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This dissertation anal yzes depictions of poor white
sout hern wonren produced by plays from 1920-1941 and the
cultural context of their production through the |ens of
fem ni smand cul tural studies. Enphasizing the inportance
of live performance in constructing, addressing, and
chal I engi ng popul ar culture representations, this analysis
builds on the work of femnist and cultural theorists, in
addition to theatre historians who have researched this
period, connecting these plays in new ways as cul tural
trends of gender, class, region, and race representation.
The plays covered here include the Broadway hit Tobacco

Road; the Group Theatre's The House of Connelly (1931);
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Peggy (1922) and Fixin’s (1924), plays fromthe Carolina

Pl aymakers, an organi zation that encouraged conmunity-based
productions reflecting the experiences of both playwi ght
and audi ence. The representation of southern white poverty
varies in these plays, but all reveal conplicated imges of
wonen, whiteness, econom cs, and region.

Defining white trash is conplicated. If the termwas
sinply a reflection of economc or racial status it would
be interchangeable with “poor white,” but white trash al so
references cultural stereotypes of |aziness, degeneracy,
| emdness, and crimnal behavior. Nationally acclainmed
productions using these stereotypes as “authentic”
representations of class and region, position the South as
culturally backward, solidifying notions of regional and
cl ass-based prejudices. |Inages of poor white wonen in these
pl ays, sone nore positive than others, repeatedly present
the “white trash” woman as little nore than bartered goods.
| contend that the use of the “white trash” femal e
character in these plays, as a fetishized object,

permanent|y determ nes her popul ar culture inmage.
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Envi sioning the White Trash Stage

SAL: D ye spose fol ks has forgot when you-
all clared out, ninteen year ago, yo' sister
Pen kerried a daddyl ess young ‘un with her?
What of it? Happens to plenty! Po’ white
trash hasn’t no business with sech eyes as
Pen Dury’s were —eyes big an’ trustin’ as a
baby cal f’ s!

—Po’ White Trash, Evelyn G eenl eaf

Sut her | and

In 1903, Elizabeth McCracken travel ed throughout the
United States interview ng wonen froma variety of
communities in an attenpt to gain a conprehensive
understanding of their lives and work. MCracken's
interviews, along with statistical data she collected in
each town she visited, resulted in the book, The Wnen of
Anmerica (1904). As she gathered her information, MCracken
| earned that she gl eaned a cl earer sense of wonen’s |ives
t hrough conversati on and observation than she did by
studying public records of their achievenments. The m nuti ae
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of everyday objects becane synbolic of a particular woman’s
entire world, as she says “Alittle white pearl button,
froma baby's cloak, held nore suggestions of the |ives of
wonmen on renote Western ranches than were contained in al
nmy | aboriously acquired statistics” (ix). MCracken’s
et hnography traces the principles and acconplishnments of
worren who excelled in nedicine, education, civic affairs,
the arts, and, nost inportantly to her, home-making. The
bul k of McCracken's subjects are white, m ddl e-class wonen,
but she devotes a chapter, “The Mdther in the Tenenent
Hone,” to the struggles of the working poor, and in every
ot her chapter she takes tine to consider specific problens
facing wonen |l ess fortunate than her primary intervi ewees.
McCracken’s interest in southern poverty energes in
the chapter “American Wnen of Letters,” where she
addresses the |ives of poor southern whites through Evel yn
Greenl eaf Sutherland’ s one-act play, Po’ Wiite Trash
Publ i shed in 1900, along with other one-acts, sone in
col l aboration with community pageant drama advocate Percy
MacKaye, it is uncertain whether Po’ Wiite Trash was ever
performed. The play is subtitled “A Littl e-Known Phase of

Anerican Life,” suggesting that the script only hints at
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certain aspects of southern poverty. MOCracken insists,
however, that Sutherland s play is “less a study of that
phase than it is the phase itself” (225). A southerner
hersel f, McCracken el aborates on this statenent by
recounting a conversation with a woman in Georgi a who had
spent years working with people “of the class known as ‘ po’
white trash’” (226). After McCracken and this wonman read
the play together, the woman proclainmed that it is not just
true to life, “it isthe life” (226). To these wonen

Sut herland’ s play eclipses the status of fiction,
representing the “real” world of poor southern whites.

