh en the la tt er was to be pre sented to a 
carriage-trade Broadway audience in 1935 - yet they have a 
unity of mood of urgency; they are similar in their criticism 

.of society and their very Leftist call to action, and they 
contain among them common details manifested in character, 
speech and tone, and in the general pic ture they form when 
viewed as a group; thus they may with justice be referred to 
as a group wherever necessary. 



startling success. It drew wide acclàim and comment, and cata-

paulted Odets into the front rank of "Left" dramatists. It is 

impar tant in that it contains basically all the points which 

Odets stresses in his later plays, and thus it should prov~elpful 

to study "Lefty" in considerable detail, to see precisely what 

the points are and how he makes them. 
I 

Scene One sets the tone for what follows. lt opens 

on a bare stage,with a gunman lelling against the proscenium. 

Harry .lfatt, a greasy and corpulent union official, is trying to 

dissuade the men from striking. step by step Odets colors his 

picture in startling blacks and whites, with little grey dis

cernible: the appropriately named Fatt is interrupted jeeringly 

and the gunman grows angry. 'l'he implication - that tho se in power 

(Fatt} are evil and will use force to keep down the masses - is 

unavoidable, and will be repeated with variations throughout the 

play. 

bomeone challenges Fatt, who immediately retorts: 

~·att: Stand up and show yourself, you damn red! Be a man, 
let's see what you look like1 (Waits in vain). 
Yellow from the word gol Hed and yellow makes a dirty 
color, boys. 

(WL,J.,i/5-6) 

J.mmediately a connection is made for the audience: the 

bosses are evil, and they are anti-red; consequently, those in the 

masses, the powerless ones l the audience), and t hose who fight for 

the masses are red; therefore red equals 

1. Wei tins for .Leftl contains an opening scene, followed by fi ve 
.!!;pisodes, followed by a: closing scene. .!!·or purposes of this 
paper .!!;pisode One bas become Scene Two, .l5pisode 'l'WO is scene 
'l'bree, etc., so that Wei tine; for Leftl_ will be now di scussed 
as if it were composed of seven Scenes. 



sood and the anti-reds are bad. 

To get across this message, Odets bas constructed 

a drs=tm.a which is little more than a bag of tricks, but 

successful ones which make his points strikingly. His 

first method is that of visuel contrast: Fatt is fat, 

i.e., well-fed, in contrast to everyone else on the stage 

save the gunman. When a downtrodden cabbie named Joe, 

the first speaker from the rank-and ... file and protagonist 

of the next scene, maves to center stage, Fatt insolently 

and infuriatingly blows cigar smoke into the lighted playing 

area, this action being the visuel man ifestation of the 

evil oppressing the masses. Sy~pathy by the audience for 

the union men increeses - or s hould increase • directly 

as the resistance and bos ti li ty :, f Fa tt and his gunman. 

This deviee - the introduction of a speaker violently in 

order to gai n sympathy for him and his beliefs from the 

audience - is useà more than once by Odets. The second 

method is sp irituel contrast, achieved directly through 

speech or indirectly through implication. When Fatt maligns 

the u reds, 11 the~r become good by implication. When Fatt 

is su pported by the gunman, the representative of ruthless 

power, Fatt is thereby evil. In such ways Odets orders his 

audience · to know who is on v1ha t si de, and t o which party 

justice belong s. 

In adàition to setti ng up co ntrests, Odets must 

carefully define each side, and tod:this he employs further deviees, 

the most obvious being the blunt statement of fact. In the 

fir s t flashback scene, between the hackie Joe and his wife 



~dna, the warring sides are defined. ~dna has been 

furiously berating Joe for their economie plight. She 

threatens to leave hi.m for an old boyfriend of hers, Bud 

Haas. Joe r~rts: 

Joe: 
Edna: 
Joo: 
Edna: 
Joe: 
Edna: 

This is what I slaved for! 
Tell it to your boss! 
He don't give a da.mn for you or me! 
Tha t' s w ha t l say • 
Don't change the subject! 
This is the sub je ct, the exact sub ~e ct 1. 
ïour boss makes this suoject. l never 
saw him in .my life, but he's putting 
idoas in my head a milo a minute ••• This 
is the subject every inch of 1ïl}.e wayl 

(WL I, j l/12) 

Tho bosses, therefore, are evil; how evil, 

Odets proceeds to detail through the usa of another deviee -

the sud den expansion from the parti cu lar to the general. 

Joe: You don't know a-b-c, ~dna. 
Edna: I know this - your boss is making suckers 

outa you boys every minute. Yes, and 
suckers out of all the wives and the poor 
innocent kids who'll grow up with crooked 
spines and sick bones •••• They look like 
little ghosts. ~etty nover saw a grapew 
fruit. l took ber to the store just last 
week and she pointed to a stack of grape
fruits. WWhat's thatl" sho said. My God, 
Joe - the wor ld is supposed to be for all 
of us. 

(WL I, ll/10) 

The bosses"don't give a damnta for tho 

common man. uut of this arise all tho evils the bosses are 

guilty of - persecution, mass killing, strangulation of love 

and happiness, favoritis.m, poverty, sickness and tho decline 

of morality resulting in post-marital affaira. 

~7 



~dna: ••• fte's (the boss is] giving your kids that 
fancy disease call8d the rickets. He's 
making a jelly-fish outa you and putting 
wrinkles in my face ••• He's throwing me into 
Bud Haas' lap. When in bell will you get 
wise --- ,. 

(WL I, J.l/12} 

This is the battleground, and on it is fought the 

economie struggle between the rich and the poor, between the 

poor and des ti tu ti on; this is The War which underlies all or 

Odets' Group Theatre plays. 

Odets, however, does not simply indict the situation; 

he goes on to otfer a suggestion as to how it can be improved, 

and uses different artifices to get this message across as 

toroefully as he oan. one method is to insert the suggestion 

at the emotional high-point of a longish speech. ln this 

scene JSdna berates Joe and he moans: 

Joe: Jeez, I wish I was a kid again and didn't 
have to think about the next minute. 

J!idna: But you're not a kid and you do have to 
think about the next minute. xou got two 
blondie kids sleeping in the next room. 
they need food and clothes.~ L'm not 
mentioning anything else - But we'r• stalled 

like a fl iv ver in the snow. For fi v• years 
l laid awake at night listening to my 
heart pound. ffor God's sake, do something, 
Joe, get wise. Maybe gat your buddies 
together, maybe go on strike for better 
money... , 1 

(WL I, J..l/g) 

ln this way Odets makes it seem as if the suggestion 

flows inevitably from the preceeding facts. ïhis is repeated 

58 

in almost every scen• - after an emotional and biased presentation 

of a situation, the call to action is introduoed at the 

1. ffor elaboration, see Samuel stoutfer, ~amily in the Depression, 
(New York, 1937). 



psyohologioal highpoint of intensity, carrying the audience 

along on a flow of unreasoned emotional response. 

J oe, however, is not ye t rea dy to ~~ get wise; " h.• 

must be carried from apathy to enthusiasm. tlere, as in most 

of the other scenes, this is brought about by the occurrence of 

a last straw; in this case it is ~dna•a goading and rhapsodiz-

ing. 

JSdna: 
Joe: 

JSdna: 

Jo•: 
.l!idna: 

J oe: 
.l!:dna: 

• •• Wh~ in hell will you get wise--
l'm not so dumb as you thinkJ But you 
are talking like a red. 
l don• t know wha t that means. 
a man knocks you down you get 
hiss fiat% You gutless piece 
une man can' t • 

.tmt when 
up and kiss 
ot baloney. 

(with great joy) I don•t say one man% 
I say a hundred, a thousand, a whole 
million, l say. Hut start in your own 
union. uet those haokboys together1 
sweep out those rackateers lik• a pile of 
dirt! Stand up like men and tight for 
the crying kids and wives. uoddamnitJ. 
I'm tired of slavery and sleepless nights. 
lwith her): sure, sure! ••• 
Yes. uet brasa toes on your shoes and 
know where to kick! ' . 

(WL I, ll/13) 

UKnow where to kick!,~ - a direct and violent e:x-

hortation. üdets' deviees are employed primarily to shook. 

Everything is stated, every scene is played in violent, unthink

ing terms, quickly and overwhelmingly. !his basty and explosive 

movement leaves little time for thought. J.t draws the speotetor 

along by setting up startling contrasta presented in brier, 

e:xhilarating, rabble•rousing speeches. 'l'he sympa the tic and the 

unthinking are swept along ecstatically, whilo the reasonable 

may balk at the technique as well as the gist of this drama. 



This is the pattem which most of the succeeding 

scenes follow - a statement of the situation and its causes, 

then a positive decision arrived at through the action 

of a final catalyst. 'l'he total play structure follows a 

similar pattern. 

scene TWo, the Lab Assistant ~pisode, presents 

The War in industry. Young Miller, an essentially decent 

and virtuous chem.ist, is asked by his tactless and ruthless 

boss~ffayette 1 to spy on another scientist while both work on 

the pre pa ration or poison gas. 'l'he boss de fines his 

character in a few pithy sentences: 

~ay: l like sobriety in my workers ••• 
the trained ones, l mean. '.L'he 
pollacks and niggers, they•re 
better drunk - keeps them out of 
mischief. 

(WL I, iii/14) 

Later, talking of war, Miller says: 

Mill ( addressing his pencil}: They say 
twelve million men were killed in the 
last one and 20 million more wounded 

or missing. 
J!'ay: '.L'hat's not ourworry • .if big business 

went sentimental over human life there 
wouldn' t be big business of any sort! 

Mill: My brother and two cousins went in the 
la st one • 

.ray: 'l'hey died in a good cause. 
( Wl..,l, iii/15) 

At this point the audience is presumably supposed 

to wonder for whom the cau se was good, and vi sually the 

answer is not dif:ficult to arrive at, as udets constrasts 

Miller, the small and virtuous wage-earner, with the rich, 



smug and evil $ayette. ~vhen Miller refuses both to work 

on poison gas and to spy on his superior, he is fired -

the rich will tolerate no deviants from their line - and 

this refusa! becomes the sudden cali to action. 

Eay: !t's up to you. 
Mill: My mind•s made up • 
.trey: No hard feelings? 
Mill: ~ure hard feelingsl !'m not the 

civilized type, Mr • .t~ayette. .Nothing 
suave or sophisticated about me. 
~lenty of hard feelings! ~nough to 
want to bust you and all your kind 
square in the mouth: (Does exactly 
that). 

\ WL 11 , iii/ 1 7 ) 

Again, üdets is playing with the audiencets emotions. 

He makes connections which have no logical basis, but which a 

1935 audience would undoubted1y have accepted because their 

temper had been rai sed. Miller leaps from the I8 rticular to 

the general - .,, you and all your ki nd'' - su:l denly and i1logically, 

but this comas at a moment of high anxiety which bas been built 

up to quickly and with great force. Fayette is big business, 

and his nane does not accidentally beer a resemblance to 

Fatt: therefare the audience is meant to identify him with the 

cruel taxi-owners and al1 the robbing rich portrayed or spoken 

or in the successive scenes of this play, and consequently 

Miller's hitting him is for th& audience a psyohological release 

from a point of tension. 

lt must be further noted that the call to action 

in this play is always of a physical nature; when Fayette is 

identified with''the rich,"the characteristios of civility 



and suavity and sophistication which Miller declaims are 

thereby attaohed to Fayette. Miller, by detault, becomes 

uncivil and uncouth and orude - the charaoteristics required 

tor one who would act quickly and destructively. Odets, 

therefore, is not oalling for a reform of society but a 

revolution against it. His War is to be all-out, unmericful~ 

Scene ~hree, the Young Hack and His Girl, is love 

seen economically • 

.Flor: 

l.rv: 
Flor: 
Irv: 
Flor: 

Florence is talking to her brother Irv: 

• • • Wh y don' t we send Mom to a hoa pit al 1 
She can die in peace there instead of 
looking at the olock on the mantlepieoe 
all day. 
That needs money. which we don't havel 
Money, Money, Money1 
Don' t change the sub je ct l 
This is the subjectJ 

(wL,r, 1., /18) 

Florence is warned by Irv not to see ber boyfriend 

Sid, a presumably perpetually poor hack. When Sid arrives, 

he end b'lorrie get dawn to the playwright' s business. 

Sid: 

Flor: 

Sid: 

••• Christ, Babyl I gat like thunder 
in my chest when we're together. It 
we went off together I could mayèe 
look the world straight in the face, 
spit in its eye like a man should do ••• 
But something wants us to be lonely 
like that - crawling alone in the dark. 
or they want us trapped. 
Sure, the big shot money men want us like 
that. 

(WL,I, iv/20) 

'l'his scene attem.pts to prove, among other things, 

that in a capitalistic society love cannet tlourish without 

money, money being the prime requisite of the ability to 



pursue happiness. Struggling wage-earners do not have the 

time for love • a theme repeated in Rocket To the Moon --and 

therefore the exonomio plight, oaused by the evil rioh, pre

vents the poor from being happy, from tully enjoying lé~e, 

which should be free to all man. 

Sid, in this scene, does not rollow the pattern 

set by protagoniste in the earlier scenes. He speaks or 

something like revolt -

Sid: ••• They know ir they give in just an 
inch, all the gogs will be down on 
them together - an ocean knocking them 
to hell and back ••• 

(W~1 I, iv/20) 

~ but the only seemingly positive step he takes ia 

to renounce Florrie, which is not positive at all; rather , 

it is an admission and an acceptance or dereat. The two 

lovera pathetically decide they cannet marry because their-

unavoidable? • poverty will ruin any chance for, or semblance 

of, happiness, end they part to face a heartbroken and love

lesa future. 

Why does this scene not end on a triumphant note? 

Because it is pathetic rather than violent? Because Odets, 

perbaps for at leest this one moment, was sincere enough a 

dramatist to be unwilling to pervert this soene to his directly 

hortatory ends? • It is difficult to ascribe one reason alone. 

Perhaps Odets felt tbet the pity of this situation bad made 

his point with sufficient force tbat he need not hava Sid 

suddenly galvanized into action, as one would have expected. 



scene fOur is the Labor Spy Episoda, dealing wi th 

the effects of money-lust on human morality. Clayton, 

introduced benignly by the malevolent Fatt so the audience 

will have no trouble discerning on whose aide his loyalty 

lies, claims to be a striker from ~hiladelphia and attempts 

to disuase the men from striking, which, it must be remembered, 

is what Fatt himself was trying to do at the outset of this 

play. As Clayton sp&aks, he is interrupted and insulted by 

members of the audience, which fur ther establish•s his uni ty 

with the oppressors. This deviee- plants an . action in the 

audience - is repeated with devastating affect at the end of 

the play. 

Someone from the audience attempts to get on stage 

and is resisted by Fatt; thus, when he finally mounts the 

boards, the audience is presumably violently on his side. 

He is inturiated: 

Voice: Where tha bell did you pick that 
nameJ Claytonl This rat's name 
is Clancy •••• FruitJ I almost wet 
myself listening to that onel 

(vn., r, v /24) 

It is this man's contention that Clayton (Clancy?) 

is a company spy. 

Voice: Right now h•'s working for that B•rgman 
outfit on Columbus Circle who furnishes 
rats for any ou tfi t in the country, 
before, during, and after strikea. 

(Wl-1r, v /24) 

Clayton, however, maintains his innocenc• until 

voie•: 
Clayton: 

Voice: 

••• Boys, do you knŒJ who this sonovabitch is? 
I never seen you before in my lifell 
Boys, I slept with him in the sam• b•d 
sixteen years, HB'S MY OWN LOUSY BROTHER11 

(WL,I, V/24-25) 



The implication here, of course, is that the 

company - ownersbip - is dirty, and will use any dirty methode 

to gain i ts ends. More, the scene sho-ws wbat horrible things 

money .. or the lack of it - can do to men or make them do. 

Clayton - the company spy'~• is a terrible perversion of 

human nature, a war.lœr who seeks to betray his own brother 

and other workers. The rank-and-file, of course, are un

besmirched, pure, decent and sincere, wanting only an honest 

break. l:iere> as in all the scan es, th ose who are good are 

very very good, and those who are bad are borrid. 

scene fi ve is the lnterne ,!!;pis ode, or the war in 

Science and the Healing Arts. Young Dr. Benjamin, Jewish 

and brilliant, discovers from old Dr. Bernes that he bas been 

replaced tor a ~rticular operation • 

benj: 

~arnes 

••• 1 don't mind being replaced, Doetor, 
but Leeds (Pis replacemenl] is a damn 
fool%. He shouldn't be permitted • 
dryily)t Leeds is the nephew of senator 

(WL,I, vi/25) 

The conflict is again unmistakeable. Leeds is 

Leeds. 

powerfully-backed, incompetent and bad; benjamin bas no support, 

is Plrsecuted and is good; theretore, by the audience, he is 

emoti onally associa ted wit h the oppress&d ta:xi-dri vers. His 

rather is intelligent, ( presumably sena tor Leeds is not), and 

bad scraped to gether bis ''pit iful ~, savings to educate his son, 

now apparently in vain. 

l:iaving set up the contending sidas, udets proceeds 

to elaborate on the evil of the bad one. 'l'he hospital is closi.qs 

another charity ward, and it will have to out down on staff. 



Benjamin is top man, has worked hard and shown the greatest 

promise. 

~enj: 
Harnes: 

But in this case? 
Complications. (WL,I,vi/27) 

Benjamin is to be fired. unce more Odets resorts 

to stating his case in so many wards: 

Benj: 

Barnes: 

such discrimination, with all those 
wealthy brother Jews on the board? 

l've remarked betore - doesn•t seem 
to be much difference between wealthy 
Jews and rich Gentiles. eut tram the 
same piece1 

(WL1 I, vi/27) 

'.L'he''last strew"in this scene is the news that 

Leeds has lost benjamin•s patient on the operating table. 

'.L'Wo or three devi ces serve to bring the scene to an end. 

•hen~enjamin receives the news ot Leeda' failure 

he stands shocked and then dashes his rubber gloves to the 

floor. !n a poor example of the old generation urging on 

the new, tiarnes incite~ ~enjamin to action: 

bernes: That's right ••• that•s right. loung, 
hot, €!P and do i tl ! 'm very ancient, 
fossil, but life's ahead of you, ur. 
benjamin, and when you fire that fist 
shot say, ttThis one' s for old uoc 
.tSar nes!" ••• 

( WL 
1 

1 , vi/ 28 ) 

There follow immediately the juxtaposition of certain 

key words so as to have them associated i n the audience• s 

minds. '.L'he first instance is that of ••radical•• and 11 oertainty." 

Benj: Lots of things J.. wasn•t certain of. 
Many th ing s the se radicals say ••• you 
don•t believa theories until they happen 
to yeu. 



Theo. '' righ t" and ''beliet" and •• change'' are 

connected with Russie. 

~arnes: You lost a lot today, but you won a 
great point. 

Beo.j: Yes, to know I'm right? To really 
begin believing in something? 
Not to say, "What a worldl", but 
to say, "Ch8nge the worldl" I 
wanted to go to Russie. 

(WL1 I, vi/28) 

Sueh an abstract solution as Russie, however, would 
u. be wholly incong~ous in this play, and Odets seems to have 

been aware of it, for Benjamin then decides to remain at 

home ·"'maybe drive a cab" • and fight. 

Wi th this he bec oms s a rebel, one of the suc cession 

beginning with the taxi-drivers. He too jumps from the 

particular by generalizing his situation without resson: 
· GU 

and later 

Benj: ••• ~ work' s here--Americal 
(WL1 I, vi/29) 

Benj: Fight 1 May be ge~ kille d, but goddamnl 
We'll go aheadll21 

.l:Sy employing similar deviees in each scene, and by 

eetting up the same contrasta, Odats induces the seme reactions 

and conclusions from the audience continually, and this in 

itself' is a trick too, for, by repeating his themes f'orcetully 

and f'requently enough, he hopes to gain for them an aoceptance 

arising out of little more theo. familiarity, the constant con

ti'ontation by a stro.ogly voioed opinion. 

1. 

2. 



The final scene, reverting to the original bar• 

stage, has a twotold existence. It is, on the one band, 

a complete scene in itself, but it is also, en the other 

hand,the :final section o:f the drama as an entity. It 

stands in relation to the whole drame as the final moments of 

eacb scene do to each scene. The general pattern of the 

play tollows the interna! pattern of each scene, and this 

last scene contains the final'' last straw'' and th& tinal 

call to action. 'l'he hero is the audience - the rank-and-file 

cabbias, while the spurring agent is Agate Keller. 

As the scene opens hs is haranguing the audience. 

Odets attempts to gain sympathy :for Keller by visual and 

spirituel contrast, by having Keller make a few jokes at 

Fatt's and the union's expenss whioh elicit patent demonstrations 

or dislike from its objecta, and by having Keller actually 

manbandled by the two rullias, so that he continues sJ:eaking 

with his shirt torn. He states the problem baldly: 

solutiona 

Agate: Don't laughl Nothing's funnyJ 
This is you r li :fe and mine 1 Its 
skull and bones every 1ncha the 
roadl Christ, we're dyin' by inchesl •••• 
Joe said it. Slow death or fight. lts 
war: ••• working class, unite and fightJ. 
'l'ear down the slaughter bouses of our 
old livesl Let freedom really ring. 

(WLli, vii/30) 

And so class war is again pzoposed as the only 

Agate·.: ••• These sick slobs stand here t•lling 
us about boge.ymen. That's a new one 
for the kids - the reds is bogeymen1. 
But the man who got me :food in 1932• he 
calle d Iœ Comrade1 The one who picked 
me up wbere l bled - he called me Comrade 
tool What ara we waiting for ••• Don't 
wait for .L.eftyl 

(WL 1I,vii/31) 



But, like Joe, like Miller, like Benjamin, the 

audience as hero is not yet re.ady to move, and so Odets 

introduces the last straw. In a master stroke, someone 

rushes down the aisle with the news that Letty bas been found 

''behind the car barns with a bullet in his beadl" Agate 

erupts into a final emotional appeal whicb quickly becomes 

general and draws sympathy by talk of martyrdom before 

demanding an answer from the audience: 

Agate (crying): Haar it, boys, hear it? 
bell, list en to meZ Coast t o coast! 
HELLO AMERICA! HELLO. WE'RE STORMBIRDS 
OF THE WORKING GLASS. WORKERS OF THE WOR LD ••••• 
OUR BONES AND BLOODl And wh en we diè they' 11 
know what we did to make a new worldl Christ, 
eut us up to little pieces. We'll die for 
wh at is right 1 put fruit trees where our 
ashes areJ 
{to aJ.dienc•): Well, what's the answer? 

ALL: STRIKE l 
Agate: LOUDERl 

ALL: STRIKE 1 
Agate am Otl1e rs on Stage: AGAINl 

ALL: STRIKE, STRIIŒ, STRIKEU! 

Curtain 

(WL 1 r, vii/31) 

.ln this final explosion by which the audience teleases 

itself of aU its tension and hate, the play snda, 

•••• 

such is Wai ting for l..ef~. lt is perhaps the most 

practica~-~inded of the 1935 plays, for, while Till The Day l Di!, 

Awake and Sing, and ~aradise !.ost are positive in emotion and 

intent, they do not propose any immediate and praoticable solutions 

as to bow best win '.l'he War; wai ting for Leftz_, on the otber band, 

has immediacy. 



It haG sometbi.og elsa as well, and this seems to be 

the secret of its succeas - its content of rebellion could be 

applied, especially in 1935, to sphere~larger than a taxi

strike. Many of the cabmen, it should be noticel, are hybrida 

• Miller really wants to be a chemist, and only drives a cab 

as a stopgap; Benjamin wants to be a doctar; Joe would change 

his job if another and better one were available. 'l'hus, an 

idea is implanted in the audieoce's mind that the taxi-strike 

itself is merely a stopgap, a symbol, a beginning, and therefore 

the audience is free to reel that a greater, more inclusive 

rebellion underlies the spirit of the play. Odets aida this 

impression. ffirstly by the content of the scenes, many ot 

which do not directly concern taxi-drivers at all. ~urther, 

Odets swi tches often from the parti cular to the general, notably 

in Agate's final, thundering speech, leading the audience to 

make the larger associa ti ons which he wan ts. 

·rhus it would be easy for a 1935 audience to identity 

itself with the general, abstract spirit or revolt ot waiting 

for Lefty, for the play, violent, sentimental and illogical, 

moves through quick emotion: its scenes build up to a point or 

tension which is relieved - in all but one case - by a fast, 

emotional decision; its decisions are impulsive, illogically 

reached; the characters are intensely vibrant, but real in an 

economie ani social sense only; W•• they are symbolic, and 

therefore the audience could apprecia te and sympathi ... e wi th 

their spirit rather than their literal being; therefore,Harold 

Clurman may be right in saying •strikeS" was Letty•s lyric 



message, not alone for a few extra pennies of wages or for 

shorter hours of work, strike for greater dignity, strike 
1 

for a bolder humanity, atrilœ for the full stature of manJ 

11 

'l'he themes of the play are not dif ficult to ascertain. 

To begin wi th, one finds the concept of total, irrevocable 

economie warfare between two clearly-defined, inimical forces • 

.Itach soene states and restates this emphatically. companions 

with this are the twin concepts of the oppressors and the 

oppressed, the powerful, evil, cruel rich contrasted with the 

poor, go od, downtrodden masses. 

'l'his war, The war, is nevœr-ending and unmerciful, 

and must be fought to the dea th. l ts cause is capi ta li sm. 