Po’ White Trash centers on Suke Dury’s desire to
avenge her sister Pen, who had an illegitimate son, Drent,
after being seduced and tricked by Judge Marston Page. Suke
plans to force Page to recognize Drent as his son and
provide himw th financial support. |If Page refuses, Suke
intends to kill him Sal, a friend of Suke's, tries to
convince her to et go of her plan because, for poor white
wonen, “daddyl ess young ‘uns” are a normal part of life. In
Sal’s estimation, Pen Dury’ s m stake cane from expecting a
weal thy white man to treat her with the sane respect he

gives to weal thy white wonen.



Page had what he considered a “youthful folly” twenty
years earlier, in which he tricked Pen into sleeping with
him by paying a stranger fifty dollars to marry them Pen,
believing that the marriage was |legitimte, conceived Drent
as a result of their involvenment. Wen she realized that
Page had tricked her, she noved to another town, keeping
her son’s birth a secret fromhis father. Yet Pen
eventual |y di scovered that the stranger was a traveling
preacher, which nade the marriage and the child legitimte.
Pen never wanted revenge on Page, but she has recently
di ed, and Suke can finally confront the man who m streated
her sister.

Suke attacks Page with the information that the
marriage was in fact legal, hoping to provide Drent with
financial stability as well as the possibility of future
prospects, but the boy is struck by a copperhead snake and
dies mnutes after he and Page | earn they are father and
son. Page’s reaction to the news that Drent is his son is
m nor conpared to how gravely he responds to the sight of a
|l egal marriage certificate signed with his and Pen’s nanes.

Page is not as upset about having a child with white trash



as he is to find out that it is his upper-class wfe and
child who are illegitimate.

Sut herl and’ s focus on honor and shame in relation to
cl ass, whiteness, and gender in the South is indicative of
the issues that define white trash. Wiite trash is not just
about being poor and white; it is also about a underm ni ng
the cultural status of white privilege. Po’ Wiite Trash is
the first known play to explicitly refer to characters as
“white trash,” and it is telling that the play focuses so
intently on the sexual nores of poor white wonmen. The term
itself enmerged in 1830s in the extended form of poor white
trash. The Oxford English Dictionary identifies its first
usage as an American pejorative used by black slaves in
reference to white field hands. While the term may have
been coi ned by bl acks, by the tinme Sutherland used it
theatrically it was part of comon Anerican sl ang.

Sut herl and’ s focus on poor white wonen and the treatnent of
t hem as sexual objects is typical of plays in the early
twentieth century that used poor whites as subject matter.
Oten the production of these plays contained el enents of
titillation usually absent fromtraditional theatres, as

t hey depicted sexually available wonen in legitimte
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venues. Such representations of the poor, white, southern
femal e created one of the npbst unexam ned raci al
stereotypes at work in American culture today —that of the
white trash woman.

Theatrically, the white trash fenal e stereotype
consistently appears in early twentieth century plays
focused on country life. At a tinme when rural popul ations
wer e wani ng, these plays juxtapose wonen, sexuality, and
nature with the destitute existence of sharecroppers. In
this dissertation | focus on “tenant farni plays witten
and perfornmed from 1922-1941: Harold WIIlianson’s Peggy, a
Tragedy of the Tenant Farner (1922); Paul and Erna Green’s
Fixin's, a Tragedy of a Tenant-Farm Wnan (1924); Paul
Green’s The House of Connelly (1931); and Jack Kirkland' s
Tobacco Road (1933), an adaptation of Erskine Caldwell’s
novel of the sanme nane. O plays witten in the early
twentieth century that highlight poor white southern wonen,
the tenant farm plays offer the cl earest exanple of how
t hese representati ons changed drastically over a relatively
short period of time. By focusing on such a specific group,
| am able to exam ne shifts in perceptions of class, race,

gender, and region, concentrating on the econom c and
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cultural differences that influenced notions of white
trash, using these plays as a starting point for a |arger
cultural inquiry.