J.t muat be won by the masses, and only through concerted action 

will any po si ti v e re su lt s oc cu r. The masses ne ed a tai th, 

something to believe in and act upon, something constructive 

to supplement and eventually supplant the destruo tive urge 

against socie~, and this new belier is communism. No other 

conclusion can be reached regarding the message of this play, 

although an obJection may be raised that this is too litera! an 

interpretation. lf the cbaracters are symbolic, soma oritics may 

ask, why not seek a deeper mea~ing in the new faith as well? 

The answer is that ~ommunism as a litera! faet, when rarified 

to an abstract concept or inclination, is still Communism. 

One might idealise and maka non-specifie Odets' hatred of the 

existing social and economie situation, and his childishly 

simple yea,r:t.ng for people to be free of any want or pressure, but 

it is difficult to i~~lise an ideal, which is what Communism in 

~rica, ciree 1935, was. 

1. Harold Cl urman, The Fervent Years, (New York , 1957), p.l39. 



'!'he economie situation, to continue, causes men to do 

horrible, evil, unnatural things. The rich, in attempting 

to maintain the statua quo with all the ruthless power at 

their command, are ruining the nation. Many people lack jobs, 

many have no homes, all are oiphers, wage-eerners rather than 

human beings. The oapitalist system is evil and wasteful, 

and the common man must be gi ven a grea ter share of wealth 

and independance, for only then is he free to engage in the 

pursuit of happiness. 

This is the gist of what is to be repeated-- with 

variations --in all of the other 1935 plays, and implied or 

steted in every consequent odets Group Theatre production. 

The differences among Odets' subsequent plays are in mood, 

in urgency, in optimism or the lack of it, in the pmrticular 

definition of the new faith each play propounds; the social 

commentary, as will be shown, remains the same in each. 

12.. 



CHAPrER 3 

Till the Day I Die 

Till the Day I Die was first presented in March, 1935, 

as a companion piece to waiting for Lefty. lt "was suggested by 
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a letter from Germany printed in the New Masses." (TD, index page/106) 

and rails primarily because Odets was not familier with his materiel. 

He was therefore forced to resort to deviees in an attempt to get 

the message across tbrough shock treatment and blatant appeals to 

the emotion. "Letty," was successful because its subjeot-matter 

waa so topical, and because its stage-tricks worked so well; Awake 

and Sing succeeded because, among other things, Odets gave his 

characters a painfttl, vibrant intensi ty; this play fails because 

its subject is not immediate, its characters are not realized and 

its events are not familier to the author; therefore they are not 

made impressiv e to, the audience. 

On the surface, the story concerna the battle of the 

underground Communist resistance against Nazi Germany. Its heroes 

are the Communiste, who have little money but much hope, and 

are oppressed by a force much greater than themselves. This ' 

torce is the Nazi party; it is wealthy, powerrul and totally 

unscrupulous. 

The characters Odets created to make up both aides of 

this cooflict are illconceived. Of the Communists, there is Tilly• 

an ideal rather than a real person, alert, hard-working, loving, 

tender, loyal. Ouriously enough for Odets, one learns little of 

her background, so that there is no idyllic pest to be compared 

to the terrible present. 



such is not the case with the brothers, ~arl and ~rnst 

Tausig. ~ot only are they perfect, but their lives were touchingly 

beautiful before they began to fight for the Cause. ~rnst bas 

been sick, yet, wben he is encountered at the beginning of the 

play, he has been working for thirty consecutive sleepless hours. 

Carl is conscientious, sympathetic and equally bard-working. He 

is decent, solicitous of his brother's welfare, altogether an 

admirable man. 

Baum, another of their crew, equally intrepid, resolut• 

and fine, used to be "a peaceful man who planted tulips." (TD,I,i/108) 

His situation is paralleled by that of the Tausig brothers. ~rnst 

has not "toucbed a violin for six months." (TD,I,i/108) 

The Nazis, on the other hand, are mostly villainous and 

despicable. The first one meets is ~opper, who is hardly more than 

a caricature - a little, b•lked, petulant boy. He fawns over his 

superiors and whines when he has been reprimanded. He is shown to 

be incredibly stupid and bungling, and his actions are often 

deliberately clownish. 

working beneath him are two orderlies too stupid to be 

true; they repeat, parrot-like and wi th out und er standing, certain 

phrases and ejaculations which they hear. They cannot perfarm 

adequately even the most menial tasks, and betray few signa of 

intelligence. 

The .Nazi troo pers are cruel and sadi stic. They are 

presented in melodramatic terms, beating up prisoners and kicking 

old men. Zeltner, a turncoat uommunist who has become an informer, 

is portrayed by udets as limping and masked. udets reels bere, as 

he does so often throughout these plays, that it is necessary to 

present political and social abberations physically. ln this case 



Zeltner is not whole spiritually because of his treachery; con

sequently he limps. On a later occasion, equally unsuccessfully, 

Odets describes the hero of Golden Boy as cockeyed, this defect 

being a physical symbol for his warped outlook on lite. 

None of the Nazis is allowed to escape unblemished. 

Captain Schlegel, haughty and cruel, presumably an efficient and 

admirable military machine, is discovered to be a homosexuel. 

Major Duhring, {the only decent Nazi in the play), must have a 

flaw, and is revealed as a turnooat Communist who is ashamed of 

himself, shoots Schlegel in a cowardly mannar when the latter 

threatens to reveal Duhring's Jewish background, and then redeems 

himself by committing a dramatic and symbolic suicide - he re• 

moves his military arm-band and tears down the Nazi flag before 

shooting himself. 

'l'he ev il Nazis are in power, and do the ir best to 
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persecute and keep down the Communists. Such is the social structure 

as Udets portrays it, and out of it he bas rashioned what seems 

to be a cheap melodrame. lt is essentially the story of ~rnst 

Tausig, with all the other characters being appendages to him. 

He is betrayed, arrested, tortured, diacredited in the eyes of 

his former comrades, and finally commits suicide when he rears his 

will is about to break and he will turn informer. 

The play bad a double appeal, for it could draw supporters 

from tho se who ha ted Hitler and from thœ.,e who admired Russia. 

un the surface, then, t his is an anti-Nazi melodrame 

wi th a le ftist slant, and does not seem kin to the other pla ys in 

the 1935 group. This, however, i s simply a surface feature. lt is 



true that Odets himself may have hated the ~azis and been 

sympathetic to the Communiste; it is equally true that the leftist 

atmosphere was beneficia! to a play's notoriety; it is also true 

that Odets knew the enthusiasm for waiting for Lefty was largely 

the result of the playts oommunistio overtones, and that he 

would probably be w illing to e:xploi t them again; but !,!11 the Day 

I Die oannot be oonveived as having come from the pen of odets 

unless one oan relate it to the other plays he wrote, and to the 

milieu in whioh he was operating at that time. udets was writing 

about the u.::l.A.; it was the basic materiel of all his other 

plays. .lfurthermore, he was writing about an economie situation 

partioular to his native lam • .tie saw himself fighting for a 

particular cause, against a partioular enemy, the Amerioan economie 

plight. ·.i:herefore, it is far-t'etohed to assume that he would. have 

writ ten '.L'ill the vay .J.. Die did it not oonform to his viewe, f'urther 

his purpose and refleot the milieu in whioh he worked. More, the 

Group 'l'heatre would probably not have produoed the play were it 

simply a topioal and sensational rabble-rouser • 

.J.;ill the uay 1. Die, theref'ore, must have symbolio valuea 

beyond its litera! meaning. un the surface it deals with .Nazis and 

Communists, but eaoh charaoter or fbr oe pre sented, and eaoh action, 

must be an indirect comment upon something. This "somethingn oan 

only be the American soene. 

The overall pioture, to begin with, with its two distinct 
other 

warring aides, is similar t o the si tua ti on exis ting in Odets '"play a. 



There are two forces, one the oppresser and the other t œ 

oppressed. The former arewealthy, they control the country's 

riches, they are evil, callous and insensitive, and they will use 

any and all methods to keep their victim.s down. This is precisely 

the description udets furnishes of the owners, the rich, the 

capitaliste, in the ether 1935 plays. Furtber, there is a direct 

mention of the economie situation at the beginning of the play: 

Ernst: ••• workers might like to know the American 
embargo on German goods haa increased 50% 
in the last six m.onths. They might like to 
know wages are down one-third end vital toods 
are up seventy-ti ve percent. • 

(Td, I, i/107) 

'l'he situation is. bad and growing worse; therefore, it 

would seem Odets is saying th at Nazi cruel ty and oppression are 

simply result s of the ir earnest wish to prevent the masses from 

bettering their position at the expense of the Nazis. In this 

way the Nazis are at one wi th the ''ri ch" and the tt bos ses" of 

!!itins for Letty and Awake and Sing. 
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Next, Odets stresses the confusion of the Nazi governm.ent. 

Its hirelings are shown to be ludicrously incompetent, and its 

routine haphazard and unorganized. Captain Schlegel, the cruel, 

efficient and proud Nazi who has just smashed ~rnest's fingers, 

ends Scene II in dreadful confusion, not at all confident as one 

would expect him to be: 

Schle gel ( looks at IaP ers, scat ter s them a rou nd ) : 
My Godl My Godl What's the world com.ing 
to? Where's it going.? My God1 

(Td, I, ll/ 120) 

This is a parallel to Leo Gordon in Paradise Lost, who is of 

the capitalist class himself, yet does not tully understa.ai the 

principles of wsiness and is not aware until the end of the play wbat 

damage he has done as an owner. There is a stronger parallel in 



,, 
a later play of Odets', .Night Music, where hollywood, a force 

whioh affects the very existence and destiny or one of the characters, 

a torce which abuses and manhandles him and whioh is, in relation 

to him, all-powerful, wealthy and insensitively cruel, is shown, 

in the atfair of the monkeys, to be in a state of rididuloust 

puerile confusion. udets seems to be saying tha t the horror or 

the general si 'tue. tion ia in part due to the confusion, and not 

only the cruelty, of the ruling forces. 

odets' picture of' the .Nazis, then, is similar in attitude 

to what he said about the old order of' capitalism. with regard to 

individuelS not one of the .Nazis is good; all have flaws or gross 

defects - captain Schlegel is a secret homosexuel; Major Duhring, 

whose wife is unoriginal and unthinkingly chauvinistic, was once 

a communist but changed parties, and now canmits suicide as the 

only way out or his predicament. This is a direct parallel to the 

p~blem of Joe Bonaparte in QBlden ~oz, who attempted to win quick 

glory in the prize ring rather than earn a meagre living as a 

violinist, and was corrupted to the point where he was in a world he 

could not tolerate, but was too f'ar gpne to return to the lif'e 

he had gi ven up, and so commit. ted suicide. .!:"op _par is an aas, a .al 

his orderlie s are sub-human. The Nazi troppers are sheer cruel ty 

personified. Adolph, a .Nazi soldier, is a tawning sycophant. 

'l'he 1~azi system as well f'Unctions in a manner similar to 

capitalism in America. 'l'he .Nazis, through their oppression. 

keep the Communists from happiness. ~rnst and his wite >'l'illy) can 

have no home lite while the struggle goes on, the brothers can no 

longer play their beloved music, and tsaum no longer cultivates his 

garden. 



'!'he struggle against the Nazis has ruined many fe ople. 

Zeltner has become an informer and .uuhring is confused and can 

only end byGcomm.it ting suicide. 'l'he detective who visitS .. Tilly 

and Ernst is insolent and thrill-seeking. steiglitz, formerly 

one of the top Communist philosophera, is now a senile invalid; 

Schlegel has become a heartless machine, typical of his kind; 

thus the .Nazis are .mainly responsi ble for the physical and mental 

plight of the <.;ommunists as vell as of the mem bers of the ir own 

se ct. 

In this way, point by point, with regard to its nature, 

its members and their actions, the Nazi party becomes a direct and 

inescapable symbol of capitalism and capitaliste, 

On the ir part, the play' s her oes, the liomm.unis ts, are 
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not too different from destitute taxi-drivers or poor bronx families. 

They have li tt le mone y or power, and are oppressed by a force 

much grea ter than themsel ves. 'fhey do not want the world, or 

domination of it; they simply want the opportunity for happiness, 

a basic freedom from which they have been deprived. 'l'bey are all 

noble, decent, loyal and generally wretched. 'l'illy is directly 

comparable to ~dna in Waiting for Lefty, ~~Bessie Berger in Awake 

and Sing, and to Clara Gordon in .Paradise Los t. All the se women are 

shrewd, comm.on-sensical, wiser than their men, logical and cold

hearted when the occas.;ion demanda. 'l.'hey do not fool when the.re 

is business to be done, yet they display signs of great tendernesa 

which must be stifled if they are to survive. 



The:re is only one character who is openly made wretched 

by wha t he was forced to do in or der to earn money. .He is a young 

boy who, for t'ive marks, rode on a truck distributing illegal 

li terature and was arrested and kick ed unconscious for his trou bles. 

This does not mean, howe•er, that the play•s course of action is 

unintluenced by the economie si 1llation. .No specifie mention ia 

made of "the big shot money men,,. or "they," but inherent in the 

Communist .. Nazi struggle are implications which are stated openly 

in the othe r plays. 

'l'he Communia ts' fight is for freedom, but this fight 

is at the moment of an economie nature, since the lack of monay 

is the most pressing and immediate problem to be alleviated. 

Freedom co.m.es with financial security, and the reverse is likewise 

true; thus the Gommunists' search in this play is a restatement of 

the struggle s in the other tnr ee. 'l'he search here, it must be 

pointed out, is not for money as an end, nor is it in any other 

play of the group. Young Dr. Benjamin, in Waitiog for Lef!l, wants 

to change the world in order "to be able to work"; (WL, I, vi/28) 

Ralph Berger, in Awake and Sins, wants to "•• .fix it so lifa won•t be 

printed on dollar bills." (AS, III/97) Leo Gordon, in Paradise Lost, 

cetols of a world where "No fruit tree wears a look and key. Men 

will sing at their work ••• " (PL, III/236) and Ernst Tausig, just 

bafore he comm.its suicide, says " ••• soon all tlle desolate places of 

the world must flourish wi th human genius ••• a world of securi ty 

and freedom is waiting for all mankindl" (TD, I, vii/154)~ In each 

case monay will bring the t'reedom to pursue happinesa. 



ln view of the fact tha t the War is already on, (_!~· 

the masses have already made The Realisation and are now striving 

to achieve the New World), this play is a hopeful oœ. Happiness 

can not only be pursued but a ttained. 

The present situation is dreadful, Ernst (Odets) says: 

"• •• I know that till the day I die there is no peace for an honest 

worker in the whole world." (TD, I, v/139). Undoubtedly, however, 

it will improve. Before he dies .l!:rnst predicts: "· •• The day is 

co ming and l' 11 be in the final re sul t... In th at di zzy dazzling 

structure some part of me is built." (TD, I, vii/153). .l!:rnst 

follows the general pattern of the other 1935 heroes - he is down

trodden, but out of his miser y he sees a su dden gleam of hope for 

the fu ture, and then takes positive action. ,ii;rnst' s suicide, there

fore, unlike that of Joe Bonaparte's in Golden Boy, and unlike 

Major .Uuhring' s in this play, is not an admission of defeat; rather, 

it is a positive and constructive step toward realizing the world 

of "happy laughing people," and thus ~rnst becomes one with the 

striking taxi-drivers, with Halph Berger of Awake and Sing, and with 

Leo Gordon ot ~aradise ~· 

The "di zzy dazzling structure" which i s to be ac hi eved is 

of course a Communist one. This might seem. at first academie, 

for ~rnst ll a Communist already, but it must be remembered that this 

is a symbolic play. The Nazis and the ~ommunists have their counter

parts in American life; tbus ~ommunism must bave its counterpart, but 
. 1 

as was explmned in Chapter 2, this can only be Communism. Thus the 

implications as well as the facts lead to a Leftist conclusion. A.t 

one point ,ii;rnst declares: 

---------------·-----
1. See p. 71 



~rnst: My present dream of the world - I ask far 
happy laughing people everywhere. I ask 
for hope in eyes: for wonderful baby boys 
and girls l ask, growing up strong and pre
pared for a new world. I won't ever forget 
the first time we visited the nursery in 
Moscow. Such faces on those childrenl 
Future engineers, doctors; 

(TD,I,i/112} 

·rhis play, there fore, is one of the 1935 group in mood, 

tone and message. l t pictures a society divided into two c learly 

defined warring groups, the oppresser and the oppressed. 

Each member of the former is evil and cŒrrupt, or ludicrous. 

Eacb member of the latter is good, pure, bonest, loyal and 

not greedy or desirous of power for its own sake. The oppressors 

a~t viciously and insensitively in an attempt to maintain the 

existing situation and to keep the oppressed down, and the 

oppressed display signa of the good people they could bave been, 

had they not been forced into this conflict. There is only 

one answer for the oppr essed, one fai tb, and only wb en they 

all realize this and work together is there any chance for an 

improvement of their situation. Bold and decisive action is 

required of the berces if they are to prevent the oppressors from 

keeping the oppressed subjugated. 

In total, therefore, when interpreted in reference to 

American life, the whole structure and fabric of this play is 

precisely a restatement, in symbolic form, of situations and 

attitudes portrayed differently and perhaps more explicitly 

in the other plays. 



üHAP!'ER 4 

Awalœ and Sing 

Awake and Sing is üdets' t'ir st full-length play. 

Wri tt en in 1932·33, i t did not go into reœ arsal un ti 1 la te 

December of 1934, ( ten da ys be fore wait i!fi for J..efty burst upon 

New x orkJ, and was pr esen ted in .l!'ebruary of 1935. .Not an out

et and ing financial suc cess, i t,yet') be came the talk of t :œ town 

and earned udets wi despread not or ie ty. 

As doe s !,!i tin6 for Le ft y, this play epi tomises the 

Depression and post-Depression yearning; yearning f~ something, 

no ma tt er w hat; for particulars, su ch as better w ages and ste am 

heat until 12 ~.M. rather than 10 P.M.; for more general things 

things such as grea ter economie opportun! ties and more easily 

accessible education; and, most generally and most vaguely, for 

a release from the feeling of oppression, the despair of a lack 

of opportunity, the frustration of lives dimly believed to be 

hal:f'-lived. 'J.'he spirit of 1932·55, out of which udets wrote these 

tour plays, was one of want and quest, of frustration and misery, 

of a desire to ameliorate the situation and never again to return 

to a way of lite wh ich could permit auch a situation to arise. 

Herein lies Awake and Sipg's success, for it not only transmitted 

a mood well, but the mood corresponded to l'bat the people felt. 

Like Waiting for Letty, it allawed its audiences to cleanse, 

refresh and excite them.selves by identification wi th vital and at 

times earnest charaoters. 



In Wai ting for Leftz the war was spoken of and 

demonstrated through incidents; in Till the Daz I Die it was 

presented in parable; 4\.wake and Sing presents the Wer in perhaps 

i ts most essent ial form, in the home as i t affects a who le family. 

'l'he play canters around the Berger family. lt has two 

oommon features - the lives of its members are determined by 

money or the laok of it, and they are oonsequently bitter and 

frustrated in varying degrees becatise of this. 'l'bey all want 

something, something different from wbat they bave. They are 

not poor, but are on the edge of poverty, and struggle to 

at tain or main tain middle-class respeotability. They all demand, 

but none of them really understands what the others want; they 

understand only the oomm.on tact of yearning. 'l'his laok of 

under standing result s from the different be lie fs w hi ch they have, 

and thus they do not achieve much of a positive nature. 'l'hia 

is what Odets seems to be indi oti~ in su oh lives -- that they 

go nowhere, but remain constant.ly yearning, be cause they have 

not got one ooncerted and definite aim in mind whioh can be 

translated by all into action leading to desirable resulta. 

The rather of the family, Myron Berger, is a struggling 

wage-earner who does not really understand the present and thus 

hearkens baok to the supposedly good old days. 'l'he times have 

confus ed and bea ten him, as they did to many in 1932-1954. 'l'o 
1 

a man who sees the banking system of his country fail;; ,a president 

,, 

2 
helplesa to pre vent the slow but inexorable spread of a .L>epresaion, 

a new president whose seemingly fresh and bold sohemes prove 

1. See P• g 

2. see p. S 



3 
f'ruitless and f'rustratift9, am a race of businessmen who rush 

somewhere 
about"above his intellectuel grasp deliberately scheJ~Eting to 

extract profit at any oost, the ''good old times'l of an age gone 

by, when everything seemed in or der and had it s place and possessed 

at least the appearance of benevolenoe, must have seemed like 

heaven indeed. Myron is beref't of positive values; society has 

so beaten him th at his only ref'tg e is to f'all beek on an apparent ly 

easier, simpler and healthier IB st. He has been rendered incapable 

of action, and holds little hope for the future. 

Myron's wife, Bessie, basioally a loving and tender 

person, is now shrewish, coolheaded and cold-hearted, logical in 

all things. Years of sohooling in adversity have lef't her 

int erested only in surviv al, in t œ protection of her f'amily and 

in the maintenance of lite. 

Her son Hal ph is bit ter and t'rus tra ted. All his lite he 

has been denied the things he wan ted because his f'amily lacked 

money, and so he has become one of a great number of hopeless 

young men who carry in themselves a great hate for the existing 

situation, but little knowledge of any way to better themselves. 

Ralph is desire wi thou t pur pose. 

His sis ter, Hennie, is a young and attractive girl caught 
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in a trap of poverty from which she yearns to break free. intelligent 

and imaginative, sœ is bored by her dull existence, tries to set up 

barriere so that it will not intrude on her too constantly, but 

oannot manage to escape from it other than in ill-conceived bursts and 

flashes. 

3. See p. q 



'J"acob, the grand rather, per sonifie s thought di v or ced 

from action. He is keenly aware of the ills of society, but dosa 

nothing to abolish or change them. .tle ofters commenta periodicall;r 

and inetfectually, but remains geœrally unheard or unacknowledged• 

He is Odets' mouthpiece, the Gommunist standard. 

Uncle Morty, Bessie's brotber, is a baoh~lor capit8list, 

rich and presumably grea&y, who exploits his workers beo8use it is 

the only way he has seen success achieved. He e:x:hibits the traits 

of his kind and acts in accordance with expediency. 

Sam Feinsohreiber, a friand of the family, is 8 lonely, 

homeless and oversensitive man. He bas been conditioned by 8 

oonsi sten t lack of persona 1 eminence or financi al suc cess, so tha t 

life is to him an enemy which mocks and defeats him, and thus he 

is continually seeking some thing beau tif'ul and stable which will 

not mock him, and in which he can believe. 

Moe Axelrod, a boarder in the Berger home, is a tough

one-legged W8r veteran turned racketeer. He breaks the law because 

it is the only way he knows to suc ceed in modern society. He 

tries ~er to show his feelings or to be accountable to anyone. 

Success througb. violence has lef't him hard, oynical and unsm.iling. 

What ever goodness he may have possessed has been gradually crushed 

out of him by the type of lite he leads and the actions by 'Ab ioh 

he bas chosen to"earnu his daily bread. · He makes his way alone 

and scorns those who cannot; but he is not satisfied. lie is always 

tor men ted by a sense of untu.llrtlmen t. 

All these people exist in a co ntext of antagonism. '!'hey 



are could-have-beens who labor under a tension and a frustration 

which have an economie basis, and this constitutes the prime 

feature of their lives. 

In Act 1 Hennie is discovered to be pregnant. Moe 

loves her but cannot bring himself to marry her, so she is pawned 

off by Bessie on the dog-like, loving Sam. Jacob disapproves, and 

vows to save Ralph from such a family, i.e., from capitalist 

society and what it causes people to do. 

Ralph is in love with a sickly orphan girl living in 

the care of relatives. Bessie will not let him marry her, and she 

is finally sent away by an uncle who does not look favorably 

upon Ralph's suit. 

A spiteful remark by Hennie to Sam reveals to Ralph 

the truth about his sister's marriage, and this is the beginning 

of his awakening. When Bessie insults Jacob greatly, Jacob 

commits suicide, leaving Ralph 13000.00 insurance money. Mee 

finally convinces Hennie, whom, one learns, he himself had made 

pregnant earlier, to abandon Sam and go with him, "where its 

moonlight and roses," (AS,LLI/98) and Ralph, new no longer des

pondent or bitter, urges them on after having decided to set out 

upon his own path to enlightenment. 

Myron and Bessie do not learn anything, they simply 

continue to suffer and endure. The action of the play serves to 

confirm for them only the inevitability of suffering. Old Jacob 

has apparently "learned" in the Odetsian sense long age, but has 

done nothing about i t, which i s to Odet s tant amount to not 

learning at all. Jacob "had 



golden opportunities rut drank instead a glass tea," (AS, II, J.i./78) 

and remains now simply the instrument speaking the revolutionary 

theœ in Odets' symphony, and becomes the deviee whereby J::talph is 

made to feel the revoluti onary tervor himself. 

Nei th er doe s Hennie learn; she escapes, but this is not 

the same thing. .Ln a society of inconstant and undefined values, 

when people are made desperate because they cannet control the 

oppressive circumstances they are in, s:>me œy attempt to eircumvent 

their problems, rather than, as one supposes odets would have them do, 

aonquer them. Moe beat the War by becoming a lawbreaker, and he 

persuades Hennie to do the sa.me. She owes herselt happineas, he 

&6gues, and he can give it to bar; there:fore, she has no resson to 

reœin behind, tied to a husband and a lite. she despises. .tiennie 

goes. 

Uncle Morty does not change, tor he is too adamant in 

his acaeptance of capitalism; neither does Sam, for he lacka the 

persona! initiative to do anything but su:ffer; yet Odets must 

show someone of the fam.ily mak ing the' great realisation the t there 
the 

is the War, and th at Co.mm.unism is the only answer torl\ working man. 

All except two sufter from a lack of money, but each 

has been conditioned by society. Myron is backward-looking, Beasie 

is overrun with the urge for self-preservation, Morty is detemined 

to continue his career of tinancial exploitation, and Jacob can 

only live wh en he is "re born '1 in the new Hal ph. .l\Jone of the se people 

is capable of adopting a new tai th for they have been too :rar worked 

upon and made useless by society. '.J.'hey are the unawakened who cannot 

be awakened. This leaves only the younger grwp - rtalph and Moe and 

Hennie- who are the only ones Odets wwld allow to ''learn.' 1 or 
the three, Hennie doe s not do so becaus e she is impure. She has 



slept with .Moe Axelrod, and theretore they are both tainted. They 

bave allowed their p&tty desires to overoo:me moral! ty; as a reaJ.lt, 

they are weak. Ralph is the only oœ of the younger gene.ration -

and udets wanted very much in ~his play to picture a young (~!~ 

new) hero adopting communism- who remains pure and who is vigorous, 

militant and a seeker of truth. J.n short, he is tl:e ideal person 

to awalœ and sing. 1ie is the only possible hero • 

.Hal ph' s awakening talœ s place in stages. l''or most of 

the play he simply goes about bemoaning his predicamen t, and only 

turns from despair to anger late in Act II, when Myron inadvertently 

lets slip the information that Sam is not the tather of Hennie's 

baby. For tœ first time Halph is driven to renounce his parents' 

lives. When Bessie breaks Jacob's records) (t:œ final insult which 

causes the old man to commit suicide) 7 Ralph picks up t~.; fragment 

of the record "0 Paradise," sung py the hero of the opera when 

first sighting the beautiful and hopeful continent of America; now 

i t becomes a symbolic co.mmen t on the truth as t o wha t this supposed 

paradise has evolved into. 

Prooeeding upon this opening declaration of independance, 

the tir st ole ar break between J:(alph and the wishe s of his elders 

occurs when he refuses to let the i.nsurance adjustor visit the 

bouse, at Morty's request, so soon efter Jacob has been buried. 

When he discovers that the family plans to keep the money for ell 

of them, rather than let it gp entirely to J:(alph, Bessie detends 

herselt: 

Bessie: ••• summer s hoes you didn' t have ••• but I 
bought a new dress every week. A lover 
J. kept - Mr. Gigolo: ••• on tbe calendar 
it's a different place, but here without 
a oollar you don't look the wor.ld in the eye. 



Ralph: Then its wroDg. It don't make sense. 
~f lite made you this way, then its 
wrongt ••• It can't stay like this. 

tiessie: My toolish boy •••• 
Ralph: No, ~ see every bouse louey with lies and hate •••• 
Bessie: So go out and change the world if you don•t like it. 
~alph: I will% ÂDd why? 'Cause life's different in my head. 

Gimme the earth in two bands. l'm strong. 
(AS, III/95) 

"" Ralph bas now passed from selt-capiseration t o anger to 

determination. All he lacks is a faith to be detarmined and angry 

about, and udets is not long in pro ti ding the };l' oper one tor him. 

A phone call from his girl Blanche, telling him of the 

final break between them, impels Halph to action. He rushes into 

Jacob' s room and returns wi th an armful of books - undoubtedly 

Communist ones - which he will study. 

Halph: ••• uptown, downtown, I'll read them on the way. 
üet a big lamp over the bed •••• Spit on your 
bands and get to work. 

(AS, III/97) 

Thus Ralph alone grows, in the Odetsian aenae, in that 

he learns to fight. Odets, however, does not bring about Ralph's 

awakening very successtully. He seems to imply that the truth, once 

understood and examined, leeds inevitably to revolution. This may 

or may not be true, but makes for poor dramatic tare. Odets must 

show the causes and the logical progression ota man's realisations 

and changes in beliet, which are not clearly shown in this play. 

Ralph's conversion is more emotional than reasonable, for Odets 

himselt seems often to write more emotionally than reasonably. The 

scenes of Halph's conversion are illustrative - showing his change -

rather than cumulative, where they would have expl ained his change. 



Ralph's awareness that thiogs ~don't make sense• is sudden an4 
. 

unprepared for. It ~dawns~ upon him in one illuminating moment. 

Odets portrays the existent situation well; he gives 

the people and their immediate environment a vibrant lite; but 

wben be attempts to show a class-consciousnesa being aroused 

and awakened, it is then thet he falls, tor there was not actually 

a palpable general awakening taking place at that time; thua 

Odets is foroed to write beyond his own experience, and la this 

play be is not dramatist enough to do so successfully. When 

his people suffer, when they do not get a chance, they are real; 

their bewilderment, as they move through an oppressive world 

which they do not tully understand, is real; but when Odets 

attempts to Show them awakening - in this case through the peraon 

of ~alph - he falls. 

The points Udets makes are repetitions or what he has 

already sa id in wai ting for Lefty and '.L'ill the Day J. Die. To 

begin with, capitalist injustice, in keeping the profits from. 

those who produce, keeps labor from happiness. '.l'he bergers are 

frustrated because they do not have enough money; they do not have 

enough money because the wage-earners - Myron, rtennie and Halph 

- are being exp loi ted by the ir bo ases. '.L'hus this wh ole play may 

be regarded as an amplification of the J oe and ~dna scene in 

waiting for Leftz • 

.1:talph and his girl are kept from happiness by their lack 

of money. l:Soth bes sie and the girl's uncle are unwilling to let 

the couple marry when neither is earning enough to build a marriage 

on. ~either of the two lovera is stupid, neither is said to be in

capable of wor k; t here fore it c an only be supposed that the system 

is et fault, that their predicament is not caused by their own 

,, 



def'ects but by those of society. '.L'his situation parallels that 

of .t!'lorrie and ::>id in !!,Si ting for .L.efty and is repeated in suoh 

later plays as ~aradise .L.ost and ~ight Musio. 

t;apitalism in this play exista as a force and as a 

person. ·.1·he person is uncle Morty, who has worked his way up 

to riches from nothiog, and is proud of' it. rte undoubtedly 

exploits his workers, for he himself' says: ttEvery c.~ew and wop 

in the shop eats my bread and behind my beek says, 'a sonovabitch.'" 

(~, li, i/71) Morty is the other aide of' the ooin to Jacob, and 

udets tries hard to œke the audience dislike him. In Aot III, when 

Ralph is partioularly upset with regard to his girl, Morty aides 

with Bessie against him, while Jacob presumably gains the audience's 

sympathy by allying himself'with the harassed boy. bUrther, it 

is Uncle Morty who, in Act III, villainously tries to do Halph 

out of' his inheritance. 

As a foroe, ca pi talism may be recosnised through i ta 

eff'ects. Myron is a f'ailure because he cannet understand the 

system, and is therefore browbeaten by it. Morty is a success 

beoause he exploits it; Moe is beyond financial worry beoause 

he has circumvented it and played beyond the rules. Ralph ia 

bitter because he recognises that a lack of mons.y ia contemporary 

society hinders the full development of man. 

Bessie is willing to keep her son from love, in order 
tr 

to keep him at the seme time from poverty - •••• a boy should 

have respect for his own fUture." (AS, II, ii/85)- like ~dna in 

Wei tin6 for Lefty, and 'l'illy in 'f:!ll the Day I Die, she ia 



primarily concerned with preservation; and Jacob, the system's 

sworn enemy, oan only look on and be frustrated. 

~eople are ruined by the system. Moe has learned to 

be conquering and callous, and carries these attitudes into his 

lovemaking, into his personal relations, as shawn when he makes 

Hennie pregnant but will not merry her. He has been corrupted by 

traffic in oapitalism - the love of money and the methods used 

to attain it - as were Clayton and ~ayette and all the rich or 

perverted in waiting for Lefty, 

uncle Morty bas been rendered so insensitive that he 

is not only willing to keep Jacob's insurance monay from Halph, 

but wisbes to settle with the company while Jacob is still fresbly 

in his grave. Morty is confident in his superiority, and there

fore unteeling. when Marx is menti oned in oonnection wi th 

Jacob, Morty tactlessly anorts: 

Morty: Marxl Soma say Marx is the new God today. 
Maybe l'm wrong. Ha ha ha ••••• Personally 
l counted my ten million lest night •••• I'm 
sixteen cents short. So tomorrow 1'11 go to 
union Square and yell no equality in the 
countryl 

(A$, III/94) 

He is deterred from answering the insuranc a adjustor' s 

ring at the door only py Moe's sudden revelation that he possessea 

a suicide note purportedly left by Jacob, which would invalidate 

the family's claim. Morty, balked, tries to blame Bessie, and 

his exit is managed with an equal measure of vanity and tactlessneas: 
1 

"Where' s my fur gloves? l'm going downtown." (AS, III/94) 

1. Italics imine. 



Morty paraDel~s Fatt, Fayette, the union officials, the 

m.embers of the Hospital Board and the ta.xi-owners in Wai ti.o.g for 

Lefty and the Nazis in Till the Day I Die. He is a symbol of the 

capitalist in the modern world. 

Hennie let herselt be seduced because it was a moment 

of glamour in a dull existence; it was also a surrender to Moe, 

aomeone dynamie and victorious outside and above the system in 

which she h&rself was trapped; it was also a stab at happiness by 

a person to whom all other avenues had been closed, presumably 

by the system. She is thus a direct parallel to ~dna in Waiting 

for Letty, who meintained t bat Joe' s boss was tbrowing her '' into 

Bud Haas' s lap, '' (WL, I, 1/12} and is another comment on the degradation 

which morality - udets' equivalent to goodness - undergoes when 

subject to the influence of money-grubbing. 

Hope, too, withers under the capitalist glere. Bessie 

no longer hepes; She seeks only to see that things do not become 

worse; Myron do es not even do that, but is lost in reve.r ie. 

Hennie's only hope is conceived in terms of escape, which is to udets 

no hope at all. Hope bas been crushed out of them by capitaliam, 

which wishes to keep them subjugated so its minions can continue 
l 

to reap their profits. 

If capitalism does all this then communism is the only 

beliet which will lead the workers out of their morass of help~ 

lessness. Jacob says this in one way or another throughout the 

play. Bessie, Myron and Morty laugh, but the audience does not, 

for Jacob's picture of Communism is clearly rosier than the Berger's 

present situation, and it is only those who cannot understand the 

.• 



situation, or who have lost hope, or who have illegally ri sen abowe 

the situation, who laugh at it. 
e.n .Halph's enligh1ftaient- the play's message- can be 

nothing but Gommunistic. lt is another example of the old 

generation urging on the new, and will be met with again in a 

later play of Odets', Night Music. As in 1'Lef'ty, ''the con

version is not very well JZ'e};:Elred ror;it is caused by a "last 

strawt" and is intuitive and impulsive rather than logical. 

When the final break occurs between Ralph and his girl, .Halph is 

suddenly impelled to take up Jacob's books. i.e., his ideas

and lay out a program for action. Ralph makes a point or de

claring himself Jacob's heir and, in view of Jacob's beliers 

as he himself bad so often expre ssed them, the connection is 

inescapable • 

.l:f.alph: ••• JJid Jake die for us to fight about 
nickels? Nol Awake and sing," he said • 
.Hight here he stood and said it. The 
night he died, l saw it like a thunderboldl 
I saw he was dead and l was bornl 

(AS, lii/100-101) 

Communism - or the new day - cao only be realised it 

one re cognises the ne ces si ty of a chie ving i t, and th en act s. 

Jacob tells Ralph "This is why I tell you - DOl Do what is in 

your heart and you carry in yourselt a revolution." (AS, II, ii/78) 

Ralph's "doing" seems to be Odets' answer asto how one should 

realise the new day- .l:f.alph brings in Jacob's books and passionately 

declares that he will study in his spare time, that he will get soma 

of his f'ellow-worlœrs to study with him, and, through talk and 

study, they will learn, will spread the gospel, will organise other 



groups who will in turn organise ethers, so that rt ••• maybe we'll 

get steam in the warehouse so our fingers don•t freeze off. 

Maybe we' 11 fix it so life won' t be printed on dollar bills. tt 

(Ai, III/97) 

In this way Jacob is part of a tradition in odet a' 

plays begun by Dr. Barnea in waiting for Lettz, and earried 

througb to A.L. Hosanberger in ~isht Music: the old generation, 

dying or no longer competent, urges on and is reborn in the new 

generation, which alone has the strength and naw the inclination 

to rtDOl" 

lt is not enough, bawever, for Odets to show Halph 

instigating a worldwide ebange; this would imply a leader and 

the led, or one decision bringing about total reform. udets must 

universalise ~alph's decision itself, not simply its consequences, 

but be is unwilling to let the audience make the identification 

through Halph as symbol; therefore he resorts to a rtLefty" trick, 

that of a sudden leap from the singular to the plural at the 

beigbt of an impassioned speech: 

Halph: I saw he was dead and J. was bornl l swear 
to God, l'm one week oldl l want the whole 
city to hear it~: fresh blood, arms. we (1) 
got 'em. ne'rd~lad we•re living. 

(U, .LII/101) 

'l'his is J:talph' s conversion; but tl.ennie also has an 

answer and hers seems to contradict ~alph's. She doea not formulate 

and adopt a positive metbod of winning the warr rather, she escapes, 

and yet Udets se ems t o approve of this. t1.er escape is founded on a 

philosophy w hi ch udets sbould abhor. abe and .Moe are making a 

"-· s~~ JO· ~ J. 
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separa te peaoe wi th society. '1'hey are fi ghting only for them

selves, and this is exactly the opposite to the beliet udets 

wishes to inculcate. it must be admitted that Hennie 1s re

nouncing allegiance to a system which ia undeserving of loyalty, 

in which case her destruotiv e ac ti on is poai ti ve and to be 

approved, but her supposedly constructive action, that of fleeing 

with Moe, is negative in that it precludes any fight or purpose

tul change. lt is patently an avoidance, an escape, and yet the 

newly-enlightened Halph (who must be regarded at this point as 

spok:esman for Odet s), urges them on. True, their fligh t is a 

form ot re volt in th at it doe s renounce the old system, and i t 

doe s carry with 1 t the heady aura of a fre ah s tart and a b old 

decision, but it fails under close comparison, to be consistent 

with the progress of Halph; Moe and Hennie never realise anything 

beyond the tact tba t they can esca~ by running away. 

Moe is the one who, earlier in the play, had blutted 

Bessie and Myron into waiting and not settling Jacob's insurance 

"when there's still mud on a grave." (AS, III/92) This is the 

first time Halph takes a bold stand oontrary to his elders' 

wishes. Moe, therefore, is emotionally link:ed to the awak:ening 

of Ralph, but Moe is a raoketeer who beats the game only through 

illegalit.y. This is always his answer. lt Moe helped Halph he 

must have been awakened himselt to soma degree; theretore, •hy 

did he ohooae the selfiah and ungenerative method of running away? 



There exista, then, an irreconcilable diohotomy in 

Odets• answer (answers?) to the economie question he has chosen 

to consider. 



CHAPTER 5 

Paradise Lest 

Paradise Lest is the last of Odets' 1935 plays. ~roduced 

in Dacember of that year, it marks tha end ot Odets• first and 

perhaps greatest period of Broadway popularity. 

In theme it is akin to the ether 1935 plays, but it 

attackatts problem from a slightly different angle. waiting tor 

Letty daalt with the lower classes and the unemployed; Awake and 

Sins dealt with the upper lower-olass, or the lower about-tc-be 

middle-olass, the employed but barely sustained; Faradise Lest 

concerna itself with the selt-employed and reasonably affluent 

middle-class and with its decay, viewed as an inevitable corollary 
1 

to lewer-class oppression and upper-olass insensitivity. 

The play oontains two obvious actions and two barely 

perceptible allegorical themes. ~he main action concerna Leo 

Gordon, an idealistio businessman who goes bankrupt. He begina 

with a faith in the capitalist system, is shocked by what it doea 

to him and makes people do, and rejects it finally in favor ota 
n Assooiated with him and his enlight'fent are his wite, 

Clara, and their longtime friend, Gus. 

The lesser action concerna Leo's son Ben, a former 

Olympie Champion and world-beater at the mile run. Full of hope 

for a prosperous future on wall Street, Ben marries .Gua• attractive 

daughter, Libby. He learns the tacts of business lite rather 

roughly, however, and ends up hawking meohanioal toys on street 

1. This decay is simply the ether sida to the "arise-ye-workers" 
coin, for, it the working olass is to awake and sing, tbe 
middle and high classes must diminish in power end eventually 
fade away completely, only after which will oppression dia• 
appear and a classless society emerge. 

J 



corners. His rriend Kewpie, a cabdriver-oum-raoketeer, clan

destinely suppar ts Ben' s hous ehold while enjoying an adul terous 

relationship with Libby. 

The first of the allegorioal themes ia personified in 

Pearl, Leo' s only daught er, who has a great talent for the piano. 

She is in love with a penniless musioian named felix who cannot 

support himself wi th his violin so dectd.es to leave town - and 

Pearl - to embark upon a new lite across the country. Pearl is 

left to her music, after which point her story continues larg~lf 

undeveloped. 

The second theme, almost as thin in treatment, is the 

story of Julie, Leo's youngest sob, who is stricken with the 

sleeping-sicknesa. At the beginning he is hopeful that he will 

reoover, and studies the stock-market assiduously. He plays a 

game with himself by investing an imaginary '1000 and seeing haw 

far he can run it. His condition gets warse rather than better, 

alld then he aooidentelly discovers the truth .. that he will 

never recover. His story is dropped at this point and he remains 

a siok boy growing sicker. 

This play bears many resemblances to the others in the 

1935 group. Leo Gordon, to begin wi th, parallels Myron Berger of 

Awake and Sing in that he does not understand the economie systea 

and is therefore not very successful in it. Sam Katz, ~eo's business 

partner is capitalism - cruel, illegal, impotent and hypocritioal. 

He is the counterpart to Uncle Morty of Awake and Sing, to the 

Nazis of Till the Day I Die, and to the bosses, in whatever shape 

or form they occur, in Waiti.ng for Leftl!_ He is the enemy, to be 

recognized, defeated and removed. 



Clara, Leo' s w ife, is a double to Bessie Berger in 

Awalœ am Sing, and to JSdna, Joe' s wife in wait ing for .Lettz. 

They are all more forcetul, dominati.og and practical than their 

husbanda and all have been made cautious. .l:"earl and l''eli:x are 

like Ralph Berger and his girl in Awake and Sing or Sid and Florrie 

of Wai ti.og for Lettz - in each case the male is fsrced to renounce 

the female because he cannot earn enough to support himselt and 

her: i.e., society kicks him down; therefore, socie~y keeps the 

lower classes - those whom it oppresses - from tully enjoying 

love. This is a thema which will be more tully e:xpounded and e:x

panded in a later play, Rocket to the Moon, (1958) and will be 

found as well in ~ight Music, (1940) • 

.Libby parallels Hennie - both are young, healthy, 

se•ually at~ractive, and have had ~re-marital relations with men 

other than their husbands. Libby accepta Kewpie as her lover in 

t 0( 

place of tlen for the same reason that Hennie gave herselt' to Moe -

because Kewpie is successful and dynamic, because h• is not an 

ordinary man, but is out of her world; i.e., she escapes her situation 

by going beyond its rulas and beyond its domain. ~ewpie, then, 

is the equivalent to Moe A:xelrod of Awake and sing, and to Harry 

Fatt and his gunman in Waiting for Lettz - they all succeed through 

1. ..Ln the case of Pearl and Felix there is another aide to their 
plight. Not only does the system deny them love, it daniea 
them indiv iduality as wall, the treedom to be creative and 
subject only to their own willa; i.e., the beat things in lite, 
in a capitalistic society, are not at all free. 



illegal force. They beat the ga.m.e by ignoring the rules. ·1·hey 

are not part of the ordinary world, and adventure with them is 

an escape from the ordinary world. 

Mr. ~ike is a counterpart to old Jacob, the grandfather 

in Awake and Sing. Both are communist symbols and mo•thpiecea, 

despi te. Mr. Lilurman' s argument to the contrary, and his insistence that 

Pike is "not a Liommunist or a conseious revolutionary ot any sort; 

he is a wrai th-like tigure as of some wounded or undying spirit in 
1 

the Am.erican soul." 

üUS, Libby's father, is the equivalent to Myron Herger; 

he uDderstands more, perhaps, but is equally powerless to do. They 

are both backwerd-looking and dreamy, not at all decisive or 

active. A consistent mediocrity bas turned Gus away from the 

present and back to memories. 

Phil Foley, a rauoous neighbourhood politicien, is Uncle 

Morty in public lite. He is oraas, stupid oapitalism identifiable 

with eaoh of the successive villains or villainous forces pictured 

in Waiting for Lef1l• Insensitive and interfering he is aware 

of only gross and easily accessible realitiea, and does not hesitate 

to em.ploy officiel w thority in order to achieve his dirty work. 

He is conservatism, stupidly feartul ot any inconsistency or deviation' 

and lastly, he is a deviee whereby udets, in a triok used repeatedly 

in Waiting tbr Letty, arouses sympathy for Pike and .Pike' a leftist 

idees which inoreases directly as disgust for Foley does. 

1. Clurman, p. 245. 



Ben Gordon is typical of the misinformed haro ot 

nearly all Odets' Group Theatre Plays. Full of useless promises 

a.cd ideals, he even tu ally learns wh at Odet a eonsider s to be 

the truth. ln Ben's case, however, this disillusionment leada 

not to the adoption of new hope in a new faith, but to helplesa

ness, deteat and finally su ici de. He is like Hal ph Berger, in 

that they both have had little opportuni ty to fulfill them

selves; but Ralph eventually learns to create chances tor hims8lf, 

whereas Ben submits to his situation and goes under. 

Udets says much the seme thing in this play as he did 

in the ot ber s. .tt' ir stly, tbe middle-class is sur ely decayingJ 

it is unclear asto its intentions; it struggles for things it 

doesn't respect and oonsequently, it has little purpose, which 

resulta in chaos. This is the basic faot which the play attempts 

to prove. 

The point is made in various ways. ~eo Gordon's progress 

through the play demonstrates it. He sinks deeper and deeper into 

a morass ot confusion and doubt based at leest as ~uch upon tha 

fallibility and treacherousness of the capitalist system as upon 

his own ignorance of it and its pitfalls. 

Symbolically, Julie too is capitalism, dying on the 

inside while laughing on the outside. He lives in a world of 

stocks and bonds, is buoyed up on a false dream of paper sucoess, 

but contains within himselt imminent disaster- the sleeping sick

ness. sam Katz is a variation on Julie. He berates and insulta 

his wite beoaus e they have no childr•n, yet i t turne out that he 

lt3 



himself' is sterile; he is a symbol or capitalism, belligerant 

on the outside yet impotent in tact, solely to blame for ita 

taul'\1 am condition. 

secondly, the middle-class is not constructive but 

backward-looking. - it bas not any definite enemy to f'ight, 

alli it is not unified in its struggle; t:œrefore, it cannot 

precipitate positive action, œnd consequently it is contused and 

rrustrated. This causes it to seek refuge in the past. Gus 

Michaels, as does Myron Berger in Awake and Sing, continually 

yearns for a return to the past. 

Thirdly, the middle-class has become opportunistio 

and evil, and will resort to evil to maintain itself'. sam Katz 

insista, over Leo's objections, on using the servi~es ot Mr. May, 

a professional incendiary, in order to collect tire insura.nce 

and thus save some money from an otherwise dying business~ lt 

is Sam, also, who torees the workers t o sign false pay-vouchers, 

and in reality pays his workers starvation wages. Phil Foley is 

anotber tacet of capitalistio cruelty. when the evicted Gordons re~ 

tu se to remove their fur ni ture from the aide walk wh ile a pros peri ty 

block party is about to start, .t!'oley calls in two insolent 

detectives - representatives of authority, which always supportJ 

tbe rich and the powerful - who apparently will use force to see 

the. t t be drunken .l!'oley is obeyed in his w i she s. 

b'ourthly, money and the desire for it brings out the 

worst in many .members of the middle-class. Libby takes Kewpie 

as hill' lover because, among other th ings, he is a bette r proYider 

than Ben, and therefore his desires must be granted as well as hers. 

Mr. May indulges in illegal procedures because they are pro fi table. 

While he does take pride in the t'act that no one was ever burt 

in the fifty-three t'ires which he per sonally set, .May is nevertbe

less an example of wbat depths the desire for money will lower 



human beings to. 

~ven Clara, basically benest and kind, succumbs to 

the hedonistic morality induced by financial need. Vwhen May 

visita their bouse she urges .Leo to accept his services, for 

she is the sensible one, schooled by long adversity, who 

will not let petty athies stem in her way at a time of great 

naad, much as bessie Berger in Awake and Sing did her best to 

thwart the love affair between her son .Halph and a girl whom 

abe considered a bad financial risk in marriage. 

Money rules, money sets the pace, only money imparts 

dignity in the modern world. At one point Gus interrups a 

conversation and sam acolds hlm: 

Sam: Excuse me please, keep quiet. 
Gus: No, l won't, I ain't your servant. 
sam: ~ou got the five dollars you owe me? 
Gus: No. 
sam: so keep quiet. (Gus ia cowed) 

(PL, 1/163} 

Money, however, Odeta adds, cannot cure its own capital-

istic ills: Sam Katz symbolically spends a great deal or illegally 

procured business fllnds, in a vain attempt to regain his potenoy 

through varicus drugs and pilla, but cannet. 