| anal yze these plays froma fem nist |ens,
concentrating on the significance of poor southern white
femal e characters between Wrld VWar | and World War |1, and
the relationship of these characters to the Anerican
popul ar culture that surrounded them | have chosen to | ook
at plays witten primarily by nmen because these
pl ayw i ghts, possessing cultural capital not available to
femal e playwights in this era, provide a clear sense of
the dom nant cultural ideology in regards to
representations of class, gender, race, and region. These
pl aywights not only refl ected nmainstream perceptions of
poor white rural wonen, but, because of their own gender
status, were able to get these perceptions published and
produced. | question how certain depictions of poor
sout hern wonen circulated in theatrical performances that
reflected popul ar culture stereotypes of white trash. My
primary interest is in the theatrical construction of
southern rural identity, cultural views of poor whites that

affect the context of production, and differences anong
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poor white female characters in each play. Looking at these
pl ays and the cultural context of their production through

the lens of fem nismand cultural studies, | re-inmagine the
i nk between poor white southern wonen and constructions of
cultural history, framng ideas of race, gender, and cl ass-
based identity within theatrical reflections of both

regi onal and national perceptions of white poverty.

VWhi t eness vs. Wiite Trash

When | was growi ng up, there was one traffic light in
Shepherdsvill e, Kentucky. Whether ny famly was | eaving
town, or com ng honme, we stopped at this intersection, and
its landmarks and activities are permanently woven into ny
menory. On one corner, the florist, on the opposite corner
a nechanic’'s garage, opposite that a real estate office,
and on the fourth corner a car wash. Every summer | saw nen
in white hoods standing at this intersection, handi ng out
panphl ets to the passing cars. The G and Dragon of the KKK
lived in our county, and the organi zation was as at hone in
Shepherdsvill e as the high school band boosters.

My not her would hold the car’s steering wheel tightly,
cl ench her teeth, and roll up her w ndow, instructing ny
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sister and | to do the sane, “Don’t | ook at them” she
said, “just stare straight ahead.” | learned to fear the
KKK, partially because we were Catholic and therefore anong
their |l esser targets, but nostly because | saw them as both
evil and white. W shared skin col or, which suggested that
we could be aligned. Year after year the panphlets were
hel d out to our passing car — they did not know we were
Catholic, just that we were white. How, | wondered, would
peopl e know that | was not one of thenf? This was the first
time | became confused over what it neant to be white, and,
years later, | amstill asking the question.

VWiiteness is not easily defined. It is nost often
described by what it is not: the surplus identity that
remai ns after marginalized identities are categorized
(Gol dberg 9); neither race, nor color, but what is believed
by whites to be the “normal” human state (Kaplan 321);
constructed as individual through the pluralization of
nonwhite identities (Chanbers 190); a constructed race
formed over time through social, economc, and political
practices (Babb 2); a visible identity comruni cated through
ei ther “observation or by self-identification” (Schuman

71). Al of these explanations are, in sonme ways, true, and
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yet none of themfully conveys whiteness as a specific
raci al category.

Part of the difficulty in defining whiteness cones
fromthe relative newness of the racial classification as
it is used currently. Valerie Babb identifies whiteness and

its manufacture as a conbinati on of desires and needs, “to
create a historical past, create a national identity, and
to mnimze class warfare” (16). The nove froma very
specific, national division in whiteness (English, Nordic),
to notions of skin color identification has been w dely
docunented. ! Irish, Scottish, Italian, and Jew sh

i mm grants, anong others, did not beconme “white” until

| ar ge nunbers of them becane middle-class. Wth this

hi story of whiteness as a marker of class status, poor
whites enmerge as subset of whiteness, separate fromthe
primary racial classification. This separation is critical
to di scussions of racial categories, because acknow edgi ng
econom ¢ and cultural distinctions wthin whiteness works
to “de-stabilize and underm ne any unified or essentialized

notion of white identity as the primary | ocus of social

privilege and power” (Newitz and Way 169). If public

1 See Babb, Dyer, Goldberg, Gabriel, Brodkin, Barrett, Roediger, Lipsitz
10



cultures of whiteness are dependent on generalized economc
classifications (i.e., all whites are advantaged), then
white trash culture and econom c conditions nust be treated
as “different,” or outside of whiteness.