~ifthly, the middle-class-and all capitalism - is 

responsible not only,for the miserable lot of the working-class, 

but for its own as well; therefore it ia a me.m.ber of the oppressed 

even though it is and was the oppresser itself. .Leo Gordon 

finally realizes this late in Act lii that for all his kindness 

and idealiam he is still an unavoidably cruel capitalist, and attempts 



in an impulsive but useless action to redress this wrong by 

giving some of his money to a pair of homeless men who are 

both incongrously attending the prosperity party. "People 

like me," he says, "arfij responsible for your condition ••• 

These few dollars belong to you not me." v 
(PL, III/227) 

~f the middle-olass, therefore, is decaying, backward

looking am impotent, then so is all of eapitalism udets would 

have one believe. ~t is perishing because it eontaina within 

itself the fruit of its awn destruction, because its ~eliefa 

have proved invalid and treaeherous. ~en Gordon is the most 

obvioua exemple of this - a wor ld champion mile: runner, afloat 

on publicity and promises, depending for success upon his name, 

pers oœ 1 charm and the supposed goodness of man and of the 

oapitalistic system, sees his dreams crumble and he with them 

in the face of business reality. 0ontrary to his confident ex

pectations, he gets nowhere on wall street, is reduced to hawking 

mechanical toys on street corners, and eventually oommits suicide 

when ba is unable to live with the truth about what he has become, 

much as Joe bonaparte does in udets• next play, uolden ~oy. 

After all this, however, udets is not content to have 

hia actions Show his points; he makas additionally sure by having 

several charaete~deliver out-and-out didactic speeches. At one 

point uua, ~eo and oor. ~ike deliver an orchestrated harangue 

against the exis ting si tu a ti on. various contentions are made, 

pompously or violently - that people are fools, that lite - the 



race for financial security - is a dream, that the world knows 

not where it is going, that capi talism oppresses the working 

man - "The bellyrobbers have taken clothes from our backs." 

(PLi l/191) - that capitalism is planning another war and the 

people must revolt • " ••• tear them down from their places if 

they dast do what they did in 1914 to '18", {PL'~ I/191), and 

lastly, that, "Maybe our life is not lived in vain. Maybe 

eaoh hour is for some profound purpose ••• "(PL,I/190) 

such, then, is the content of Odets' criticism or 

society. As in his othar playa, hawever, Odets is not simply 

destructive. Having pictured the condition and etfects of 

oapitalism, odets cannot leave it to disintegrate and res~in an• 

archy. He must find a new and more valuable reality, a new life 

to be built out of the ruine of the old. 

This new lite, or cour se, must arise only after, or 

at leest when, there are definite signa that the old life is dead. 
ç 

To begin with, the people must realize that society must not bel~e 

solely in financial suecess. Leo Gordon spent his life strugg• 

ling tor seourity, only to go bankrupt. ~ven while he did make 

a living, however, Odets seems to imply that he was not really 

happy. l!:conomic security in itself should not be and end, but 

only a condition of happiness; therefore one should not believe 

in it and strive for it to the exclusion of all elae, as the 

capitalistic society supposedly doea. 

Not only shou 1d i t renounce financia 1 su ocess, but 

tinancial failure should not be equivalent in its eye to complete 

fol 



failure. It must learn to fear bankruptcy lesa than the wrath 

of God, - "What is this talk of bankrupts, failure ••• " (PL, III/230)t 

for there are many more important things to believe in. A ne~~ 

Faith must be round. 

Lao' s learning of all this œ ours in stages. .1!'1rst he 

is made aware that, intentionally or otherwise, he expl~ited his 
1 

workers, therefore his money rightfully belongs to them. when 

he utters these sentiments Pike goes out to t'ind som.e homeless 

men to whom Leo can gi ve monay. Pike returns wi th two, one rather 

silly, one rather eloquent. Lao offers then a $10.00 bill, but 

one of the homeless haugbtily rejects it, saying that Leo is 

only sligbtly better off tban they are, and tbat Leo bas not yet 

realized they are all doomed. 

1. He had had this made clear to bim earlier, but Katz bad made 
little of it and Leo did not press the matter. ln Act I a delegation 
from the shop had informed Leo that bis workers get no satisfaction 
from a union "Legal Adviser" who "don't work for workers" (PL,I/185) 
but is controlled by ownership, and tbat they are prevented from 
forming a new union because their Adviser "oomes to these meetings 
with gunmen." (PL,I/186). 

secondly, conditions at the sb op are intolerable. "We keep the 
lunches under the table where the cockroaches run all over it." 
(Pl,I/186). The two radiators are insufficient, and the new gas 
heaters "gives everybody beadaches." (Pl,I/186). 

Woret of all, the workers are underpaid. ~ohnabel, one 
of the delegates, tells Lao: 

Schnabel: In the shop the girls work for one dollar 
a day • nine hours. ~orty-five-hour week. 
Five dollars for girls a week, seven dollars 
for men. but on pey day Mr. Katz makes us 
sign etetements we get more - thirteen and 
seventeen. la this fair, gentleme~? On 
the wall it reads in the labour code, "Only 
eight bours' day." Where is it fair? 

(PL,I/185) 
Leo is shocked by this -an exemple of the deceit and 

illegality to which capitalism must descend in a frantio effort to 
keep a live - but is advised b y Katz to "Go on designing pocketbooks 
and don•t bother your head." (PL,I/187) Nevertbeless, the inform
ation is the first shock which begins to jolt Leo out or his 
ignorance. 



.Paul: Excuse my pointing% The slight difference 
in our social standing is you get a whole 
pair of pants •••• You ain't awake yet •••• 
You have been took like a bulldog takes a 
pussycat: 

(Pl, III/228-229) 

Suddenly, illogically, Leo rejects the bum's nege.tivism 

and sees beyond it. 

Leo: Nol There is more tolite than this: Every
thing he said is true, but there is more. 
Tha t we.s the past, but th er e is a future •••• 
now the search is ended. For the truth has 
round us. 

(PL, III/229) 

Leo, then, has round something to believe in, and makes 

his family aware of it. Therefore the hero in tllis play becomes 

not one man, but a grrup comprising Leo, Clara, Pearl, Gus, 

Libby and the remaining clan, who will go on together to build 

a new world. This seems to be the essence of Odets' positive 

answer, that those of Leo's class - (and of all classes?) -who 

perceive the truth about their existence, will begin to revol~, 

to struggle for clarity, for reality, for something useful and 

true to believe in. 

What is this Üseful truth? -A New World, as Odets pictures 

it, where bankruptcy and failure and hatred are unknown, where 

"No fruit wears a lock and key," (PL III/230) where "Men will sing 

at their work, men will love •••• " (PL,III/230) etc., etc., etc.; 

Out of the ruins of his desolation Leo suddenly has a vision of a 
so Leo co ntinues by picturinga., 

new world, but Odets must universalize Leo's awareness,J\worldwide 

awakening along the lines of his own. "Clara, my darling, listen 

toma. Everywhere now men are rising from their sleep. Men,men 

are under s tanding the bitter total of their lives. 'l'heir whi s pers 

are growing to shoutsl. They become an ocean of understanding:. 



n 
No man t'ights alone. (PL III/230) This is what Leo means when 

he says at the end " ••• We searched; we were confusedl But we 

searched, and now the search is ended." (PL, III/230) 

une might have expected Ben, disillusioned and restless, 

to have made the grand realization, but there are several ressons 

why this could not be. ~o begin with, Ben carries sut'ficient 

weight as a symbo 1 or capi talisti c w aste and cor rupt ion. He is 

all shON and not great, and has been made so by capitalism; 

ther et ore he ha s been thrown away on a dream, a fu ti le and un-

achievable delusion, and all his merita wasted. secondly, Odets 

was not content in this play to pic ture a single hero. 1 t was his 

purpose to show a middle-class awakening, which requires a middle

cless hero. üdets ~ose a group in order to impart universality 

to its decision and vision. 'l'his is why Clara and all the others 

in the room are inoluded in Leo' s last great speech - udets' hero 

thus beoomes a collective comprising Gus, Libby, Leo, Glara, .Pearl 

and perhaps Julie. ln this way they are not made to appear unique, 

thus their awakening is a general phenomenon. 

Had Ben learned instead of Leo one would have been 

presented with Awake and Sing again. Ben is a member or a middle

class tamily, but he cannot be considered a true representative 

of that class. He has not been exposed to business for a sufficient 

length of time, nor has he accumulated enough wealth or the usuel 

accoutrements of respectability - a home, e car or a tamily - to 

be cons idered a member of the middle-class. 'l'herefore i t is Leo, 

ani not Ben, who must make the grand realization. 



'l'o accept this group one must be willing to swallow a 

whole series of blanket reversals of character. Libby is an 

opportunistic degenerate; Gus is a backward-looking dreamer who 

talks but does little; Leo is an idealistic and political innocent, 

Pearl an artistic innocent; only Clara in the whole crew possesses 

IH 

at least the bare makings of a haro, lor heroine). lt must be 

imagined, therefore, that all these characters are capable of heroic 

action now that they have been given a purpose they can share • 

.Pearl, who had nowhere togo, who wanted but did not know what she 

wanted, lmuc h as d id the bergers in Awake a~d i:)ing,) now will have 

some tlüng to do; Gus need no longer dream; l.ilara need no longer 

keep up her constant attempt to maintain normalcy in the face of 

fear, tension am frustration; J"ulie, if he still lives, need not 

exist on dreams; and Leo will have something constructive to do, 

beneficia! rather than harmful. This is Odets' ~ message - that only 

when the middle-class realizes what hampers its growth and happiness, 

and then proceeds to remove this hindrance, will it have order, 

peace, and the satisfaction which can come only from living in a 

classless society. 

A note must be made here of the play's many symbols, 

soma hitherto unexplained, some still obscure, which Odets saw fit 

to include in the body of the play • .Pearl Gordo n , Leo's daughter, 

is the artist who cannot stomach the real, unidealistic world, 

but Odets employa her for far more than that. Her piano-playing is 

an objective correlative to the state of hope as it wa:xes and wanes 

throughout the play. When things look darkest, when Julie is about 



t o be sent t o the ho spi tel, when the :femily is b eing evic ted end 

Leo bas been re:fused e. loen, Pearl stops pleying; but et the 

point where the family will begin to teke positive action, where 

Clara will ~ ·· ·~ de:fy Foley, where the homeless men wi th the ir 

negative pessimism will arouse Leo to a positive vision, ~earl 

resumes ber pleying once more. Her pleying is the pure, the ideal, 

the :free, which could not exist in a subjected context. 

A si.miJ.er correlative is Gus' motoroyole. Originelly 

in the beat o:f shape .. " ••• the best motorcycle in town," (PL1 I/171) 

it deterioretes as do the :fortunes o:f the Gordon :femily until, 

in the third act, whe n the uordons are be ing evic ted from a home 

they have lived in for seventeen honoureble yeers, the motoroycle is 

discovered in a sad state of d~~e~ir, with a wheel missing, 

Julie's condition is a third barometer which keeps pace with the 

decline and :fell o:f the Gordon household, except that no indication 

is given whether he picks up in spirits as Leo goes into his ecstasy 

at the end of the play. 

Gus has a habit o:f nocturnal shaving. 

Leo: Two and three in the morning l :find 
him shaving in :front o:f the mirror. 

Pike: He wants U>: look good. 
Leo: But thr ee in the morning? For w hom? 
Pike: Man he s to have some th ing. 

(PLJII/206) 

Gua' shaving, like Clere's repeated interjections to 

"take a piece o:f fruit," (PL, I/161) becomes an ettempt to preserve 

order in a context o:f im.minen t chaos. 

~ilœ makes a reference to stake-burners. He has just 

:finished a violent tirade against capitalism American style: 

1 1'2 



Pike: 

Gus: 
Pike: 
Gus: 
Pi ka 

••• Dispossessed like me, like another 
sixteen million in a walking death: 
unemployedl Then what? 
A new administration% 
Don't be no medium-sized rabbit, Gus. (Exits). 
No one ever called me that beforel 

(poking head in at door): Citizens! The fear!'ul 
heart starin' from your eyes. Directly descended 
from stalœ burners• l admit it% Good night. 
(Goes). 

(PL, II/206-207} 

It might be that Pike is referring to Gus' .. and by 

implication the whole country's - unwillingness to make a clean 

break and talœ a decisive, deliberate step. Stalœ-burners are 

arch-conserva ti ves blindly and fran tic ally trying to stamp 

out sorne thing they fear will bring change. 

Gus seems unwilling to " ••• tear them down from their 

places ••• " (PL,I/191) and wants to settle instead for a more 

conventions! way of achieving change - "A new administration." 

(PL, II/206). 

A more puzzling and complex symbolism is the r elationship 

between Kewpie and Ben. Odets uses their childhood to make a 

Il~ 

comment on society when, at one point, Ben speaks of a skating outing 

during which one of their companions tell through a hole in the ice 

and the two of them, who had gone into the water a!'ter hi.m., were 

unable to save him. Ben says: 

Ben: ••• We're still under the ice, you and me - we 
never esoaped ••• Christ, Kewpie, tell me, tell 
me - who died there - me or you or him. or what? 

{PL, II/202) 

'l'he inference, oœ presumes, is that Danny, their dead 

corn};8 ni on, had gone on to a not her world while they .œ d simply 

retur ned to a living dea th. 



'l'bey exist, along with Libby, in a complex of love 

and hatred. ühildhood friends, one bas beco.m.e a gangster while 

the other. batte.IS out a living in petty commerce. on the surface 

their relationship seems to be homosexuel - at one point Kewpie 

hits Ben in anger, then begs Ben tobit him in return, muchas a 

lover would try to humiliate and castigate himself for an offense 

to his beloved. 

Kewpie cheats on Ben by sleeping with Ben's wife, yet 

supports Ben's household. He does not do this solely to appease 

his conscience, for he honestly loves Ben and would œ.ve befriended 

him regardless. He hates Libby because she has usurped his place 

in .Ben' s affections and because she is not good enough or loyal enough 

to Ben, even though he himself is the instrument of his disloyalty, 

but sleeping with ber is an odd way to consumate his hatred. It 

must be supposed, then, that his desire for Libby is at leest as 

great as his love and friendship for Ben. 

Ben, on the other band, reels himself a failure baside 

Kewpie 's fi na ne ial suc cess, even though .K.ewpie main tains "He got 

everything l ever laid my bands on first," (PL I/1?5) even though 

Kewpie never stops admiring Ben or the myth of .Ben which he carries 

around '' ••• lilœ a me del." (PL, III/223} 

At one point .Ben spits on an olympie statue of himself, 

thereby rejecting the idle, illusory capitalistic dream of financial 

success based on charm and goodwill. Kewpie comes imm.ediately behind 

and wipes tbe spit off with a clean silk bandkerohief. After they 

leave, Julie stands looking intently at the statue -



Julie: ••• Who was it had the wooden horse, Poppa? 

Leo: 
The ·rrojans? 
'l'he Greeks. They made a beautiful civilization. 

(PL, II/205) 

'l'he inference here is not primarily an emphasis on the 

order and beauty of classical ureece as compared to the chaos and 

bitterness of modern-day living; rather, a three-pronged comment 

has been put into Julie's mouth, each application characteristically 

inappropriate to Julie himself. 

'ro begin wi th, but unreasonably for the Wall Street -

conscious and in-doctrinated Julie, Odets is criticizing the 

ideals by whic h his society li v es. 'l'he statue is like the 'l're jan 

horse and like the illusory capitalistic fundamentals - showy on 

the outside but containing little merit within, and disastrous if 

trusted. 

secondly, and unconsciously by Julie, the reference to 

the '.l.'ro jan .l:iorse is a simul taneous attack upon Kewpie and Libby; each 

is a decei tful treasure which ben has taken to his bosom in good 

faith, but which leeds only to his destruction. 

'l'hirdly, l\.ewpie's worship of the statue and what it 

repl8sents to him - magnificence rather than toughness, grandeur 

rather than petty living, popularity among the solid and acceptable 

rather than notoriety among the poor and cheap- is also in errer, for, 

like the 'l'rojan .tiorse, it belies its appearance. ben' s statue means 

nothing in the business world; it representa a world of smiles and 

apparent goodwill which vanishes at the smell of money, and Kewpie 

is untrue to the racketeer part of himself w hen he admires i t. 

:tet, for a l l his admiration, A.ewpie se ems stil l to œ. ve 

carefully and ac curately appraised ben•s true worth, even though 

he acts in most cases as i f he were not r e ally aware of t his. 

He speaks honestl y when , ju s t a f t er ben and Libby have b een marrie d 



he threatens to reveal to Hen her pre-marital infidelity. 

Libby: 

K.ewpie: 

Libby: 

Kewpie: 

Libby: 
Kewpie: 

Y ou and tha t soft juicy body, like a musblll.elon. 
ïou're a hundred miles away. 
~uppose ~ tell hi~ what happened when he went 
to Aurope? 
rte don•t believe auch things about me. rte•d 
throw you around for saying i t. 
Don' t you know he' s ye llow in his heart? 
Get wise to that skyrocket: starts with a bangJ 
Ben's the most handsome man l know. 
A burnt out spark plug? 

(Pl, I/174) 

Kewpie eventually does tell Ben, but even then he cannet 

overcome his friendship. When Ben flares up Kewpie is abjectly sorry: 

Kewpie: 

Ben: 
Kew pie: 

You wanne kill me? Who gives a good goddaml 
Herel (Draws gun and shoves i t in Ben' s hand). 
My hand might slip ••••• 
Let it ••• 

(Pl, II/204) 

If Kewpie is the outlaw, and Ben representa the normal 

per son who rails wi thin the law, why do es Kewpie so admire Ben 

-- especially when he knows Ben to be insubstantial in ract? Because 

of Be.o's innate good.oess? If Kewpie is the bad element in human 

nature, d oe s he stiihl continually and fundamen tally desire to be 

good? Does he admire the good beoause of this yearning -- even 

if he cannet himself attain it? 

The Kewpie•Ben-Libby triangle must be regarded as a 

comment on the state of modern man. Kewpie the gangster, the 

successful fighter, seeks to preserve the myth of Ben Gordon, 

pure and great Olympie ehampion with the world at his reet, even 

after Ben himself, through his actions, bas disproved the estimation 

and rejected the society which spawned it. Odets is implying, as 

will becorne evident in his later plays, that human nature - at 

leest as it is found in the oommon man - has an ineradioably persistent 

inclination towards the good and the great in spi te of circumstance 

or position, and that man is capable of being good were he given the 



proper opportuni ty. Kewpie and Libby and Ben are what they are 

be cause they have be en oondi ti oned and oo rrupt ed by the economie 

system; they are not inherently bad in themselves. 

lt7 

Seoondly, Kewpie's admiration of Ben and what he is 

supposed to stand for may re~esent the continuel urge of man to 

suooeed legally. This implies tbat men are not by nature lawbreakers, 

but are foroed to become criminels by their situations. An 

important oorollary to this is the beliet on the part of Odets that 

all struggles worth winning can and must be won within the rules. 

That is why .K.ewpie admires what Ben stands for, even after Ben 

himself bas failed thase .principles. 

Kewpie and Ben am Libby are mixed up; they have been 

rendered so by the economie system and its effect on their lives. 

That is why Ben fails as a businessman and finally resorts to crime, 

why Libby takes Kewpie as her lover, why Kewpie can be a friand 

to Ben and at the same time the seducer of his wif'e. They are 

members of the middle olass, and their values are shifting and orumbling. 

Wi th nothing to bel ie ve in but expediency and money, ( whioh e:xpedi tes 

almost everything), morals and ethios and stability •aver and 

beoome indefinite, and so people do silly things in an attempt to 

find something to believe in, or to build a barri er against the 

unoertainties of society am the economie system, or to experience 

thrills whioh alleviate the boredom and indignity of modern living, 

ciree 1935. 

There remains a definition of Leo's new world. This is 

never made directly in the play, but is implied. b'irstly, .fike 

spouts anti-capitalist mouthings and is heatedly branded a "red" 

by Foley. Sinoe Foley bas made himself highly disagreeable to the 



audience, his condamnation of Pike's ideas was very likely to 

induce the audience to accept them. Later, when Leo adopts 

ideas similar to Pike's, the audience has no difficulty associating 

Leo wi th Pike, Pike wi th "red," and "red" wi th right. 

Secondly, in his last thundering definitive speech, 

Leo uses phrases and ideas which in 1935 carried with them leftist 

associations, especially to audiences who had seen Odets' three 

earlier plays that year. The general overtones of this speech 

are decidedly leftist. "There is more to life than this." "No 

man fights alone." wres, I want to see that new world. I want to 

kiss all those future men and women. What is this talk of bankrupts, 

failures, hatred •••• the world is for men to possess." "No fruit 

tree wears a lock and key," (PL, 111/230). 

Especially significant are the words "sing" and 

"love." The first denotes the coming of the new Communist world, 
1 

and the second is a symbolic equivalent to that new world. Leo 

says, "lvien wili sing at the ir work, men will love." All the se 

phrases emphasize communal living, a new world which "is in its 

morning," (PL, 111/230) and men working together. For a 1935 

audience which looked for leftist connotations, Leo's final 

speech could not have been interpreted otherwise. 

1. For a more extensive use of "love" as a symbol of the new 
world, see p.~ "1 q_ 



CHAPTER 6 

Golden Boy 

Between .t"aradise Lost and Golden Boy, a period of some 

twenty-three months, the conditions of Odets' life bad changed. 

He bad gone to Hollywood after the failure of Paradise Lost; his 

salary was now '2500.00 per week, and he was courting ~uise 

Rainer, twice an Academy Award winning actress. whether this 

affected him or not, be made no attempt in Golden Boy to resurrect 

the browbeaten, 1932 vintage working-class milieu he bad used 

earlier. odets bad been stung by ~aradise Lost'• financial failure, 

and wished to write something which had more of a chan,e in the 

co1IUDiilrcial theatre. Golden Boy, therefore, is an out-and-out plea 

for popular, more than left wing, success; it is the first major 

break with his past form, and remains perhaps the most financially 

successful of any of Odets' Group Theatre efforts. 

unlike the 1935 plays, it does not bave Jewish characters 

as i ts leeds, al though the ,tjonapartes, in their actions and re

actions, are Jewish in everything but name. unlike Awake and Sing 

and Paradise Lost, it bas a quick succession of scenes, a milieu of 

business world rather than the living room, harking back to 

waiting for Letty. Like the 1935 plays, however, it carries the 

usuel massage. This may not seem apparent at first glanee, because 

of the structural di spa ri ty be tween_Q,2lden Boy and i t s predecessors, 

but cl oser scrutiny reveals i ts inten t as common wit b tha t of the 

1935 plays. 

The re is only one plot, and i t con cern s J oe jjonaparte, 



a "cockeyed," insecure, chip-on-the-shoulder young man wi th an 

incipient talent for the violin, who chooses rather to gain 

quie ker fame and ri ch es throu gh boxing. He selects 'l'om Moody 

as a manager and fights against his fa the r' s wi she s. rtis c oncern 

over injury to his hands, which pmvents him from becoming a ring 

killer, is removed by the romantio attentions of Lorna Moon, 

Moody's mistress, with whom Joe falls in love. 

üradually, Joe becomes more calloused in character 

es well as in physical comi tion, until he kills an opponent in 

the ring; suddenly he realises that he has become an animal, and, 

knowing that he can never return to the violin because of his 

broken bands, goes off wi th .1.,0r na in a fast car and crashes to 

his death in what is presumably a suicide. üolden ~oy is thus a 

rags-to-riches story in reverse. 

~oth aides of the conflict of values are contained for 

the first time in one man. J oe could have earned a respectable 

if not luxurious living playing the violin, it is intimated, 

but chose boxing. rte gained fame and fortune but lost his soul. 

After his most important bout, in which he killed his opponent, 

he realised the error of his ways, saw that he had become a chattel 

to men who did not care for him as a human being, became aware tba.t 

his true incl ina ti on was al ways for music but, knOll i.ng that he 

could not return to his old ways because he hed been too far oorrupted, 

he took Lorna, who finally le ft Moody and came to him at this moment 

wben the ir need for eaoh other was grea test, and off they wen t in 

a fast new Duesenberg car which oost f5000.00 second hand, to 

"tnow down the night wi th headlights." (GB, III, ii/316) 



A rather crtde atory, but then Odets is at times a 

rather cru de writ er, The basic tbeme or conflict upon whicb the 

play revolves, the disparity between the fiat and the fiddle, is 

invalid. Boxing is not necessarily more cruel or impersonal or 

degrading th an playing the vi olin. A man earns a living by 

performing acta - tbat is his profession. lf one person bas a 

sk:ill in manhandling otbers, if be ohoosea wi llingly to match 

that skill against another's, and if people are willing to pay to see 

auch a contest, then boxing is a logical and legal way for one to 

earn one•s daily bread. 

'!'he violin is equally a medium for subsistance. That 

some musio. ians can do extraor dinary and bea ut iful th inga wi th the 

instrument must be granted, tut it is as well evident that other 

men may be able to do similarly extraordinary and beautiful thinga 

in a boxing ring. Art, in these cases, is the retinament of action 

to beau ty, and can mani fest itself in many ways • 

.rurther, no indication is. given, beyond Joe's own word, 

tbat his methode of attaining suc cess were not qui te up to wha t 

he might have done -- that, in fact, boxing was a perversion or 

his true self, that he was born to be a violinis t and nothing el se. 

The process of degenera ti on is explained, but the al ter na te choice 

is not. Joe Bonaparte cou1d just as easily have bean a talentlesa 

nobody who, were it not for his skill in the ring, would have 

rem ined for ev er a no body. 'l'he fact tha t he is a violini st at all 

is for tui tous. 



The second theme, that of a sensitive soul pitted 

against a materialistic, ruthless and uncertain business world, 

is also a tri fle weak. J oe regards music as a medium for total 

expression: ~ ••• When I play music nothiug is closed to me. I'm 

not afra id ot people and wha t they say. 'l'he re' s no war in music ••• " 
, 

(GB, I, l/263) but someone el.se may not see music in this w.ay, 

or may see somethiog else in the same role. As Joe sees his 

music, it is not inherently different from boxing, for boxing as 

well allows hi.m. to be "not afraid of people and what th.ey say." 

Golden Boy contains many character-types round in odets' 

earlier plays. There is ~ddie Fuseli, a cold-spoken killer who takea 

over as Joe' s manager in or der to ad vance him as qu ickly as 

possibl•. Charactaristic of capitalism, it is only when the 

ruthless .E'useli is behind him tœ t Joe can get an.ywhere, can ge'\ 

the big fights and the big purses he desires. Fuseli is the counter

part t o Moe Axel rod in Awa ke and Sing, to Harry Fat t in wai ting 

tor Leftz, and to .K.ewpie in 1-'aradise Lost, in that he has succeeded 
~ 

by going beyond the rules. (:W., in a society whose rules of'fer little 

chan,.ç:e for suc cess because the y a re treach er ously deoei. tful and 

f'ruitless, the more aggressive will be f'orced to take matters into 

the ir own hands and live without the rules.) Theref'ore .lfUSeli, 

like A.xelrod and .K.ewpie, is an ef'f'ect of' the social system, and 

oom.m.en ts on the ef'fic acy of capit alism. 

b'useli learned to kill in World War I and has carried 

this forward into peacetime lif'e, implying tha t peace in America 

is still war, although perhaps of a different nature. Fuseli is 



the personitication of the force which acts on and corrupts 

Joe. .He transforma Joe into a co py of himse lf, a re semblano e 

which holds true not only in regard to attitude and reaction, 

'ut is oarried right down to a similarity in olothes and speech. 

Mr. Carp, a J ewish candy-vendor who qu otes schopenhauer, 

is similar to old Jacob in Awalœ and Sins, and to .r'ike in 

Earadise Losts they exist solely as mouthpieces, as measuring 

aticks, as chorus. 'l'hay spout the <.;ommunist standard to which 

the play' s si'tllation is compe.red • 

.tto.xy uottleib, the opportunistic boxing promoter, 

is a stock cornmen t on what a capitalistio society doe s to people. 

He is greedy and heartless, not tully human, like Uncle Morty 

in Awake and Sin6, like Sam Katz or Mr. May in !!!!dise Lost. 

Each is bloodthirsty and resorts to any methods when neoessary. 

Roxy dislikes what Fuseli does to him when P'Useli attempts to take 

over Joe, but they are both of a kind. Gottleib operates through 

his power and connections, Fuseli operates wi th a gun as a persuader, 

but both use force to gain their ends and both have the seme dis

regard for indiv id ua 1 persona lit y. uottlieb must scramble about 

madly in an attempt to keep his boxing club going,whiœb has a great 

number or court judgement s upon i t, and this fur ious scurrying has 

left him berett of humanit,y. 

Siggie, Joe•s brother-in-law, is imbuedwith the capitalist 

dream of success. .He is much like Gus in .L-'aradiae Los.t .. _ each has 

a talent or sorts, each could achieve a little success if someone 

would stake him to a tew hundred dollars, but no one does. Speaking 

ot Mr. Bonaparte, his fa ther-in-law, oiggie says to his w ite Aona: 



~iggie: ••• He don' t wanna help me out, your 
old man. .t:l.e wan t s œ to drive a c anpany 
cab and su bmit t o the brutal it ie s of 
the foreman a.ll my life, .i. could be in 
a healthy little enterprise for myself, 
but your old man don•t wanna help me out. 

\GB, 1, ii/246) 

siggie only wants a small success. He continually 
talks of a "little enterprise." 

A life of petty achievements and disappointments has made him 

cautious: 

Anna: •• I' d like to fly. 
Siggie: Stay on the ground! ~·ly' wha t for? 

Who do you know up there't .l!:agles? 
( GB , l, v /268) 

Both tbeae men, üus and Siggle, are forced to remain 

employees - with all the personal degradation this carries in 

their minds -- be cause of a lack of money. l.n bo th cases, the 

lack of a sum as small as a few hundred dollars serves to embitter 

their lives. 

l.n th eme as well as in ch aracters, Uold en .I:SOX is re la ted 

t o the 1935 plays, al though i t looks at the pro blem from a different 

point of view. ~~here Awake and ::;ing and ..l:'aradis e Lost showed 

depression followed by awakening, \~, the characters cbanged 

trom black to white), Golden Boy is far le ss static. .i. ts leadi.og 

character does not simply adopt new ideas; he changes in being, 

wh ich no character in the earlier plays had done. ln the earlier 

plays the characters had been discovered as products of society; 

soe iety had already worked her harm on them, and they were set up 

as window-displays, as examples. Joe Bonaparte, however, is shown 

while society works its changes upon him. 'l'his, and not any 

awakening, is the prime feature of the play. 

the killing precipitates the hero'a moment of awareness 



an old deviee which Odets f'irst used in waiting for Lef'ty. 

Joe realises what .t:talph Berger and Leo Gordon came to know, 

that the ca pit alist system is illusory, decei tf'ul, dis as trous 

and contrary to the good in human nature. Joe, however, does not 

contain within himself the simple elements ·or the hero, tor he 

bas been tainted by the society he renounces; (Odets has added 

a f'ew colors to his usual black and white. The villain is not 

as blatantly villainous or repulsive as bef'ore, at least as 

personitied in the human bei.og, nor is the hero as pure or as 

victi.mized). Moreover, udets has clearly pictured Joe's 

degeneration; theref'ore the point bas been made with suf'f'icient 

torce to allow Odets to dispense with the positive action af'ter 

the realisation of' "the truth," and so Joe Bonaparte com.mits 

suicide. ..Ln this play, unlike all the others treated so far, it 

is what bap~ns throughw t the draœ that is important, not what 

oc ours in tJo.e last fiv e minutes. 

'.L'he points Odets rœkes in this play are, as one would 

•:xpect, repeats or what he said in the 1935 grrup. 

1. ..~Sconomics still governs people' s actians. Joe 

Bonaparte comes from a lower middle -class family. His father 

is a fruit vendor, am has naœged to save up ;~ïl200.00 with which 

to buy J oe a vi clin for his twen ty-ti rst birthday, ln t for J oe this 

life lacks the opulence which in his mind only moœy can give. .H.is 
se ems 

tather's home~to him dull and tawdry, because he bas been conditioned 

to associate quality only with grandeur and wealth. 

8iggie, Joe's brother-in-law, speaks of Mr. Carp's 

candy and stationary store: 



Siggie: That's a business? A man who runa 
a candy store is an outcast of the 
wor ld •• •. 

ce.rp: And your ta:xicab business rœkes you 
higher in the social scale? 

Siggie: So I'm an outcast too •••• 

( GB, I, ii /244) 

This is the attitude pervading J oe' s life. He is a 

nobody, and he wishe s to become someone. The vi olin holds 

little promise in his eyes, so he turns to the prize ring. He 

wants to beco.tœ a capitalist anong capitalists, for it is the 

only equivalent he knows to success. üdets is here implying 

that in a society based on classes and distinctions those on 

the lower rungs will attempt to mount in a desire for securi ty 

and a search for power and recognition, thereby causing friction 

in society. ..Lf the distinctions and classes are finanoially 

dete.rmined, th en tho se on t.œ t>ottom can only hope to a sc end by 

accumula ting money or secur ing a powerfUl position. su ch attempts 

are w rong, odet s implies, but inevitable in a capital istic 

society. 

'l'his is wha t happens to Joe. Led on by the false dream 

ot suc cess, as was Ben Gordon in .Paradis a Lost, Joe su cceeded where 

Ben did not, tut at the oost of his soul. Ben tried to get along 

wi thin the rules establishe d by the upper classes for the lower 

classes, but which the upper classes do not tbemselves observe, and 

failed because the rules were not i ntended to allow the little man 

to succeed: Joe stayed half in and half out of the rules -

Fuseli's help must be regarded as extra-legal --and succeeded but 

could not live with such a "success." Joe bas thus been wasted by 



society, and his waste occurred prim.arily through the etfects 

of society upon him. ~.;apitalism therefore, is contrary and injurious 

to human nature, and wasteful of i t • 

.!frank says this explicitly at the end of the play. 

While he is on the phone receiving the news that Joe and Lorna have 

died in a car crash, Moody and Roxy are bi ckeriog wi th .l!'useli over 

who owns what part of Joe: 

Moody: There 's laws in this country, ~·uselil 
- contracta: We live in a ci vilized 
woF!d - 1 

Frank(loudly, to the others): Keep quietl (Resumes 
listening). Yes ••• yes ••• 

Hoxy (to Eddie): A.nd there's a Gcd in heaven- don't 
forget i t: 

Frank( on the tel ephoœ ) : Say i t a gain ••• (He lis tens). 
Yea. 

Moody(to Eddie): You're a killerl A man tries to do 
his best -but you're a killerl 
(Frank lowers the phone and comas down to the 
others). 

rrank: You're all killersl 
(GB, III, iii/320) 

A few moments la ter, as they pre pare to drive out and 

identity the bodies, J!'rank has the final word. 

Moody: I don't believe thatl Do yeu haar me' 
I don' t bel ié v e i t --

Jfrank: What waste1 ••• 
(GB, III, iii/321) 

'l'here are others who serve as exemples of the affects of 

the crushing far ce of society, and of the way economie need can 

govern actions. 'l'hese people are tied down, are denied happiness, 

by a lack of money. 'l'om .I.V.ioody cannot divorce his wife and m.arry 

Lorna because b9 does not possess sufficient cash to buy his wife 

ott. When Joe will not fight aggressively because of a fear of 



or injury to his hand s, Moody is forced to use Lorna as a 

come-on to encrurage Joe's killer instincts. Moody must swallow 

the insulta of Fuseli in order to bang on to his small and 

precarious percentage of Joe's winnings. Continue.lly, Moody is 

farced to degrade his better self in order to get ahead, and after 

a while i t doe s not seem t o him as ter ri ble as be fore. only 

occasionally do streaks of humanity sho.V~ througb the shell he 

bas been forced to erect about himself through long i.mm.urement in 

adversity. This is one of the affects of capitalism -- it con

firma one in callousness. 

Lorna herself is confused. All she ha.s to show for 

ber life is Moody, and she does not love him. She bas sold 

herselt to him as much for oomfort and out of pity as out of gratitude 

for the kindness and tenderness he offered her in a world or 

strangers. Lorna bas been forced to strike a rather poor bargain 

with the world. ~he can never stop feeling like a tramp, and 

only half lives. ;:;he almost œver bas the satisfaction or having 

done socœthing tUlly, of having experienced it to the limit. 

Capitalism will not let ber be happy -- ber final stab at happiness, 

through J oe, is doomed be cause ne1ther of them is e quipped to hack 

out a success in the jungle of modern-day America. 

2. ::;ocie ty is cru el and oœ must be o ruel in or der to 

suc ceed in i t; i.e,, one must renwnce human kindœss and decency 

and adopt what udets believes is an unnatural savagery. That is 

what happens to Joe. ~ociety and economies corrupt him so that he 

be come s brash, cru de and murderw s. He breaks bis bands and can 

never go baok to the violin, signifying symbolically tha t he bas 

gone to o far in his new e nvir onmen t eve r to be a ble to re-enter 

the old. ~ymbolically, also, he kills an opponent --the world 



of materialistic suocess require s tha t one 11 kill, '' re move, 

surpass or beat one' s ri vals in order to get ahead. 

·1·he troo ble wi th .Joe is that he cannot be thorough 

in this. He rose too quickly in the business world, and too 

much was demanded of him in the way of ruthlessness when he had 

not been exposed to the evil effects of society for a period of 

time or intensi ty su fficient to confirm him in the unwavering 

and unquestioning acoepta.œe of ruthlessœss which udets reels 

the business world demnds. 1~ot being able to comp~y with such 

demanda, .Joe can escape only through death. 

·J:here is not here, as th are was in the 1935 plays, a 

de tai led pic ture of the miser y of lower-class li fe. ·1·his is so 

because the context of the play is o~e of business, and rather 

successful business at that; but implied in the play is the 

pic ture which Odet s ha s Lor na spe eirically pa int or modern 

society: 

Lor na: ••• somewhere there must be happy boys and 
girls who can teach us the way or li fe%. 
We'll find some city where poverty•s no 
shame - where. music is no crimeJ - where 
there' s no war in the streets • 

(GE, III, il.i/316) 

Odets is here implying that all the features Lorna 

wishes to do without are precisely those whicb characterise any 

large industriel city in America at that time. 

\1-~ 

siggie tries the normal routines for success, and rails; 

only when he is a~ded by Fuseli's presumably illegally-acquired 

funds is he able to make a atart towards financial comfort. odets 

is saying here that, as wi th Ben Gardon in f!!illse. Lost, the normal 

devi ces of bard work and honest th rift a va il not in modern society, 



and one must break the rules to get ahead. 

havi~ indicted society, udets must now propose an 

al ternate system. As in the o th er pla ys, this tur ns out to be 

Com.munism. 'l'here is no violent oall to action; no haro 

trumpets forth a program designed to achieve a new world; but 

Communism is implied, if it is not directly proposed, as the 

answer to society' s ills. 

Joe's true nature, the violin, was corrupted by 

society into the rist, but the violin is not made the alternative 

to 1he prd;ze ring. ode ta points out ano1h er ohoice, and this 

is represented in Joe's brother Frank• Frank is a roil for Joe, 

a measuring stick, an idea brought to lite. rte is one or the 

other roads Joe could have taken,. Ir Joe's fiat is negative, 

the violin is simply zero. A positive action, a plus action, 

would have to be more communal th an violin-playing, and Frank 

is the answer. Late in the play J:!iddie Fuseli measurea .rrank, who 

si ts wi th hia head bandaged after receiving a wound in a strike 

battle: 

Addie ( to Frank): You got a good build - you 
cou ld be a fight er. 

Frank: I fight, ••• 
.t!;ddie: Yeah? For what? 
Frank: For a lotta things l be lieve in •••• I'm 

not fooled by a lotta things Joe's 
tooled py. l don't get autos and custom
jade smits. But I get what Joe don't. 

ll:ddie: Wha t don' t he get? ••• 
.l!'rank (modestly): The pleasure of acting as you 

thinkl The satisfaction of staying where 
you belong, being what you are ••• at harmony 
witb millions of others1 

(GB, III, iii/318) 



Frank is a union of fi cial , fight i.ng to get his men 

better wages. Odets is implying that Joe's urge to suooess 

was wrong beoause it was seltish. He sought only persona! 

riches and oomfort. .t!'urther, it was wrong beoause he sought it 

in the wrong place; he sought to join the enemy and be the beat 

among them, rather than beat the!ll. .!!'rank is right beoause he 

neither beats the enemy at their own game nor seeks selfish ends. 

His is a collective fight. 

The reference to unions, f\lrtter, while not an out-and

out Communia tic implication, is ye t one indireotly. In 1937, 

when this play was produoed, a strorg lef'tist aura was still 

attaohed in the publio mind to unions and the key word "worker," 

and there is no doubt that Odets employed these words e.dvisedly, 

k.nowing how the audience would be likely to re act to them. 

t'If 

An even stronger proo:f is the na ture of Joe' s realisation. 

His opponent' s œnager, ohoked w1 th grief, ha d just in:fo med Joe 

that his opponent 1s dead, 

Joe: ••• l!iverybody knows .L wouldn' t want to kill 
a man. Lor na, y ou k.now 1 t l 

Lor na: Of cour ae: 
Joe: But .L did 1t! , •• Lorna, .L see what J. did. I 

murderëdmysel:f, too! I' ve been running a.ro und 
in ciroles. Now I'm smashedl ••• l'm no good
my fee t are off the earth J 

(GB,III,ii/315) 

But Lorœ will not let him believe this and whips up 
his en thusiasm: 

Joe: But my bands are ruined. l'll never play again1 
Wbat's le.ft, Lorna? Hal.f a man, nothing, useless, ••• 

Lorna:No, we'r• leftl Two, togetherZ We have eaoh otherl 
Somewhere there must be happy boys and girls who 
can teaoh us the way of lita: We'll .find soma 
city where pov erty' a no sham.e - where music is 
no crime: - where th er e' a no war in the street a .. 
where a man is gled to be himself, to live and make 
his woman herselt% 

( GB, III, ii/316) 



Since no such town existed in America at that time, 

am since certain key words in Lorna' s speech - ~, poverty' s no 

shame ,; - cou ld only have leftis t connotations for a 1937 audiene e 

which looked for lef'tist connotations in Odets' plays, the con

clusion must be tha t the ideals of this play are undoubtedly 

Communia tic. 

'l'O su.oi. up, this is wha t Odets bas to say about 

American society in this play: 

1. Businessmen are ob li v lous of the indi vidual; th ose 

who succeed break the rules; businessmen have been made viciws; 

tc suc ceed, one ne eds to be insensi ti ve and cruel, for society ia 

a o. 

2. Economies govern people's actions; people sufter 

from a lack ot moœ y or in order to accululate i t; the lack of 

money embitters lives. 

3. Capitalism corrupts people, it randers them callous; 

it makes them insensitive toits own cruelty and to theirs; it 

withers hope and initiative; it glves people false and treao.berous 

values which lead only to disaster; it is contrary to the beat 

inclinations in human nature; it wastes people; it confuses people; 

i t frustra tes pa:> ple; i t keeps peo p.J,e from being happy; it makes 

poverty someth ing to be ashamed of, and fi nanc ial su ocess the o.nly 

desirable auccess; and it creates a struggle between the rich ancl 

the poor which is unneoessary and whoàJe etfeots are disastrous 

upon tho se not tortuna te enougb. to be in the upper classea. 

The followi ng are the bases of his answer: 

l3l 



1. A true society, wbich .a.llows each man to lead 

a full , honest and untrustrated life, cannot e:xist where one 

man preys on another. 

a. J:!iach man must do what he is meant to do, and muat 

be free to be able to do so. Capital ian. does not pro vide sucb 

treedom. 

3. 'l'he true lite is lived in hannony "With others. 

This is Communism. .it must be striven for, and when it is achieved 

the ideal society will becane possible. 

Thus üolden Boy, for all its popular appeal and seeming 

laok ot Gommunist propagande, is fundaœntally similar in its 

message and its indictment to the 1935 plays. 



c~~7 

Rocket to the Moon 

Rocket to the Moon, first appeared in ~ovember of 1938, 

approximately one year after Golden Boy. Here once again is a 

eingle setting for the whole play, as in the 1935 dramaa; once 

again the pace is slow and a Uhekhovian "rambling" is resorted to; 

the central characters are openly Jewish; the appeal is not based 

on q1ick changes or scene, a forcetul and vibrant milieu and 

many different types of people, as in Golden Boz; rather, every

one seems of the famiay. There are no major individualized 

villaine. 

To this extant Rocket to the Moon is much more closely 

allied to the 1935 dramas than to Golden Boy, but, while there is 

much that is similar, there is also much that is different. Thia 

play comes three years after the 1935 group; Odets bad not re

main\ed static through these three years, so that Rocket to the 

~ 1s different from its predecessors. It is, tirst of all, 

a romance - Odets himself bas labelled it Romance in Three ÂCts; 

it deals, on the surface, with love more than with tbe economie 

war; it has lesa characters than any or his other plays, and it 

does not shriek as shrilly as any of them. 

Each of the characters is influenced by the economie 

situation. !'ranchy, a chiropddist, pops into Ben Stark's office 

when Odets is at a losa how otherwise to use up time or keep the 

action going. Franchy acta as a chorus by 1Zrupting periodically 

in comment. He explains himself to stark, he explains stark to 

Cleo, and he explains the play to the audience. 



He earns no more than $20.00 or $30.00 a week but ia 

curiouely satisfied with it, since it is enough to allow him 

to indulge in his petty iet pleasing hobbies, of which he says, 

~noes General Motors himself get more fun?~ (RM, lii/403). 

Stark's rep~, unqueetionably üdets' as wall, is •But you're a 

man1" (RM, III/403) implying that Frenchy's limited soope or 

desires is t'ar lesa than that at which a true and full human 

being should aim. 

Frenchy, th en, is modern man devoid of ambition, but 

Odets seem.s to fall into uncertainty here. .Lf Franchy has not 

be en satis fied wi th his lot, what should he have done? Had 

more ambi tien? But ambition in this case would be the urge to 

accumulate more monay, and it does not sean logical for Odets -

as exemplit1ad by the rest of the play - to be in favour or this. 

Lf one follows the dictates of the earlier plays, 

Frenchy's ambition should be directed toward communal good rather 

than selfish enjoyment, but Frenchy is happy; therefore he is 

living a full life according to his (limited) desires; therefore 

why should he seek more? 

Obviously udets is intimating thet .!!'ranchy does not 

aim high enough. Frenchy's idees are wrong, and Franchy received 

his ideas from society, therefore society is wrong. Franchy thua 

becomes a symbol of modern man, a variant on ~en stark - he has 

had all wortbwhile ambition crushed out of him by the capitalistic 

system. 

Next there is ~hil Cooper a dentist who shares an offi~• 

with Ben, and earns next to nothing. He cannot earn a living even 



though he is a goodman, by Stark's admission better than himself. 

In order to support his opphaned boy he is forced to sell his 

blood. "They" and Congress are doing precious little to help 

him, he claims. "Why can' t I make a living?" he says. " •• I 'm 

ashamed to live! ••• Did you ever see such times? Where will it 

end if they can't use millions of Coopers? .•• "(RM,II,i/3?6}. 

Cooper, then, is an outright symbol of the inability 

of capitalism to provide for all of its members. Odets generalizes 

Cooper's situation by resorting to the old deviee of having a 

generalization come at the peak of an emotional speech -" •• Millions 

of Coopers? ••• " 

Ben Stark, D.D.S., a goodman by his own admission, 

earns "sixty dollars a week, while men with half my brains and 

talents are making their twenty and thirty thousand a year." 

(RM,I/330). He, too, is a comment on the economie war. If 

Stark is a good man and makes little, those who earn more have 

attached to them by innuendo an aura of illegality. In the 

systeDlin which Ben lives, Odets seems to be implying, honesty 

and sweat mean little. Cooper, too, is smart and tries his best, 

but gets nowhere. If honesty does not succeed, then opportunity 

exists only for those who go beyond the law. 

Stark, the~, barely gets along, and he has lost his 

ambition. He has become apathetic and meek, he simply plods from 

moment to moment in a colourless existence. "He's not a happy 

man," Frenchy s•fs· "He spends his days trying to exhaust himself 

so he can fall asleep quick." (RM, II,ii/383). 



Stark :f'é'els he bas dona nothing to be proud of'; his work doea 

not excite him; ~ut what is one to make of this? Is Odets implying 

that Stark' s work is oapitalistic waste, as boxing was in Golden 

B2Z? This does not seem likely, for Odets regarded the healing 

arts as noble; therefore it is safe to catalogue dentistry as 

respectable. Then why is Stark apathetic? Wby is he not proud of 

what he does? Why is he not vigorous and embitous? The answer, 

Odets seems to be saying, is that any profession is degrading, no 

matter how noble its origin, when it requires a man to be toc much 

occupied with the struggle to earn a living. The art or dentistry 

is noble, the profession is wasteful or human nature. Ben Stark 

is a humiliating man because he bas little chance to be proud; his 

wor k doe s not ex ci te him, and he "spends his days trying to e:xhaust 

himself so that he can fall asleep quick" because he never reels 
ev er 

that he is or willAbe on the way to f'ulfiling himself as a hu.man 

being. His job doe s not let him do this; i t bas beaten him. He 

has resigned himself to his situation, to his failure, to his sub

Jugation~ 

Odets, then, is condemning the whole system of privat& 

enterprise, saying that any job in auch a set-up does not allow men 

to live !Ull lives, for capitalism wastes men by not allowing them 

to achieve their potentiel, by diverting their efforts to senseless, 

talent-draining activity. 

Stark's wire Belle is as colourless as he. She is loyal 

and conscientioo.s, but lscks imagination, and this, along with a 

re ar of f'ai lure impossed by the economie system, (w hi ch res tri cts 

her from. f'ulfiling her social and monetary po~n."t:.ial), makes her 

\37 



cautious, he si tan~, logical rather th an bold. She takes no 

chances. she is in the same situation as Ben, although because 

of fear rather than apathy. 

She rune Ben. She is a millstone about his neck, 

and yet she is in some ways a more admirable cbaracter than he. 

She has learned to accept what She believes to be ber lot, and 

tberefore her caution, which Odets finds a fault, is yet a 

positive action designed at least to maintain the status quo. 

Ben, at the beginning, does not even do this much; be simply lets 

his wife control him. 

She does wbat she does because she bonestly believes 

it is right for both of them. She c onvinces Ben that it would be 

futile to accept ber rather' s of fer of backing to open a new 

office in a new di strie t. 'l'his is the pattern she follows tbroughout 

the play- dull, loyal, unimaginative, conaervatively correct, 

patient - all the qualities of a drayhorsa. She bas fallen into 

a marriage routine wbene love is dormant and docile, rather than 

dominant and urging, and this pattern has e:x:terœd itself to ber 

aftair wi th life. She is w hat. sbe is because of fear ot economie 

tailure; tberefore sbe is a product of the capitalist system and 

not to blame for ber own faults. Sbe is the equivalent to Edna 

in Waiting for Letty, Bessie in Awake and Sing, and Clara in 

Paradise Lost. 