The mai ntenance of white privilege relies on this
belief that to be white equals econom ¢ and soci al
opportunity, a belief that cannot explain the vast nunbers
of poor whites inthe US. Privilege then works as a
reflection of economc control within a racial
classification. | amnot suggesting that the racial biases
in this country are irrelevant or insignificant to the
study of privilege. What | amasserting is the inportance
of economi c difference within those studies, and, for the
pur poses of this project, within discourses of whiteness.

My use of “white trash” applies John Hartigan’s
readi ng of racial categories as, partially, an expression
of econom c status. He outlines racial formations as “the
result of historical novenents of people and shifts in
econom c structures . . . [but] Race is not sinply
historically produced; it provides an interpretive basis
for the recognition and mani pul ation of history itself”

(Raci al Situations 25). Hartigan suggests that whiteness,
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i ke any other race, is much nore than skin col or.
Under st anding white trash as a racial formation separate
frommddl e cl ass whiteness, for instance, is a critical
factor in considering how poor whites are staged and
per f or med.

| use the termwhite trash not as a substitute for
poor white but as a parallel. Although the characters in
Peggy and Fixin’'s are consi dered poor whites, in The House
of Connelly tenant farners are referred to as poor whites
and white trash alternately. In Tobacco Road, there is no
confusion in either the play or response to it —the tenant
farmers are white trash. The popularity of Tobacco Road
established it as the culmnation of tenant-farm plays, and
it becane representative of the genre.

| do not use the term“white trash” derisively; | use
it to challenge its status as a referent of disposable
white identity, and to question the class politics that
surround it historically. White trash is part of but not
recogni zed within white culture, marking it racially, but,
as Annal ee Newitz and Matthew Way have argued, it is

“simul taneously marked as trash, as sonething that nust be
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di scarded, expelled, and disposed of in order for whiteness
to achi eve and mai ntain social dom nance” (169).

Therefore, the termwhite trash is not sinply a
reflection of economc or racial status; it also represents
certain cultural markers, a “conplex set of social
representations, an amal gam of well-known stereotypes”
(Newitz and Way 171). The energence of these narkers
coincides wth national crises in econom c and raci al
perceptions of whiteness, notably the G eat Depression
Many negative white trash stereotypes appeared in
Depression-era popular culture — theatrically, for exanple,
t hrough Tobacco Road. The other Depression-era play in this
study, The House of Connelly, shows a m xture of both
positive and negative traits in its poor white characters,
and ultimately privileges those who work hardest as the
nost noble. The first two plays in ny research, Peggy and
Fixin's, were witten before the Depression, and offer
synpat hetic views of poor white wonen.

Anal ysis of the cultural inpact of white poverty began
soon after Reconstruction ended. One of the nost
influential elenments of popular culture bias cane fromthe

Eugenic Fam |y Studies, conducted by various eugenics

13



researchers from 1877 through 1919. Published in

| egi sl ative reports, popular nagazi nes, research bulletins,
and professional journals, the famly studi es generated
support from both the general public and wel fare workers
for eugenics research and prograns. Terns |i ke degenerate,
| azy, licentious, half-witted, crimnal, and the all-
enconpassi ng white trash, circul ated through American
popul ar culture with the assurance of scientific fact;
eugenics argued that if those afflicted with the “defective
gene” were contained and kept from breedi ng, society would
be cl eansed froma great evil.