This is wh at Odets woo ld w ish the re ader to believe, 

but the point is made weakly. Stark and Belle are both d'ull, 

colourless people, and it is a trifle far-tetched, in view of the 

evidence presented, to say that they both became as uninteresting 

as they are solely because of their economie prediceent. Their 



marital apathy is at least as muoh oaused by their inherent 

dullness as by any laok of success Stark may be having as a 

provider or daily bread. They are basically flat, monotonous 

specimens, constitutionally incapable of her0~c advance, and 

so economie ad ver si ty could only have sharpened th eir naturel 

insipidity. 

Stark hires a new secretary, Cleo Singer. She is 

young, attractive and naive. She is asked out by Mr. Prince, 

Belle's wealthy, widawed rather, and by Willie wax, a lecheroua 

Hollywood dance director. 'l'he pro duc t of a poor ramily, infuria ted 

by the apathy and slovenliness of her whole life, prevented from 

tulrilling herself by a lack or money, she is hopefUl of e~caping 

ihrough her talent as an actress and dancer. 

she is Odets' heroine. ~overty 1s degrading and in

sulting to the human soul, Odets says, and cleo is admirable 

because she realizes it and wants to fight her way out. She does 

not know quite how and therefore must learn before the play is 

over. She is a counterpart to Halph Berger in Awake and Sing. 

~overty makes her do ridiculous things. she lies 

continually in order to glamorize her background, and is patheti

cally obvious in so doing. She goes out with Mr. Prince because 

he is clearly a man of success and power who intrigues her. 

She goes out wi th Willie Wax because she reels he may be able to 

help her aohieve recognition in Hollywood, and is too naive to 

disoern his amorous intenta until raced with the tact of his 

advances. 



willie Wax ise big man both in ~ew York and Hollywood, 

and Cleo is impressed by his importance. He is a bachelor -
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"an artist hasn't time for that (marriagë), dear." (RM, II, ii/385). 

He is the symbol of all rich, powertul, evil men, brother to all 

the oppressera in the 1935 dramas, to Uncle Morty in Aweke and 8ipg, 

to Sam Katz in ~aradise Lost, to Roxy Gottlieb in Golden Boy. 

He ettempts to seduce Cleo, but his crime is not desire; rather, 

it is dirtiness, the way in which he attempts to gain his ends, 

and the stigma of dirtiness is one which udets attaches to almost 

everyone of his characters who is rich, and consequently evil. 

Lastly, there is Mr. ~rince, tielle's rather, whom abe 

ha tes and who c ordially returns the feeling. .1::1.e is the other aide 

of the coin to stark in tbat he is succesatul, independant and selfw 

govsrning, but he is oppressed with more-or-lesa the same malsdy. 

Re is ~rustrated because, even though he has made muoh monay, he 

has not really satisfied his soul. .1::1.e is a Golden ~oy who has not 

oommitted suicide. His fondest dream was to be an aotor, but he 

had to give this up - his true bent - in order to suoceed in the 

financial race. He and stark have both lost their ambition, bnth 

drift heedlessly througb a meaningless existence - even though he 

seems to know i t and ::; te.r k do ean' t. 

He is the opposite to uleo - worldly, sophistieated, 

mature, wealthy, and the opposite to Wax, for he does not greatly 

abuse his power. His function in the drama is symbolio. He 

representa a oertaio/oroe in society, and a certain type of man. 

On the one band he representa enlightened monay, but money never

theless; he is a basically intelligent and reasonable being 



hardened and toughened by materialistic suacess; on the other hand 

he is a wasted potentiel. He is not altogether kind nor evil, 

but money bas had its affect on him. 

The main characters have in common a spirituel unrest, 

consoious or unconscious. What happens when Odets throws them 

together? Stark hires Cleo as his secretary. ~rince points out 
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to Stark the barrenness - literally and otherwise • of his ten 

years of marriage to Belle, and suggests he indulge in extra

marital activity. "Have an affair with- with- with- this girl ••• 

this Miss Cleo. She'll make you a living man again," (RM, I/350) 

he advises, after which Stark begins to look at Cleo more closely. 

After a mon th in New York' s summer he at wi th Belle away, 

Cleo seduces Stark; but Odets would have the audience believe 

no thing .more th an companionship come s of i t. Belle, afte r a while, 

apparently sniffs something in the wind and hurries back to town, 

o ft er ing t o be he r hus band' s sec re tary. She is ra fus ed and le ave s, 

atter which Stark in turn seduces Cleo. This time, apparently, 

their atfair is consumated. 

Belle returns again at a later date. stark reveals the 

truth to ber, but, notwithstanding her urging, cannot bring hlm

self to renounce Cleo. ~r. Prince entera end declares he will 

compete w it h Stark for Cleo by way of propos ing marri age to her. 

Prince' s·~ tactio is to demonstrate clearly Stark' s problem .. he 

will not leave his wife - and Cleo is made painfully to see this. 

She asks Stark to send Prince away and keep her, but he doesn•t. 

She is -·Shocked to her soul and Stark, dri ven e. t leest to face 

the truth, tells Cleo he will give her up. cleo then rejects 

Prince and leaves both men forever, to go off into the night alone. 



This is the basic fabric of Odets' tale. In outward 

appearance it would not seem too clearly akin to golden Bol 

or the 1935 group; once, however, one gets beneath the theme or 

love, whicb is symbolic, economie influence begins to be dis-

oovered one e more. 

Cleo and Stark mate, as udets aays, out of "a swelter 

of heat, misunderstanding, lonliness and simple sexl" (RM, II, ii/380). 

This, however, is not all. ~ach of the characters has been brought 

by the capitalist system to the point he or she occupies at the 

beginning of the play; what happens once these people are put to

gether, logically, must as well be blamed on the capitalist system. 

worry about wage~earning leaves little time for love 

or for living a full lite. This is what is wrong with the marriage 

of Ben and Belle. Franchy says this explicitly: 

Franchy: Who can do that today? Who's got time 
and place for •love and the grace to 
use it'?• ••• the free exercise or love, 
I figure, gets harder every day! 

(RM, III/404) 

This is similar to the predicaments of Sid and Florrie 

in Waiting tor Letty, of Ralph Berger and his undernourished girl

friand in Awake and Sing, or ~rnst and Tilly in Till the Day I Die, 

or Pearl and .trelix in .Paradise Lill and of Joe and Lorne. in Golden 

Boy. 

Money, the re fore, or the lack of i t, controls peoplea 

livea. A capitalistic society in which the onus is upon financial 

success at the oost of all else does not let people live full 

lives in that it makes them mechanical servants, frustrated, helpleas 

and possibly cruel. 



Capitalism also confuses peop~e, renders them ignorant. 

Prince does not learn in the Odetsian sense throughout the play. 

He does not clearly discern why Cleo rejected him. He makes his 

pitch and, having failed, will subside into his old self to run out 

his uneventful, frustrated existence as ignorant as before. Belle 

has been made aware of little beyond the fact of her husband's 

infidelity. She and her father are effects of the society they 

live in: they have been too greatly worked upon to be saveable. 

They cannot see the faults of their society because they are too 

mucha part of it, and are controlled by it. They have been 

rendered dead by it. 

While society makes sorne negligible, it makes others 

cruel. Willie Wax is such a person. His whole life is centered 

upon taking advantage of others, because this is the only way 

he knows to succeed. He is not an out-and-out lawbreaker of the 

Axelrod or Kewpie type; he is more like Roxy Gottlieb of Golden 

Boy - he has reached his position through pushing and a constant 

abuse of his power, until this has become habitual with him. Thus 

he has been permanently corrupted - he tried to seduce Cleo be

cause he could not do otherwise. 

Prince, too, for all his goodness, has been made vi4nbus 

in that he seeks his ends vi~c~usly. Conditioned to give no 

quarter when cornered, he is willing to break his son-in-law's 

heart, to be ruthless and merciless to him, in order to satisfy 

himself. A further indication of his state of being is the fact 

that he tries to win Cleo on logic rather than love. 



society is also frustrating. un a f'undamental level 

there is Phil Cooper, who cannot even earn a living and is 

rendered bitter~ la Halph ~erger. on a more refined plane 

there is the anguish suf'fered by those who realize the limita 

society places on the spirituel expansion of their lives. Stark 

dislikes his dullness and the lack of e:x:citement in his lite, 

but he is subconsciously, not consciously rrustrated. Belle's 

defensive mechanism has performed the same feat for ber - she is 

not eonscioualy aware of the dullness of' her lite. Cleo, on 

the other band, is painf'ully awake to this. She lacks almost 

all lu:x:ury, and has been nurtured in a continuum or poverty. 

Prince is a success f'inancially, , yet he too reels unfulfilled. 

Destructively, then, udets repeats what he said earlier. 

His indictment of society has not changed, and this play may be 

regarded as an amplification of the Sid and Florrie episode in 

Wait ing for Lefty. 'l'he em.phasis he re is not on basic t'acta auch 

as a bare living wage and the problem of securing the ne:x:t meal, 

as it was for the jobless cabbie s in vvaiting for Lef'tl, for the 

impoverished Herger f'amily or Awake .and Sing, for the aoon-to-De 

impoverished Gordon family of ~aradise Lost, or for the hunted, 

persecuted Communiste of Till the Day l die. Rocket to the Moon, 

as did Golden Hoy, emphasizesthe spirituel rather than the physioal 

problem. 

vonstructively, however, ~ocket to the Moon is far l esa 

obviously akin to odets' earlier plays. 



Waiting for Let'tt_ called for an out-and-out physical 

war against the bosses, and 'l',!ll the Day l Die did likewise 

symbolically; Awake and sins pictured the awakèning of the down

trodden masses to a point where they begin to study in preparation 

for the struggle t o better their lives and the e:>cial structure, 

and .t'aradis e !.ost pre sen ted a similar awakening among the more < 
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wealthy middle-class; uolden bQI, while not proclaiming~violent 

cà.l.l .. to arms, at laast offered a pic ture of wha t men should do -

Joe chose the wrong path, his brother .!!'rank the correct one. 
go 

Hocket to the Moon, however, does not even this far. .tt offers 

" the vaguest constructive plan. 

There are only two heroes, Ben Stark and Cleo. They 

are the only people who learn. .!!'ranchy knew the truth all along, 

but he is no more than 8 mouthpiece, as was old Jacob in Awake 

and Sing, and Pike in ~aradise !.ost. likewis~Prince , oannot be 

accorded a hero' a role be cause he doe a not seem fully aware of 

wha t Ben is saying when .Ben makes his final realization at the end 

of the play. Earlier, stark had been equally disinterested when 
1 

Franchy spouted forth Odets' central theme • 
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.lf Benis a haro, what has he learned? That society has 

made a robot of him? That society make Willie wax cruel? That 

society drained him of ambition and enthusiasm, robbed hlm of any 

chance for happiness, and caused his marriage to Belle to subside 

into a routine of boredom and suboonscious frustration? That society 

made Cleo lie and posture? That society made Mr. Prince frustrated 

and heartlass? 

l. (RM, III/403-405) 



Stark seems to learn something, but it is not definitely 

any or all of these. lie is an odd sort of hero indeed • 

stark: 

.Prince: 
Stark: 

Prince: 
Stark: 

Prince: 
stark: 

••• For yeers 1 sat here, taking things for 
granted ••• Then just for an hour my lite 
was in the spotlight ••• I saw myself clearlyt 
realized who and what l was. 1sn't that 
a beginning? Isn't it? ••• 
Yes •••• 
••• For the first time in years 1 don't feel 
guilty •••• But I'll never take things 
for granted again. You see? Do you see, 
Pop pa? 
Go home, Benny •••• {He tu rns out the lamp) 
( turning out the other lamp): Yes, I, who 
sat here in this prison-office, closed off 
from the wor ld •••• for the fir s t ti me in 
years 1 looked out on the w.orld and saw 
things as they really are ••• 
(wearily): It's getting late.... ! 
(almost laughing): Sonofagun! ••• What don•t 
know would fill a bookl 

(RM, III/418) 

One wruld have e:xpected him to accept his father-in-law's 

earlier offer of help in setting up a new office in a more promising 

location, or at leest to have said he would think a bout i t, but 

Stark does little more than exclaim •sonofagun:• His only claim to 

heroism is his avowal th at he will "ne ver take things for granted 

again,"(RM, III/418) but Stark is not really in a position to be 

jubilànt. He did not leave his wife because he could not. tle is 

not free, he is bound down by obligations and financially- induced 

fears; thus his boast of rtnever tak[ln&J things for granted again" 

seems only to indicate a fresh look at his situation, not a change 

of it. Jrurther, it is difficult to propose that he will change 

greatly in the future, for Odets has not endowed him wi th many 

heroic attributes. 
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Cleo is therefore the only clear-cut victor, for abe 

alone takes a positive step after the great realization. She 

is faced with a choice of men, and rejects them all. Cleo is a 

counterpart to all the fresh young heroes in Odets' earlier work - she 

bas lived a lite of degrading poverty which has caused her to do 

ludicrous things, which has made her lie, which bas prevented ber 

from fulfilling herself. she seeks a way out of her predicament. 

Symbolically, she has tbree choices. 

wax is one way. lf she takes up with him she will become 

a lawbreaker and immoral; she will be following in the rootsteps ot 

Moe Axelrod of Awake and Sing, Kewpie of ~aradise Lost and Eddie 

Fuseli of Golden Boy. Wax is not suited for her because h& cannot 

offer her love; he cannet because he loves only himself. Love 

is he re a symbol for the new li fe w hic h Cleo seeks. wax cannot 

offer ber love because he bas been too far corrupted by the old 

world; thus, when she rules out wax, she rules out success through 

illegali ty. 

Sterk is anotœr way. lf she goes wi th him she elects to 

attempt to get along in the conven tional manner, ~ la Joe in 

WaitiBS for Lettz, or Myron Berger in Awake and Sing, or Ben Gordon 

in Paradise Lost. She rejects him because he is not free to love 

her as she wishes to be loved. symbolically, Cleo cannat live a 

true and full life in a oapitalist society because it does not offsr 

wha t she wanta • 

.Prince is the third weyl. If she takes up wi th him she 

will attempt to gain comfort through exploitation, by being a cap-



italist in a world where only the capitaliste are comfortable. 

' She will attempt to join the ruling force, a la Joe Bonaparte. 

Whereas Stark earns a living according to accepted formula or 

work and thrift - and gets nowhere.,- Prince "earns" a living 

through someone else's labour, and proppers abundantly. His stocks do 

well; he need only pick up a phone to show a profit for the day. 

He is at the other end of the ladder to Stark, but they are both 

on the same ladder - capitalism. 

He tries to win Uleo on logic rather than love and fails. 

Symbolically capitalism is incompatible with freedom, with a full 

lite. Prince employa logic because he has nothing else to offer; 

symbolically logic becomes the capitalist virtues, and are un. 
1 

acceptable - Cleo re jects Prince for the same reason she rejeèts 

Stark - both men, representing different facets of capitalism, have 

been too far corrupted to be able to offer her what she desires. 

Prince has become a successful capitalist, and stark is a lower 

member of the same society, but both are frustrated: both are 

unfulfilled; neither is a success in any other way, so both have 

nothitg to otfer Uleo. Symbolically, nothi~ in capitalism can 

help found a true and full life. Cleo understands ~rince because 

both fel t unfulfilled, but at the end of the play Cleo bas learned 

how to overcome this - or at least has become aware that certain 

avenues definitely do not lead to fulfillment - while Prince has 

learned nothigs. ln rejecting all three, cleo symbolizes the new 

generation, which refuses to erect a new world composed of anything 

tainted from the old. A new. e:xis tence will have t o be formed 
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afresh, In this way Rocket to the Moon is similar to the other 

plays, for it does imply a destruction of the old world before 

a new one can be created even though the implication is not as 

violent, warlike or merciless as was the cry in 1935. 

Cleo speaks of "a love that uses me, that needs me ••• 

I'm a girl, and I want to be a woman, and the man I love must help 

me be a womanl" (~l,III/416-417). Prince begs her: 

Prince: ••• Give me a chance. I know your needs. 
I love your needs ••• What do you have to 
lose? 

Cleo (immobile): Everything that's me. 
Prince (passionately): You can't refuse me! What do 

Cleo: 
Prince 

Cleo: 

Prince 
Cleo: 
Prince: 

you want? 
I don' t know •••• 
(as abovà): By what you don't know you 
can't live! You'll never get what you're 
looking for! You want a live like Heifetz's 
music - up from the roots, perfect, clean, 
every note in place. But that, my girl, 
is music! 

I'm looking for love ••• If I can't find love 
here, I'll find it there. 

(insistently): Where? 
Somewhere ••• How can I tell you what I mean? •• 
You'll go down the road alone - like Charlie 
Chaplin? 

Cleo (to beth men): Yes, if there's roads, I'll take 
them. I'll go up all those roads till I 
find what I want. 

( Rl\1, III/ 415) 

And off she goes into the night. The "love" which she 

is looking for is a symbol for a new faith upon which to round a 

new existence. If one accepts Odets' picture of America as portrayed 

in the characters of Rocket to the Moon, no such love exists there; 

therefore Cleo's love could only be an ideal, part of a new world 

yet to be built. In this way Cleo is rejecting capitalism. She 

then asks: 



Cleo: ••• Don't you think there's a world of joytul 
men and women? Must all men live af'raid to 
laugh and sing? Can't we sing at work and love 
our work? 

(RM, III/416) 

This is the closest one gets to a specifie oommunistic 

definition of the new world, for these same sentiments, in almost 

the same language, form parts of the key Communistic speeches in 

the other plays. Lorna Moon, in Golden Boy, spoke of "happy boys 

and girls who can teach us the way of life. We'll find some city 
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where •••• a man is glad to be himself; to live and make his wom.an 

herself." (GB, III, ii/316). Leo Gordon, in Paradise Lost, 

rhapsodizes ~The world is beautiful. No fruit tree wears a lock and 

key. Men will sing at their work, men will love." (PL, III/230) 

A.wake and Sing be ars a resembl ance in the ver y ti tle, a nd EEnst 

Tausig, in Till the Day I Die, says "My present dream of the world -

I ask for happy ~ughing people everywhere ••• ror wonderful baby boys 

and girls I ask." (TD, I, i/112). 

Thus Hocket to the Moon, for all its seeming politioal 

innocuousness, continues the tradition of Udets' plays in that its 

condamnation of society and insistance upon the establishment of a 

new world are similar to the earlier plays, and this new world is 

given, if not a specifia Communist l.a.bel, at least a communistic 

overtone. 



CHAPTER 8 

Night Music 

.Nigl1t Music opened in ~·ebruary or 1940, approxima te ly 

14 months after Hocket to the Moon. one might have wondered if, 

by now, üdets had perhaps a new string to his lyre, but what 

comas out is the same old song, newly-clothed. The 19~5 group 

were blatantly bitter and adamant; Golden Boz clothed its message 

in popular, quick-moving garb; Rocket to the Moon hid itself 

behi.Dd the facade of the problem romance. .Night Music representa 

another step in the development of Odets as a playwright only 

in;sofar as its mood is different from his other plays, for there 

is very little new in ideology. 

~t is like Golden Boz in that it bas many scenes; 

its characters are not labelled with Jewish œmes; it is not 

situated in a home, but out in the business world. Neverthelesa, 

it is similer to the 1935 group and Hocket to the Moon in that 

its characters constitute more-or-less a family. There is a 

tamily feeling in Night Music akin to that in Awake and Si~ç 

and ~aradise Lost, and unlike the outside-worldliness of Golden 

~o;y. 

All that was shrill in 1935, that turned popular in 

9-olden Boy, that turœd romantic in Hocket to the Moon, has now 

become wistful, haunting, lonely, comic, like a mournful saxophone; 

but underneath there is largely the seme old message. 

The s tory c.oncer ns a g ir 1 named Jray and a boy named 

Steve. t)teve has been arrested when one of two trained monkeys 
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in his possession attempted to snatch a locket from .H'ay, e. passing 

girl. .tr·rom this point Udets develops a comiaal romance between the 

two, aided and abetted by Abraham Lincbln Hosenberger, New ïork's 

most fe.mous detective. 'l'he two young people fall in love and Steve 

is carried from d espai r to hope as the play end s. 

vlustered about these three central figures is a whole 

galaxy of secondary ones, exemplifying a great number of things 

which form the background and secondary message of the play. 

As with most of udets' drames, the background contains a number of 

comment s independen t from, but not necessarily dis similar to, the 

message contained in the central tale. 

'l'herre Orle is capitalistic waste. ln Central .Park Steve 

encounters a little man walking a dog. 'l'his little man is getting 

old, is no longer able to earn a living, cannet support his wife 

and doesn't love her. He is a wasted person in society in that it 

is not able to make use of such people at'ter they can no longer 

earn a wage. Capitalism has crushed advemturousness out of him, 

and he looks back to the "good old days," 'a la Myron Berger in 
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Awake and Sing. The Little Man's wife is a comment on the duplicity 

people wi 11 re sort to in or der to live - she re ad tea leaves and 

told fortunes for a living. l''ur thermore, the ir loveless situation 

is a comment, 'a la Hoclœt to the Moon, on the difficulty of love 

in a wage-ee.rning, money-grubbing society. 

Al, Rosenberger's brother-in-law, is another wasted 

product of the capitalist system. He dreams of fortunes he could 



have bad, bad not someone stolen an idee for a movie, or a melody 

for a song, either of which would have brought him instantaneous 

success. ln reality he is a petty businessman who fights with his 

wi:f'e end displays an astonishing lack of tact. He is similar to 

Julie in Paradise Lest, who dreams of wealth while he is dying, and 

to Myron Berger of Awake and Sing, who harkens to a glorious pest 

while being nothing in the present. They are frustrated without 

tully knowing it, for they have nothing to show for their lives. 

They dream of what could have been "If only •• •" Al has been wasted 

by oapitalism. in that he no longer bas a constructive ambition. 

He has within himself only a fruitless sense of futility; i.e., he 

has been rendered incapable of valueble action by oapitalism. 

Theme two is homelessness. Roy Brown is a homeless man 

whom steve encounters in ~entra! Park. Roy gets himself arrested 

for spitting in the subway, and it is "The first time in weeks I 

had my three squares a day." (NM, I, ~/85) His condition - home

lesa and jobless- is Steve's and many others', and he is a comment 

on the ends to which the homeless are put to ma.intain themselvea, 

He is a foil for Steve, and is used by udets as a recurring threat 

on the part of Steve, in that Hoy has decided to escape from 

economie struggle by joining the Army. Odets regards this as the 

coward's way out. ln addition, Hoy is one of many who has been 

deprived of the supposedly simplest joys by a la ok of money; ~., 

the present economie situation keeps the average man from happiness. 

'l'he Hot el Algier s contains a bevy of ho.tœ le ss people. 

A sailor has a girl and wants a room for the night, but cannot get 



one. "Hell," he says, "fight for you and die for yoo, but you 

don't care for me! lts only a lousy sailorl" (NM, I, iii/52) 

He is refused a room be cause the avarioioos owner, (the relatively 

rich and evil person in power), can charge more to civilians, 

who are quieter basides. 

Libby is in the hotel, a pathetic whore who has fallen 

in love wi th one of her clients and wishe s to marry him, but 

apparently has little chance of ever doing this. "I can't stand it. 

If its over I'll dry up and blow away." (NM, I, iii/56) She is a 

symbol of the millions who try desparately and unsuccessfully to 

find something stable and respectable to hold onto in a precarious 

and geœrally cruel world. üstensibly brought to ber condition by 

economie pressure ar ising out of a faul ty system, she is another 

who is pre vented from enjoying the pleasures of li fe, and only 

manages to get along in the economie war through illegal and de

gradi ng œ ans. 

Âlso in the hotel is the drunk Mr. Nichols, who occupies 

the payphone for inordinate lenghts of time, continually calling 

"Nickels for Mr. Nichols. Hahal Hahal" and who, it is imtimated, 

has really no one to phone and pathetically tries to fool not only 

the hot el residents but himself. 

outside the theatre where l!'ay works, Steve meets Mrs. 

Scott, an actress whose only sense of roots is achieved wben she 

puts "curtains and shelving in the dressing room" (NM, I, ii/25) 

to provide a pseudo-security. üthers of ber craft, who pass by 

chatteri.ng and disappear, are equally rootless, "· •• a flock of birds 

in passage," (NM, I, ii/28), Odets calls them. They are symbolic 

of present-day man, who cannot settle down in security but must 

continually attach himself to transit ory and therefo re fruitless 



things. 

A Ïhird theme, the apparent cause of homelessness and 

waste, is the lack of jobs and its resultant degradat-ion and 

misery. Hoy Brc:mn has no job, the beggars have no jobs, Mrs. ~cott 

end all the actresses, including .l!'ay have no jobs, and the l!.ittle 

Man is similarly bereft. All are degraded by this. Gus, a 

Hurrying Sales.man, representa one of the effects of this situation. 

He attempts to foist upon steve end Fay a supposedly stolen fur 

piece, asking fl5.00 for a pelt which " ••• would stand you eigbteen 

hundred bucks where it comes from." (NM, I, iii/55). He steals 

Steve's suitcase and, when the patient Hosenberger returns with 

both, ateve lies in order to let Gus go free, implying that it may 

not all be Gus' feult. Gus is another facet of modern man - shedy, 

devious, hurrying, whining, crooked, degraded and wasted. 