Al though the famly studies did not isolate a
particular region as “infected” with white trash, the
descriptions of these famlies correspond with nass-nedi a
portrayal s of poor southerners in the early twentieth
century. The eugenics novenent inspired a nunber of soci al
policy changes, based on the “scientific accuracy” of their
findings. One eugenics project, for exanple, was the
expansion of nmental institutions which, at the beginning of
the twentieth century, required little nore than
verification fromsocial scientists of defective genes to

house individuals for indefinite sentences. Fennl e
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patients, often believed to be indiscrimnately
prom scuous, were sterilized to prevent further “bad
breedi ng” (Rafter 1).

Whet her in social science journals or on stage,
sal aci ous and degradi ng representations create a dangerous
stereotype. This stereotype can then be used to defl ect
responsibility for the continuing presence of multiple
soci al problens, fromracismto teenage pregnancy to
violent crine. In Wite Trash: The Eugenic Fam |y Studies
(1988), Nicole Rafter suggests that the stereotyping that
energed fromthe famly studies creates “a nyth that
creates a nenace, the half-witted, G endel-like stranger
who likes to live in hollow | ogs and decrepit shanties”
(29-30). The white trash nyth has becone so extrene and
pervasive, and definitions of white trash are so vari ed,
t hat al nost anyone can either be identified as or
di sassociated fromthe stereotype, depending on which
interpretation of the termis used.

Hartigan suggests that “the ‘white trash’ nyth all ows
an insidious belief to stand: that it is only ‘those
peopl e’ who are racist; only those wonmen who are so

licentious; only those nen who are that cruel and violent”
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(“Unpopul ar Culture” 323). Hartigan’s argunent highlights
t he wi despread repercussions of cultural stereotyping,
pointing to the ways that class differences divide the
United States and interferes with attenpts to understand
and sol ve social problens. Al though Hartigan focuses here
on the white trash nyth in general, | argue that this nyth
al so allows white southerners in particular to shift the
region’s history of violent racismto a white “other,”
despite the fact that organized racismin the South has
often been instigated by m ddl e and upper-cl ass whites.
Beyond the South, the white trash nyth allows mddle
and upper-class whites throughout the United States to mask
the ways that whites across all class strata have worked
t oget her agai nst people of color. As historian Joel
WIllianson states, “the intermttent, sporadic, open
vi ol ence of one conplenent[s] the steady, pervasive, quiet
vi ol ence of the other” (294-5). The danger of the white
trash nyth is that it noves so snoothly in our cultura
subconsci ous. Depression-era audi ences could | augh at the

characters in Tobacco Road, assured that, despite their
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region’s own setbacks, the nation’s real problens were down
Sout h. 2

By attributing social problens, such as racism to a
specific region, the South, or to a specific class, white
trash, neither poverty nor racismis addressed on a
productive | evel. bell hooks addresses these conplications
of class hierarchies and social change in Were W Stand:
C ass Matters (2000). She points to the effects of
st ereotyped assunptions saying, “Better to have poor and
wor ki ng-cl ass white fol ks believe white supremacy is stil
giving them a neani ngful edge than to broadcast the reality
that the poor of any race no |onger have an edge in this
society” (117). hooks argues that refusing to anal yze and
acknowl edge white poverty dis-enpowers all efforts to nmake
a difference along lines of race, gender, and cl ass.

Theatre, as a cultural practice, is inextricably
linked to a culture’s securities and anxieties about
representation and identity. By |ooking at the ways that
popul ar live performance in the 1920s and 1930s addressed
t he i ssues enphasi zed by hooks and Hartigan, it is possible

to see how stereotypes of white poverty coincided with

2 The Northeast and M dwest experienced the highest rates of poverty and
17



i ncreased anxi ety about economic stability and white
privilege. This concurrent devel opment reveal s the conpl ex
ways that whiteness has operated in Anerican culture to
di sassociate the majority of whites fromwhites in poverty,
therefore reinforcing the illusion that white culture is
superior to the culture of other races.

| amnot interested in a revisionist account of the
Sout hern poor white that deflects attention fromthe
violent history of white racismin that region. Nor do |
suggest that white trash is positioned as a marginalized
group treated worse or simlar to African Anericans in the
Sout h. What | am focused on is how the poor southern white
was pl aced outside of whiteness for both econom c and
cultural reasons. In these plays, the potential for white
m ddl e-cl ass assim | ation, as pursued by key femal e
characters, represents a kind of salvation — not so much

for themor their famlies, but for whiteness.