'l'here are many characters who are representatives of the 

affects of society on men. uutside .t!'ay' s theatre Steve is accosted 

by a beggar who o ffers to ma teh Steve for a di me, takes the few 

last pennies which Steve gives him and goes off distrustingly. 

The beggar bas been so toughened by economie hardship that even 

charity arouses in him nothing but greed and suspicion. 

Mr. Gilbert, an official of the Hollywood company, for 

whom steve works, is another product of modern society. He tires 

Steve wi thout giving him a chance to explain, He does not believe 

in fair play, and admits this. 

everything in ter ms of money. 

He can see only dollars, and ga~ges 

Re is of the rich and powerful and 

insensit ive and c rual, and he is the true cause of the general 

economie plight of the poor. 



.lfurthermore, that which Mr. Gilbert representa -

Hollywood, or big business, or the economie powers that be -

are shown to exist in a state of waste and contusion. ·.rhe 

company spends sixty thousand dollars in one week-end waiting 

for ~teve to arrive from ~ew York with the trained monkeys, 

when all the time they have what they're looking for right on 

their ON n lot. This confusion and waste, udets intimates,which 

is prevalent among all of big business, is also responsible for 

the general e conomic depression. 

Mr. 'l'ucker, b'ay' s fa the r, and .i!iddie Hellows, her e:x-
/ fiance, re pre sant another force in society. 'l'hey are the "heavies" 

personified, standing for unimaginative, lower middle-class 

conservatism.. Mr. 'l'uclœr is horrified at his daughter' s wish to 

become an actress because,out of his dull conformity, he accepta 

views blindly on being told to do so • .i!iddie, on the other hand, 

makes a virtue of evil. ~moothly end knowingly, he tries to oil 

.J:!'ay back home. while it cannot be clearly demonstrated that Mr. 

Tucker is what he is because of ~ciety, JSddie is most definitely 

a capi talistic effect. He is an exemple of what the economie 

rat-race does to human beings morally and s piritually. He is smootb 

without feeling, using whatever talents he can draw on solely to 

gain money. tle has no other goal or ideal in life. He is a 

salesman, and succeeds on the glibness of his tongue. 'l'he out-

standing facts about him are his insensitivity and lack of good-will. 

He is a modern product,successful but inhuman. 

'l'Wo more characters, b.oth products of the economie 



struggle , play minor parts in the d rama. There is Arnold, a 

Milquetoast nephew and yes-man to Gilbert, who is willing to 

prostrat.e and demean himself and be hypocrit ical in or der to 

ingratiate him.self' wi th his superiors. A oounterpoint to him 

is Marty, a bellboy at the Hotel Algiers, who is saucy, shrewd 

and independant. He is similar to Eddie Bellows in that both 

are aggressive, ruthless, opportunistic, devious, perfectly 

adapted to their environments. The only difference between them 

is method - Marty uses force and peasant cunning, ~ddie relies 

on a smooth tongue. 

Two or three people in the play are wholly symbolic, 

and attain var~ying degrees of success or intelligibility. 

There is a Sinister Man who appears for a moment like a fleeting 

shadow, and is dispelled like fog by the appearance of Hosenberger. 

Presumably, he representa the evil which lurks always in the im

mediate background, kept out only by law, which is based on reason. 

More enigmatic is the Greek waiter who hovers abcut the 

breakfast party, thereby in furia ting Steve and instituting an 

exchange of insulta and threats. When the party leaves, the walter 

stands looking a ft er Steve wi th genuine scorn. 1. t is di:t:ficul t to 

ascertain what he symbolizes. He cannot be the ancient culture 

laughi.Og_ at the modern, for Odets loves and has a great hope f'or 

America and her prospects. 

Another bit of obscure symbolism involvs a drunken 

vegetarien who keeps on insisting "I'm not guilty of bloodshedl 

My hands are cleanl" Symbolically one could spin an endless web 

out of this, but suftice it to say that Odets does not, and therefore 

this intermezzo is best left unexamined. 



Tying these people and these symbols together is the 

central story thread. This concerna, firstly, A.L. Rosenberger, 

who has spent 32 years on the New York police tbrce. A man of 

inflexible honesty and patient persistance who always seeks the 

truth, he is willing to stretch his opinions for humane reasons. 

He carries an unvanquishable torch for the city of New York, and 

surfers ~rom cancer. He is Santa Claus, the older generation, 

wise, .I;etient, gentle, instructive, always present to stave off 

disaster - and on his way out. 

At one point he is told Steve' s mo th er is dead. .tie 

makes an insistent point of finding out how she died; he asks Steve 

twice, and the answer - is presumably supposed to have some 

signifioance. Hoaenberger himself suffers from the same disease, 

and, if he is the old order dying, Steve's mother may be another 

auch symbol; but it seems the ~ of dying should be important, 

not the particular manifestation it took. 'l'he special significance 

of cancer, in this case, is not mvealed • 

.!fay is not qui te as home lesa< as steve, but she has los t 

her job. She is more searching, inquisitive and independant than 

Steve. She left a conservative, b~ing home in Philadelphia to try 

ber band at acting in .New :t"ork. she has rebelled at the unimaginative

ness of her middle -class Plilieu, and is d etermined to get more from 

life. Her first job ended when the show l!he was in f'ailed. 

Steve, the co-protagonist with Fay, is a belligerant, 

enbittered, average young man of twenty-three who puts a bold and 

fier ce face to the world but is comically weak underneath. He has 

failed to succeed in the business world being at the moment an 



$18.50 pe r week errand-boy fb r a Hollywood mo vie company. out 

of his lowliness arises his belligerency, for he is constantly 

being rebuffed by life. He has little hope because he has be

come accustomed to failure. He is a transient in a world he 

cannot take hold or or settle down in, and Odets labels him "Suit

case Steve". 

All the themes are combined in him. He is jobless, 

homeless and orphaned, but the outstanding facts of his existence 

are oppression and futility. In ppysical terms, four policemen 

of var~ying ranks arrest and hold him for what he reels t o be a 

ridiculous reason, and are instrumental in having him fired from 

the first job he has had in two years, and which he has only held 

for t'ive weeks. Mrs. Scott, whom he meets outside Fay's theatre, 

almost has him arrested when she mistakes him for a thieving 

magazine-subscription salesman. Â stagehand humiliates Steve in 

front of Fay by insulting him and beating him up. Marty the bellboy 

manhandles Steve mercilessly; a Greek waiter insulta and soorns 

him; Mr. Gilbert fires him. 

The signi:f'icance of these oppressions is Steve's in

ability to retaliate. When he attempts positive action he is 

ludicrci)us. At one point a second sinister Man emerges from the 

background in Central Park and Steve belligerently orders him to 

move on, only to disco ver tha t the fellow is blind. This is 

representative of all Steve's efforts befare his enlightenment -

he battles shadows, is beaten by all, and is therefore depressed 

and humiliated. 

rsr 



rn i ts basic crit.ioism of society, .Night Music is a 

throwback to 1935. Waiting for Letty depicted the oppression ot 

the poor by the rich; the poor were being expolited, and were 

urged to fight in an attempt to better their situation. This same 

battle against exploitation and its subsequent harm is also the 

hope and message of~ake and Sins and 1:-'aradis e Lost. Golden Boy 

concerned itself more with the affects of s:>ciety on the spirit 

than the pocketbook, and ~ocket to the M~ inspected society's 

crushing of man's potentiel love-life. Night Music, however, must 

be considered a return towards the original starting point. udets 

has not qui te come full circle back to vvaitins for Leftz, but can 

at least be sa id to have describ ed a generous, backward-curving 

arc. 

Nisht Music emphasises the basic insecurity of people in 

modern society, as does waitins. for Lefty. lt is true that ma,ny 

people have been damaged spiritually in this play, as was Joe 

Bonaparte in Golden Boz; it is true that they cannet lead full 

emot ional li v es, as is the case wi th Stark a nd Belle in .Hoc ke t to 

the Moon; but the basic fact of the ir existence is their lack of 

the most fundam.ental securi ty, that of being able to earn just 

enough for bed and board. ~arly in the play Fay describes modern 

society: 

Fay (with sudden fervor): People are so unhappy. 
Oh, believe me, people are so very unhappy! 

( NM, I, v /103) 

steve describe' the World's Fair, whieh bleats or a 

glorious tomorrow in the face of an inglorious present in terma 

(C,O 



reminiscent of ~aradise Lost's prosperity blook party, thrown by 

the politicien Phil Foley while the Gordons are being evieted from 

their home, and attended by several homeless and jobless men. 

Steve: They call this place the world of the 
future •••• The world of tomorrow, don' t 
th~? It don't feel any different than 
the present an' past. l couldn't get in 
here without the buck •••• I don't respect 
that world ot the future. Hera's this .trair
it don•t guarantee me meals ••• 

'l'his is not Steve' s predicarœnt al one. üdets is caretul 

1'1 

to generalize Steve's position. when Hosenberger asks "But how can 

you be so personal? .. Steve replies: 

Steve: Personal? I'm not being persona!- there's 
millions like me, tens of millions% Where 
do you get this personal stuft? And all of us -
each one - we got a ti ma bomb tickin' ott in 
us. 

(NM, II,iv/161-162) 

Later, again speaking of the American scene, Steve says: 

steve: ••• l'd like to meet this Mr. Whiskers. He 
don't know I'm living, uncle sam •••• They say 
there's jobs? That's cricket waterl ••• They 
slammed me ou ta twenty states - l. was up f'o r 
vagrancy in fi ve1 What' ve l got to sing 
about, me and a million others? ••• I vamp 
around an' I vamp around an' nothin' happens -
you can't get a start ••• 

and again üdets generalizes Steve's position: 

Steve: ••• You're keepin' me there on a low A when 
l'm good enough for a high Cl ••• that harmony 
boy who mighta been1 ••• Make this Amer ican for 
me. Make this Amarica for •• ,those harmony boys 
who mighta been: Make this ~rica for usl 

\NM, li, iv/180) 

'l'his is the situation in America. steve is representative 

of all A.merican youth who have not been given a chance to develop. 

From this point üdets must make heroes out of Fay and Steve. 'l'hey 

must learn how to fight back. 



'l'o do this they must renounce the old world, as all of 

Odets 1 heroes have done. 'l'bey must be stripped of all hindrances, 

of all entanglements, of all impedimenta! loyalties or misgivings. 

1 ~2. 

Spiritually, this becomes a renunciation of their pasts. 

with ~ay this is not difficult, for she is ready for a new adventure, 

When her father comas from .t'hiladelphia to take her home - wi th 

l:!:ddie jjellows along to lend his tongue - both fail, and in reject

ing them .tt·ay is symbolically discarding the old order and all that 

1 t 1mplie s - conser vatism, conformi ty to outmoded ideals and sub

jugation of spirit, of personality. ,:jhe is ready for the new 

faith because she has already made an attempt to find it. she is 

constitut1onally ready because she bas shawn courage in the face 

of adversi ty. 

:::>teve, on the other band feels little but despair • 

.~Sarly in the play he co mplai ns: "Why don 1 t 1 swim far oui 

in the ocean and ne ver come back? Why don 1 t 1 do th at quaint 

little thing?... who'd know? Who'd care? Suitcase steve is 

deadl Who' d gi ve a damnl 
(NM, II, iv/177) 

J.ust as he is about to board a plane for Hollywood, after 

having been rehired by Mr. u-ilbert largely "through the effort~f 

Mr. rtosenberger, he is suddenly informed by the sycophant Arnold 

tha. t he bas be en fired a gain. 

:::>teve: 
.l:tosenberger: 

.tt· a y: 

;lteve: 
Fay: 

Steve: 

J.' m rea dy t o resign from the human race. 
:tou re sign too easy, young man •••• 
.Jjut you expected this since saturday - to lose 
your job. 
some day 1 expect to die, too1 
But not today. .Jjecause this is our day~t •• • This 
1s the day we dared to look at the future· •••• 
You see a future in the army? 

(NM, III, i1/233) 



Having lost his dwelling, his security, his little 

nic&a in the world, Steve becomes convinced that civilAan lite 

offers him nothing but continued frustration, and decides to 

join the army, which offers security, room and board, companion-

ship and purpose all ready-made, needing only to be accepted • 

.lrrom this nadir of despair and frustration, Odets 

must imbue Steve wi th hope and then a new belier. The se are both 

accomplished through the cajoling and apirited goading of Fay 

and Rosenberger, who, between them, sting Steve into making the 

great realization. When Steve says: "You see a future in the 

army?" Rosenberger answers: 

Ros en berger: 

Fay 

Steve 
Ros en berger 

Army? What army? You're a member now 
of the biggest army in the world? 

(Now that Steve lacks all security, 
having be en fired, he is at one wi th 
the down trod den of the 1935 play s.) Can' t 
you see there's war right here, right 
under your Greek-American nose? 

(with mounting excitementt: ••• It's war to 
make a living, to keep respect, to be in 
love! ••• steve, where are your eyes? 
Don't you see you're at war, right now, 
yesterday, last year - and right here?! 
••• Are tou Slch an ignorant '6oy?f 

(Growllng y): Who' s ignorant?! 
(Promptly): You are ignorant. Because your 
fight is her~not across the water. You 
love this girl? And you 3ean it? Then fight 
for love! You wan t a hone? Do you? - then 
fight for homes! Otherwise, excuse me, 
you are a rascal and a liar: 

(NM, III, ii/234·235) 

Steve is asked to realize what the hero of every play 

except Golden B2l became aware of - that there is "war in the streets," 

( GB, III, 11/316) tha t people are be ing wrong ly exp loi ted, tha t many 

lack homes and jobs, that œny are unhappy and bitter and frustrated 



• 
and confused and su spic ious and vie:~f>us and beref't of hope. 

He is told that "things don't make sense." (Ai,III/g5} 

'l'o combat this, he needs hope. 

Fay (listening): Do you hear what I heer? ••• The last 
cricket ••• Crickets are my f'avourite animals in 
all the wor ld. • •• All night they make their !IE'sio ••• 
• • • Night music •••• If they can sing, I can sing. 
l' m more than them. We' re more th an them •••• We can 
sing through any night! 

( NM, II, iv /160) 

Sumbolically, this is what Steve learns. 

In Wai ting for Lefty the heroes cons ti tu te a who le grrup 

or cabbies and their familles who are ready to fight; ln Till the 

Day I Die it is a whole political group; in Awake and Sing it is 

Ralph Berger and his friands; in ~aradise ~st it is Leo Gordon, 

his remaining fam:.ily and friends; in Golden Boy it is Joe and Lorna 

who wish to fight but are prevented from doing so; in Rocket to the 

M.22!! the heroine is Cleo, but her pur pose and aima are vague, everly

general; she has yet to find what she seeks, and the play ends with 

her in a state of searchi~. ln this play Steve and Fay are the 

heroes, and they are perhaps the most promising in Odets' succession. 

In an amplification of the "Interne Episode" of Wai ti .cg for Le:ttz, 

Rosenberger becomes the old er generation, dying but wise, passing 

onr;his wi sdom to the new. steve and Fay are a boy and a gir 1 in 

love; ~.!, they are the whole human race to come. They are you(th 

learning to stand on i ts own two legs and take over the world. 

They are a collective hero, similar to the 1935 pype. 

But whe. t are theBe heroes to tight for? They seek 

security, since it is their most fundamental lack, but how are t hey 



to achieve or guarantee it 1 

Late in Act II Steve delivers himself of a bitter 

indictment of America, and ends: 

Steve: 
Ros en berger: 

Steve: 
Rosenberger: 

••• Make this America for us! 
A. certain lâte Cardinal, an old friend of 
mine, he speke like yeu. 
He speke? Speke? Why didn't he do? 
Maybe he died too saon. But you won't die 
saon. b'i:x it, make it, change it. 

'l'his is Hosenberger's advice .. change it. At this 

point these entreaties are sufficiently vague to be applicable 

ta almost any ... socio-political doctrine. 

Later, at the close of Act III, one begins to expect 

th at the ~ ttern or a communia tic en ding 'à la 1935 will repeat 

itself when Rosenberger begins to describe society in terms etrongly 

reminiscent of 1935, "Can!t you see there's war here, right under 

your Greek-Am.erican nose?" and Fay adds "Mr. Hosenberger' s right •••• 

It' s war ta make a living, to lœep respect, to be in love!" 

(NM,III,ii/234) If one remembers a verbal exchange which occurred 

in Act l, when a Sleeping Man, who awoke suddenly in the lobby of 

the Ho tel Algiers and asked "Any war news?", was answered by a 

prostitute named Dot "Sure •••• It's Saturday night again." 

(NM,I,iii/~6) and the words of Lorna, in Golden B21, who speaks or 

"War in the streets," (GB,III,ii/316) and the exhoration of Agate 

Keller, who, in the final scene of Waiting for Lefty, shouts at 

the oab-dir vers: 

Âgate: ••• J.t' s skull and bonas every inch the road! 
Christ, we're dyin' by inchesl ••• slow death 
or fightl lt's warJ 

( WL, I, v·,~ Jlo) 



Then one begins to anticipate the same message for 

Night Music as was assigned to these ether plays; but this 

apparent connection between Night Mueie and the 1935 plays, imply

ing a leftist basis to the changes which Rosenberger wishes Steve 

to make, is outweighed by Rosenberger's final speeches. At the 

end of the play, when Rosenberger once again pleads with Steve to 

"change it" - the logical place, the crucial moment for a leftist 

overtone to be given to these proposed changes - no such implica

tion is forthcoming. Instead, the emphasis is on the struggle 

to change, and on a peaceful method of attaining it • 

Rosenberger: 

Fay 

••. ~e you high voltage, as you like 
to boast? Then remember this - "The 
preservation of the sacred fire of 
liberty •• is in the hands of the 
people." washington said that - its 
on the statue. You are the people. 
Whatever you want to say, say itt. 
Who told you not 1n miKe a new political 
party? Make it and call it "Party-to
Marry-My-Girl ?" ••• Run for Mayor on 
that ticket and see what happens ••• 

(earnestly): You'll get five million votes! 
(NM,lll,ii/235-236) 

One must apply here the same rules for discovering 

intent as were used throughout. The key sentence - "Whatever 

has to be changed, change it!" - is not followed by any sudden 

call to action. There is no electric vision of a new world, of 

men fighting together. There is no rapturous leap at this point 

from the singular to the plural; only a nice quiet desire to "make 

a new political party." Instead of going to war, instead of 

spreading the Communist gospel, instead of mounting the 

barricades, Rosenberger 



suggests a peaceful re:rorm, surely the :rarthest thing in the 

wor ld from "Slow dea th or figh t. .L t' s war:" 

'l'he key ward ttsing" occurs here, it must be admitted -

udets' last sound eue is "Overhead the airplanes are zooming 

and s inging, "(NM-1 I.Lf, ii/237 J and earlier in the play Fey had 

pro olaimed she and steve would "si.cg through any nigh t." 

(NM,II,iv/160) -but this ward has lost its sti.cg since 1935, 

and must be regarded in 1940 as a sort of automatic insertion 

on the part of Odets, signifying viotory but of a non-specifie 

nature. 

'l'his is the conversion of Steve Takis - all his life 
WII.Ç 

he was beaten because he did not know how to fight, andAnot 

aware of what he bad to struggle against. Now at last he 1a 

made to see tbese things. 

Hosenberger: ••• Three days I watched you fighting 
sbadows, aJ young, so strong in heart • 
• • • use your he al th to figh t, t o c onquer 
disease and poverty, dirt and ignorance. 
Go back to the city, boy and girl •••• 
your wonderful country never needed you 
more. 

(NM,III,ii/236) 

And suddenly it happens. Steve gets a spreading 

wonderful sn.ile" (NM,III,ii/236) and marches off enthusiastically 

with Fay and Rosenberger, lacki.og only a white horse and a 

:ran:rare of trumpets. 

Steve apparently learns that there is a war, tbat the 

struggle between the classes does exist. This is what be bas to 

fight against t rut he takes no definite si des. 

1 {, 7 



He is asked to fight against "disease and poverty, dirt and 

ignorance, '1 but Odets, bac king away from a Communia t en ding w hic h 

sbould logically follow a realization of the class war and the 

true cause of society' s inequalit ie s, emphasizes rather the 

atruggle itself, and not any particular political imp~sas it 

may spring from. 

"Fight," then, in 1935, meant for Odets the physical, 

violent, immediate overthrow of the ri ch, evil, oppressive 

powers that be. "Working class, unite and fight! Tear down 

the slaughter bouse of our old lives: ••• We'll die for what 

is ri€tlt1" (Wli,I,vii/30;31) "Fight," in 1940, does not seem 

to imply this at all. '!'he old world must be charged and a new 

one bu il t, but no plea is made for the total des truc ti on of the 

old world and a phoenix-lilœ emergence of the new. .ttether, 

Rosenberger - Odet a' mouthpieoe at the end of the play - suggests 

alteration within the old system. This is the basic difference 

between liight Music and the 1935 group, and between it and all 

the other pla ys, for tha t matter: like them. all, it condemns 

society; like them, it advocates a new one; but unlike them, 

unlike any of them, it looks for reform rather than revolution. 



CHAPTER 9 

Conclusion 

The preceding chapters have attempted to set forth Odets' 

attitudes toward society as they recur in the successive plays 

of the 1930's. It remains to be shown that these have a homo

geneous continuity throughout, and that they are reflections 

of attitudes generally held by many people of his time, as they 

responded to the bewildering social, political and economie 

struggles of the 1930's. 

The main feature of American life, as Odets sees it, is 

that it is controlled by the capitalist system, which affects 

the lives of everyone. In auch a system the economie class is 

the unit of social relationship and the basis of social instit

utions and values. uwnership is separated from labor, private 

gain is not public gain and production is not based on consumption. 

Ownership and the means of production is in the hands of a few, 

and there is a great inequality in the distribution of the 

benefits of production; therefore such an economy is beneficia! 

to ownership and barbarous to labor. This resulta in society's 

being divided into two classes - those who control the means 

of productivity, the capitaliste, and those who labor at 

production, the masses. The unequal distribution of profits 

resulta in a conflict between the two classes, and this antagooistic 

relationship is the dominant factor in a capitalist society. 



The upper class rules and bas made the state its tool, to 

protect the exploitera against the exploi ted. 'l'he upper class, 

therefore, tries to hide the true situation from the masses. 

There is a middle class, Odets admits, but it is chaotic 

and decaying, and its members will eventually have to take one 

side or another - Leo Gordon and Sam Katz are both employers 

in Paradise Lost; Leo "awakens" and joins the masses, Sam 

remains as he was. There is also a fourth category - the law-

breakers -who do not fit into any of the above classes, but 

they can be described as effects of capitalism, and their 

evolution discerned in the same way as the others'. 

Thus all of society comprises two categories of people -

those who have beaten capitalism and those who have been beaten 

by i t. 

The main factors which influenced the thought of all these 

people in the first half of the 1930's, Odets believes, were 

the Stock Market Crash of 1929, the Depression which followed it 

and lasted until the advent of World war II, and the success or 
1 

failure of the different attempts to halt this Depression. 

Of the first group, the capitalists run the economie system. 
ïh~ 

Fatt, Fayette and'1Hos pital Board represent this class in haiti~ 

t.or Left:y; the .1.~azis are the capi talistic symbols in Till the Day 

I Die; Uncle Morty ia such in Awake and SinS, Sam Katz and Mr. May 

in Paradise Lost, Tom Moody and Hoxy Gottlieb in Golden Boy, 
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Mr. Prince and Willy Wax in Rocket to the Moon, and Mr. George, 

the avaricious hotelkeeper, in Night Music. These men are the 

literal or symbolic representatives of capitalism, but it is 

also represented by its affects upon the people in t he plays. 

Capitalism, as found in these plays, supports itself only 

through power, which it has itself created for the purpose of 

protecting itself, and thus the people of influence in that 

system have become themselves accustomed to using power whenever 

they wish to accomplish anything. Harry Fatt in waiting for 

Lefty is literally supported by a gunman. Symbolically, the 

Nazis in Till the Ual l Die are supported by troopers; Uncle 

Morty in Awake and Sing backs up the insensitive insolence of 

t1( 

his attitude by the weight of his pocketbook; Siggie, in Golden 

B2l, can only get his cab and make a reasonable success or himself 

when Fuseli the gunman buys him an automobile; Tom Moody and 

Roxy Gottlieb in the same play operate through their connections 

in the boxing world; and Mr. Prince, like Uncle Morty, impels 

himself on the power of his bank account. 

(The abuse of power is also a comment on the efficacy of 

capitalism - it cannot survive without such power. Joe Bonaparte 

in Qolden ~oy, does not get the big fights he wants until Fuseli 

uses his influence on Joe's behalf.) 

The economie system further affects the characters of its 

members. Gapitalists have become suspicious and distrusttul 

because they themselves are always out to fool romeone, and suspect 

everyone else of wishing to do the same to them; they are 



opportunistic because their goal is immediatç success at anyone's 

cost - lVir • .Prince, in Hocket to the Moon, was willing to be 

merciless to his own son-in-law, stark, and seized the chance to 

dangle his greater wealth before Cleo as an inducement for her 

to accept him as a husband rather than Stark; they have learned 

to use every implement at their control if the occasion demanda 

it because such are the rules according to which business is 

conducted in America - sam Katz, in ~aradise Lost, éheats his 

workers and the government, and, when even this rails, is willing 

to employ a professional incendiary in order to cheat the fire 

insurance company: they have learned that they must be tough and 

vicious because society is so - Joe Bonaparte, in Golden Boz 

must symbolically beat his opponents insensitive to win because 
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it is what the boxing rules and the . people's rancy dictate; they 

must be arrogant, for no one should ever kncrw their real situation

Sam Katz, in faradise Lost, continually excoriates his wife 

Bertha for their childless marriage when he himself is really the 

impotent one; they have donditioned themselves to be insensitive 

because experience has taught them that business and benevolence 

do not mix - uncle Morty in Awake and SipS was not willing to wait 

even a few deys after Jacob's burial before trying to cheat Halph 

out of the insurance money due him from Jacob' s will; they have 

learned to demean themselves in order to gain an advantage - Tom 

Moody, in Golden Boy, was willing to let his beloved Lorna use 

her wiles on Joe in order to make Joe more of a ring killer; 

they have adopted the maxim of expediency before all else becaus e 

their society has shown them that almost no other philosophy 

works - Fayette in waitins for Leftl is wi lling to manufacture 



poison gas in order to remain solvent, even knowing that it 

will be used to kill innocent soldiers. He fires Miller when 

the latter will not spy for him on another scientist in his 

employ - capitalism will tolerate no deviants from its code. 

The capitalists have learned to trust no government because 

the administrations of that era, led by ~residents Hoover 

and Roosevelt in that order, were patently unable to cope with 

the Depression, and when the Hoosevelt administration tried,it 

did so in a "dangerous" socialistic manner. They trust in ao 

bank because they saw the banking system of their country fail 

in 1934, with their President helpless to stop it. 

They trust only in money because it alone brin~comfort 

in 1935. 'l'o accumula te money they must exploit the ir w orkers 

to the limits of their capabilities in an effort to extract as 

much profit from their enterpri~S~> as possible. They must keep 

wages low, spend little on maintenance or the comfort of their 

workers and cheat wherever the opportunity presents itself. 

Harry Fatt, in Waitins for LeftJ:, is a litera! exemple of such 

tactics when he tries to dominate and disarrange the strike 

meeting with his gunmen in order to allow the robbing taxi-owners 

to continue to exploit the cabbies. Sam Katz, in ~aradise Lo~, 

does little to make his workers comfortable, gives them small 

wages and forces them to sign false pay vouchers so he can 

defraud the government when paying his income tax. His excuse -

"How else could we keep open the shop?" (PL,I/185) - is a comment 

on the inability of capitalism to maintain itself without resorting 

to subterfuge and oppression. 



These patterns of action, attitude and reaction have 

become, after long ëonditioning, so strongly imbedded in these 

people that they are now traits of character which essert themw 

selves not only in business affaira but in personal relations as 

well - Willy Wax, in Rocket to the Moon, tries to seduce ~leo 

by pretending he will get her a contract in Hollywood, and Sam 

Katz, in ~aradise Lost is harsh even towards his wife and 

neighbours. 

These are the people who do understand the economie system; 

so well do they understand it that they practice it with a 

vengence because it is the only way they know how to succeed. 

They have accepted financial success as their religion after 
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the Depression had taught them that it is foolish to do otherwise, 

that financial security is the only security in materialistic 

America, and they have become hardened, coarse and vicious in their 

pursuit of it. The conduct of business has sapped all humanity 

from them to the extent that they are now confirmed in the savagery 

which once they practised only out of necessity. They have made 

a virtue of evil; they have become money machines. 

Capitalism, aside from ruining the character of capitalists, 

has many other faults as Odets portrays it. 'l'o begin with, it 

corrupts the masses as well, for they are forced to act savagely 

and opportunis tically th emselves in order to be comf'ortable. 

Dr. Brenner, in Waiting for Lefty, "an important chemist!" 

(WL,I,iii/14) uses his talents to manufacture poison gas because 

that is what his employer wishes; Zeltner, in Till the Day 1 Die, 

has turned informer for a fee; Clayton, in the Laber Spy ~pisode 



of Waiting for Lefty, tries to fool his fellow workers into not 

striking. 'l'hese men have prostituted their talents and have 

become ethically perverted. 

Gapitalism also ruins the morality of all the classes. 

Hennie, in Awake and Sins, a girl of the lower class, Libby, 

in ~aradise Lost, a girl of the middle class, and Lorna in 

Golden Boy, presumably moving in the upper class when we meet 

her, since she is the mistress of the capitalist Moody - all 

have love affairs before marriage or with men other than their 

husbands. 

Capitalism provides only for the rich; it is not con

stituted to provide for all its members- .l!'att is a literal 

example in ~ting for Lefty: he is the only one who is fat, 

orwell fed. U"ncle N1orty in Awake and sins counts his wealth 

while his nephew Halph is impoverished - "all my life 1 want a 

pair of black and white shoes and can•t get them. 1t's crazy!" 

(AS,I/42) Sam Katz in ~adise Lost spends stolen business funds 

in an effort to regain his sexual potency while his employee's 

daughter "is not got money for bloomers in gym." (PL,I/185) Mr. 

Prince, in Hocket to the Moon, wearily plays the Stock ~change 

while ~hil uooper must sell his blood to keep himself from 

absolute poverty. 
1 

~apitalism ignores those who can no longer earn - the Little 

Man in ~ight ~usi~ whom ~teve encounters walking a dog in the 

park builds bridges on paper but is neglected by society. 

1. See uld Ase in the Modern World, Heport of the ~hird ~ongress 
of the lnternational Association of uerontology, (London, 1954) 



Now that he can no longer provide, he has b ~en tossed aside 

by a system which guages people solely in terms of their productive 

or earning power. 

Capitalism makes all outside its orbit and approval look 

chaap, thereby inducing a pursuit of that which it approves. 

·rhis is wh at happened to J oe Bonaparte in uolden Boz - his 

father's home seemed mean and shabby because it lacked the 

glitter of wealth, and so he sought riches but was corrupted 

while accumula ting i t. 

ffurther, since that which it approves cannot be gotten 

other than through exploitative or illegal methods,capitalism 

induces exploitation and illegality, producing a cheat like 

Sam Katz in ~aradise Lost or a gangster like Kewpie in the seme 

play, and reEUlting in the numerous miseries of the exploited 

masses. 

Capitalism oppresses itself as well as the masses, because it 

gives 1 tself false values, Gus IvJichaels in .l:'aradise Lœ t, Siggie 

in Golden~ and Tom Moody in the seme play, who are on widely 

separated rungs in the financial ladder, all have the treacherous 

belief the t the y ne ed only ''a li tt le mo ney'' to re lieve them of the ir 

worries. uus would start a business, .:-Jiggie w ..... uld buy himself a 

cab and Moody would bribe his wife into divorce, after which he 

would settle down with Lorna. They have all been làd to believe 

that happiness can be gained simply through a few hundred or 

thousand dollars, but this is not so, because ~ capitalistic 

success is fulfilling - Mr. Prince in Hocket to the Moon is weelthy 

but is as frustrated and perhaps more unhappy than his much 



poorer son-in-law, ben. Gapitalism cannet make anyone happy because 

it is unable to - Sam Katz in Paradise Lest is a symbolic repre-
1 

sentative when he is ~hoW~to be impotent and unable to make his 

wife Bertha happy in love. It is unable to make anyone happy because 

it hinders the living of a fUll and free life - Cleo, in Rocket 

to the Moon, the symbol of those who will live in the new world, 

rejects Mr. Prince, the symbol of capitalism, because he cannet 

offer ber true love, the symbol of a true life. 

Capitalism itself is confused. Captain Schlegel in Till the 

Day I Die, a symbolic representative ot that class, ends in fran t ic 

confusion a ft er exhib i ting his mastery ov er Ernst by breaking 

Ernst's ginger; and in l'iiight Music Mr. Gilbert, the agent of a 

monstrous Hollywood company, discovers that his company lest 

sixty thousand dollars in one weekend waiting for two trained 

monkeys to come from New York when they bad two such monkeys on 

their own lot in Californie all along. 

Lastly, capitalism keeps people unhappy. This can be demon

strated through a series of man-and-woman groupings. sid and 

Florrie in ~~ ai ting for Le f~, .l!.rnst and '1'il.l:y in ·r ill the Day I Die, 

Myron and Bessie and Halph and his girl in Awake and Sing, Pearl 

and Felix, Ben and Libby and Sam and Bertha in Paradise Lest, 

Lorna and Moody, Lorna and Joe and Anna and Siggie in Golden Boy, 

Ben and Belle in Rocket to the Moon, and a host of exemples in 

Night Music - the sailor and his girl who are refused a room at the 

Hotel Algiers and Lily, the pathetic whore who want~ to merry one 

of ber clients: all these people have been prevented from enjoying 



each other f or one of two reasons, both caused by the capitalist 

system - they either lack sufficient money to embark on a life 

of their own, or they have been rendered confused or insipid, so 
1 

that they are unable to live tully. 

'l'hey are the most obvious exemples, but not the only ones. 

All the people in these plays, except those who become heroes, 

{.!•.!•, th ose who awake and join the fight against ca pi talism, 0 

are doomed to remain unhappy because they have been rendered in-

capable of action. Thus all of society is unhappy because of the 

economie system which governs it. ~ach person has been àon-

ditioned by the peace he has made with the system, but no answer 

ether than the revolutionary one leeds to the living of a full 

life; none of these people, therefore, no matter what category 

they fit into, no matter what bargain they have made with society, 

are happy. They spend their lives trying to adjust in one way 

or another to a system which is not able to give anyone peace 

since all levels of capitalistic success are frustration and 

unfulfilling. They have all been wasted: Both the rich and the 

poor are confused; beth are incapable of positive action by virtue 

of this confusion; both are corrupted in character; both have been 

kept from happiness. Both have been wasted. 'l'his is udets' 

pic ture of c api talism. 

The lawbreakers break the law for the same reason - it is the 
1 

t?~ 

only way they believe they can succeed. A tradition of illegality, 

1. See Floyd Dell, Love in the Machine Age, {New York, 1930)~ 

2. For exhaustive studies of lawbreakers in the 1930's see William 
A. White, Crimes and Criminels, (New York, 1933) especially 
Chapters 2 and 7, Frank 'l'annenbaum, Grime and the Communi ty, 
{New York, 1938) especially Chapters 2,5, and 6 and Thorsten 
Sellin, Research Memorandum on Crime in the Depression, {New York 
1937). . • 



which can be said to be present in any society, had come into 

its own during Prohibition. Great numbers of peoples had been 

involved in the smuggling, manufacturing and selling of liquor, 

and these people had to shift their attention to other fields 

when the volstead Act was repealed early in the Depression. 

Rac~eteers began to enter ether areas of business - unions 

began to be gangster-controlled, extortionists became prevalent, 

etc. .l!'or a young man nurtured on want, accus tomed to fight 

for every advantage or get none, gangsterism seemed a logical 

way for one to prosper. American society was at war, and they 

were simply joining the winning side. They could see about them 

the resulta achieved by those who attempted to succeed through 

the normal channels - an army of homeless migrants wandering 

across the coùntry in search of jobs and of security; the ugly 

and depressing sight of ttHoover-villes," ramshackle colonies 
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growing like fungus on the outskirts of cities, lived in by jobless, 

hungry, illclothed people; laborers working for starvation wages 

and having to endure the insulta and pettiness of those above 

them; "He wants .:me to drive a cab and submi t to the brutalities 

of foremen all my life." (GB,I,ii/246) white coller workers slaving 

without progress for years, becoming colorless cogs in a machine 

which do es not ca re or adequa tel y pro vi de for them. 'l'hus i t was 

quite naturel for many young men, bred in poverty-ridden areas, 

seeing only gangsters and owners riding in big cars and spending 

big money, to become gangsters themselves. .Harry l''att in 

Waiting for Lefty is the first of the type one encounters; schlegel, 
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the Nazi capta in in 'l'ill the .uay 1 Die, is a symbolic counterpart 

to Fatt. Moe Juelrod is the gangster in Awake and Sins, Kewpie in 
m 

Paradise Lost and h:ddie Fuseli, who learned to carry a gu!h~'iorld 

War 1 and symbolically has never put it down in peacetime, is 

such a persan in Golden Boy. These people, more aggressive than 

their neighbours, took matters into their own bands when they 

faced a Depression society which offered them little opportunity 

or hope for normal advance. 

1 
The beaten on~es, the masses, were confused. They did not 

understand the system and thus they could not win over it. 'l'o 

a nation which bad to face the bewildering series of events oc

curring during the years 1928 to 1936, the presence of such con

fusion is not difficult to understand. 1n 1928 America was 

riding at the peak of what seemed to be a permanently rising 

pros peri ty. 'l'he ::3tock Market crash of 1929 did not des troy simply 

the value of a few million sheres; it destroyed the faith of the 

American ~eople in their economie system, which meant in their whole 

way of life. They saw their ~resident totally incapable of 

hal ting the lJepre ssion which followed the e>tock 1~1arket crash. 'l'he y 

saw the legislatures of their country helpless before the crumb

ling economie system; and when Hoosevelt came along with his 

bright-sounding words they looked upon him as a saviour until he 

too proved fallible, and economie disaster and personal hardship 

1. See Sherwood Anderso~, ~uzzled Ameri~, (New York, 1935) 



1 
began to appear as inevitable as had that earlier prosperity. 

People were confused because capitalism offered false 

values. The normaUavenues of success it recommended, which 

should give each man a chance not only to earn a living but to be 

comfortable and able to enjoy the fruits of the country's vast 

and assorted production, proved not to be so; hard work and 

thrift enabled men barely to get along, but did not allow them 

to live lives approaching any sort of luxury as had been 

promised. Jobs became harder to find and did not pey enough; 

many became migrants, homeless and jobless; many struggled on a 

bare sul;lsistence wage. 'l'hese people were beaten because the 

ideals which capitalism had offered them to live by had proved 

treacherous, and the system itself was failing right before 

their very eyes. 

They could not be aware that something was wrong with 

the ir lives, but they did not know how t o right things becauae 

oapitalism hed made sure tbat the people under its control were 

incapable of perceiving the true cause of its defects; thus 

capitalism offered no target at which the downtrodden could aim, 
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and thus the downtrodden continued to remein miserable and confused. 

~eople reacted in different ways. Some grew resigned to 

their situation because they felt they could do little about it. 

They lost ambition and hope and became insipid, epe~hetic ciphers 

in a system they did not even have the energy to hete. Ben and 

Belle Stark of Night_ f.!Jusic best exemplify this. 

1. For a fUll treatment of the plight of the American femily see 
Winone L. Morgan, The Famiiliy Meets the Depression, (Minneapolis, 
1939) Wha t the Am.erican .t!'amill .!!'aces, Le land Fos ter wood and 
John Y'·i. Mullen, eds. , (Chic ego, 1943) end samuel stouffer, 

Hesearch Memorandum on the Family in the Depression, (N.Y. 1937} 
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Ten years of patient wage-earning, with no conception of the 

overall picture they were in, left them moving restlessly in a 

colorless existence of which they had been inured to demand little. 

In each play there is an example of such people - Joe, temporarily, 

in Wai tins for Lefty, Myron and Bessie and Sam Feinschreiber 

in Awake and Sin~, Clara and the Homeless Men in ~aradise Lost, 

Mr. Carp and Lorna in Golden~, {and Anna in the same play, 

who wants no more than she has,) Frenchy in Hocket to the Moon 

and steve, temporarily, in ~ight Music. 

uthers became backward-looking. They could not abide the 

harsh present and so turned their minds to what seemed to them 

to be a more pleasant past. ~his is a form of escape rather 

than resignation, but is equally ineffective at achieving 

permanent results. Gus Michaels in .Paradise Lost continually 

prattles of times gone by, Myron Berger in Awake and Sing 

remember s longingly the er a of Teddy Roosevelt, and even 'l'om 

Moody, at one point, recalls when Kew York "used ta be a gorgeous 

town •••• you couldn't go ta sleep •• •" (GB,I,i/238) 

Some turned away from reality and sought beauty, something 

permanent to hold on to in a world of shift ing and treacherous 

values. Sam ..treinschreiber in !!!ake and ~ing is such a man -

a life of constant humiliation and failure has made him turn to 

that w hi ch doe s not mock a nd abu se him. 

others become cautious. A long schooling in adversity 

crushed all hope out of them, and they so~ht now only to preserve 

whatever bas be; en le ft to them. They had no da sire to make 



things better, only to se e that things did not get worse. 

The women are the outstanding exemples - bessie in Awake and Si~, 
.· 1 

Clara in ~aradise Lost, Lorna in Golden BEl and belle in 

Rocket to the l\.'l'oon. .l:!iach of the se women is willing to sacrifice a 

chance at improvement in order to guarantee the status quo -

Bessie keeps ~alph away from his girl and belle dissuades her hus-

band from accepting .r>rince•s offer of backing for a new office 

in a new district. 'l'his character type has severa! male m.anifes-

tetions as w ell - lrv, in the Sid and lflorrie episode of Wai tins_ 

for Leftz, does not want to let Sid come to see his sister Florrie 

for the s ame reas on t œ t 1:1essie ke pt ~al ph' s girl away from the 

Berger house because the levers were penniless and their marria ge 

would be sure to result in a life full of hatreds, antagonisms, 

and frustration. Mr. Uarp, in Golden Boy, is precisely the :: same 

type, ~nured through long adversity to be cynical, distrustful 

and hopeful of nothing. .Mr. Tucker in ~ight Music is another 

such person - he wants Fay to come home where it is safe and 

predictable, and she must break away from his influence, before she 

can advance. 

1. Lorna is not literally cautious, as is bessie or Clara, but 
her hesitancy to enter into a love-affair with Joe- "You 
make me feel too human, Joe. All 1 want is peace and quiet, 
not love. l'ma tired old lady, Joe, and 1 don't mind being 
what you call 'half dead.' ln fact its what 1 like •••• 'l'he 
twice 1 was in love 1 took an awful beating and 1 don't want 
it again!" lGB,li,ii/284) - is symbolic, since, as has 
been pointed out in the chapter on Hocket to the Moon, love 
is Udets' symbol for life itself, and so Lorna's hesltancy 
is symbolically similar to Bessie' s and clara' s. 



üthers took the easy way out. Gonditioned to compromise, 

to the philosophy that one must do a favor to receive a favor, 

they have become sycophants, yes-men. Adolph in Till the lJay l 

Die is such a person, as is lt,eley's nephew 1\ülton in .r-aradise 

Lost, Gilbert's nephew Arnold in Hié)ht Music, and ben Stark 

himself, in Hocket to the Moon, who has become an unknowing yes-man 

to his wife. 

They are willing to demean themselves in order to get along. 

'l'here are other easy ways out. ;:;id' s brother Sam, in the ::>id 

and Florrie scene of Waiting for Lefty, bas joined the Nevy. 

Roy Brown, in Night Music, wishes to join the Army, and even Steve 

in the same play looks upon the Armed Forces as his last resort 

when he has be en f ired at the air port. To them the Army or Navy 

stands for ready-made comfort - if offers food, clothing, shelter 

and an ideology which one needs only to accept. No thinking is 

required, no problems have to be solved, no one need to be bitter 

or confused or beaten; one need only follow orders. 

This is intellectual suicide; SJme may prefer actuel physical 

suicide as the best way out, as did Joe Bonaparte in Golden Bol_, 

and Major Duhring in Till the Day I Die. Some attempt moral 

suicide, as did all the confused young girls who entered into 

love affairs. Sid's leaving Florrie in v~Taiting for Leftl, and 

Felix's leaving of Pearl in ~aradise Lost are also forms of moral 

suicide in that both these men gave up and went away, rather than 

staying on to fight. 

Other s sought ways to escape, and, sin ce they did not fully 

und er stand the economie system, (they understood only that it 



oppressed them,) their attempts at escape manifested themselves 

as rather silly or disastrous undertakings. 

Succession of bewildered girls sough t escape through 

illicit love-affaira. In order, they are Florrie, in Waitins 

for Leftz, who, if she did not sleep with Sid, still offered 

herself to him- "Sid, I'll go with you - we'll geta room 

somewhere," (WL,I,iv/21) Hennie in Awake and Sins, Libby in 

Paradise Lost, Lorna in Golden Boy, Cleo in Rocket to the Moon 

and Fay in Night Music. .&ach of these girls submitted to their 

seducers for much the same reasons - the affair itself was a 

way of escaping t œ mono tony of existence, they sought something 

perfect in an imperfect world, and in some cases the men them

selves were suc cessf'ul in the business world in a dynamic or 

ille gal but ne ver the le ss exc i ting w ay, and s o an a f fair wi th 

them was a voyage into another, more exhilarating sphere. 

For others, who realized their misery but saY'fnO way to 

overcome it, but ye t ha ted i t b ecause they knew i t should not be, 

their confusion resulted in a yearning for many things and a 

frustration when these things could not be had, and, more 

basically, when the yearning could not in anF way be satisfièd, 

sine e the se people w ere not fu lly aware o:f wh at i t w as they re ally 

wanted. This created misdirected antagnoisms which ohly seethed 

in their own gall, since their orig ins were not fully understood. 

These people were afflicted with a sense of unfulfillment which 

they could not overcome, and so they became bitter. Joe, in 

Wai tins_ for Lefty, is such a person, as are Miller and Sid and Dr. 

Benjamin in the same play. .ëirnst and (Jarl carry on the pattern 



in Till the Day I Die, Ralph does so in Awake and Sing, Ben and 

Felix in Paradise Lost, Joe Bonaparte in Golden Boy, Cleo and 

Cooper in .t<oc ket to the Moon and Steve in l'üght Music. All the 

ber oes come from this ca tegory except Leo Gordon of .Para dise Lost -

they are the bit ter ones who "learn", and only tben can they take 

positive action. 

All the se people desire t o be g ood. This is evident in the 

lower class characterizations where the oppressed seek only the 

freedom to live peacefully where "the world is supposed t o be for 

all of us." (WL,I,ii/10/ The middle class seek more or lees the 

seme ends, as exemplified in the wishes of Leo Gordon in Paradise 

~and ben Stark and Phil Cooper in Rocket to the Moon. They 

desire simply enough money to be free of naggling worry, in order 

to be able to pursue their more intimate interests. This is 

repeated symbolically in the lives of carl and ~nst Tausig, 

who wisb to go beek to their music - something perfect and un

affected by monetary values. Tom Moody, the capitalist in 

Golden Boy, want s a li tt le money to bribe his w ife int o divorce so 

that he may marry Lorna and live quietly. ~ven the lawbreakers 

want t o play the game ace or ding to the rules - Kewpie, in Paradise 

12!1, wipes off the spi t wi tb a silk handkerchief a ft er Ben Gordon 

bad ejaculated upon his own Olympie statue, and ~ddte Fuseli in 

Golden Boy wan ts to own a pie ce of Joe without remuneration -

"I don't cere for no profit •••• But I like a good fighter; I like 

a good boy who cou ld win the crown." ( GB, II, 1/278) •rhese men, 

evil as they are, yet wish to create or maintain beautiful ideals 

wbich they can admire, ideals untainted by the harsh reality they 

themselves move in. Thus the desires of all people, no matter their 



category, is to live by the rules and be at peace with one another, 

Odets says. They are prevented from doing so by the capitalist 

system, which induces people to be savage and contrary to their 

basic instincts. 

'l'he capitalist system, therefare, must be abolished. 'l'he 
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class concept implies the struggle between the dominant and ex

ploited classes, but it also impœies change as well as stress. 

Change must occur on a class level, as no other type of change will 

succeed. All those who are not fighting for the upper class must 

unify to fight against it. oince the upper class will not surrender 

willingly, the lower classes can only persevere through force. 

They must seize control of the state and abolish capitalism. 

To do this they must be aware of wha t they have to do; they 

must be made class-conscious, only after which will they be able 

to act, for only then will they have understood the structure of 

their class economy and society, and only then can they know how 

beat to deal with it. 'l'his is the:Marxist argument. 

lt is Odets', for Udets does not simply portray the class 

struggle as it manifesta itself in the lives, aspirations and 

antagonisme of the rich and the poor; he carefully details or 

implies a way to abolish this struggle. In each play the message 

is similar. ~aiting for Lefty pictures exploitation and calls for 

a violent war against "the bosses;" Till the Day I Die pictures such 

a war symbolically; Awake and Sing shows Ralph Berger, the repre

sentative of the lower class, becoming aware of the true structure 

of his society and deciding to educate his fellow workers so that all 

of labour will unite in one fight against oapitalism; Paradise Lost 



shows Leo Gordon, the representative of the middle class, realizing 

that his class is chaotic and dying, and deciding, as Ralph did, 

to join in the fight against the upper classes. Golden B2l, while 

not containing a hero who awakes and decides to fight, pictures 

the graduel corruption of a man by capitalistic success to a point 

where he suddenly realizes what has happened to him but is too far 

deteriorated to be able to join Ralph and Leo. Rocket to the Moon 
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again pictures the awakening, symbolically, of Cleo, a lower class 

heroine, (and of a middle class hero- Ben Stark?,} and Nieht Music, 

the lest play in the series, returns to the pattern set by !aiting 

~Lefty and Awake and Sie! by picturing the enlightenment of 

Steve and Fay, a pair of lower class protagoniste. In each case 

the message is the seme, although the means recommended for achieving 

the desired resulta may vary throughout the plays. 

'l'hus the lower classes are confused, beaten, bitter, unhappy 
is 

and wasted. The middle classAconfused, chaotic, unhappy and wasted. 

The upper class is evil, corrupted, unhappy and wasted. Man 

aspires to be good, to be whole spiritually and physically, and 

only Communism can offer such a life. Communism can only be 

achieved through concerted action; therefore, everyone in society 

must strive to overthrow the capitalist system and institute 

Communism. This is the general content of Odets' message throughout 

his plays. 
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