Fem nism Culture, and Perfornmance

In each of the plays studied in this dissertation,

poor wonen are positioned as sexual objects, avail able,

unenpl oyment during the Depression (Kurtz 58).
18



whether they like it or not, to men of all classes. In The
House of Connelly and Tobacco Road the sexuality of poor
wonen is overt. Sonme femal e characters actively pursue
physi cal relationships with nmen, others avoid sexual
activity that is not connected to a commtted rel ationship,
and still others are desperate to escape sexual

rel ati onshi ps of any kind. Regardl ess of these wonen’'s
individual interests, they are treated primarily as sexual
objects by the male characters. Wile there is no open
sexual activity or conversation in Peggy and Fixin’s, in
both plays the fermal e protagonist’s goals are underm ned by
t he assunption of her sexual prom scuity by other
characters. In all four of these plays, notions of |oose
norality are directly connected to a woman’s economi ¢

cl ass.

The idea of fenale characters as sexual objects is by
no neans isolated to these plays, or to any play featuring
poor wonen. More specifically, fem nist perfornmance
theorist Jill Dolan argues that all representation is
directed to the gaze of the male spectator, inviting himto
“identify with the active male protagonist portrayed in the

narrative through voyeuristic and fetishistic view ng
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conventions” sharing in the satisfaction of that character
to “fulfill his desire for the story’s passively situated
femal e (Desire 121-122). The plays | study here were all
witten by male playwights, with the exception of Fixin’s,
which was witten by Paul Geen in collaboration with his
sister Erma Green. That they are witten fromthe
perspective of the male gaze is definite, but it is also
clear that these playwights, followng the tone of the
Progressive Era, intended to use these plays as a call to
i nprove the lives of poor white southern wonmen. That they
are unable to separate these wonen fromthe position of
passi ve sexual object speaks to Dol an’s argunment about
representation, and also to notions about wonen, norality,
and cl ass.

Represent ati ons of wonen consi dered white trash
unm st akably resonate with Dol an’ s anal ysis of wonen,
performance, and the mal e gaze. She pushes her argunent
further, making a connection between theatrical and
por nographi c representation, saying that “Any
representation can be seen as essentially pornographic,
since the structure of gendered rel ationships through which

it operates is based on granting nmen subjectivity while
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denying it to wonen” (122). This subject/ object
relationship is nore veiled in sonme representati ons than
others, but in these tenant farmdramas it is not obscured
by notions of respectability or noral conm tnents; poor
wonen are unquestionably viewed as objects of sexual
conquest. Wile specific sexual relationships nmake this
representation evident in The House of Connelly and Tobacco
Road, the subtle presence of wonen’s sexuality is no |less
inmportant in Peggy and Fixin’s. In both plays the female
prot agoni sts assert their right to a better life than
tenant farmng allows, but other characters insist that
their notivation is sexual. The need to harness and
mani pul ate the sexuality of wonmen underscores the action of
t he pl ays.

| consider these representations of wonen explicit, as
t hey provide consistent images of wonmen as sexual objects,
but al so because their presence as white trash provokes a
distinct reading of female sexuality. My choice to use the
word explicit draws on Rebecca Schnei der’s approach to
fem nist performance artists in The Explicit Body in
Performance. Schnei der defines the explicit body as one

whi ch, through performance, “ainms to explicate bodies in
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social relation,” becomng a “site of social markings,

physi cal parts and gestural signatures of gender, race,

cl ass, age, sexuality—all of which bear ghosts of

hi stori cal neani ng, markings delineating social hierarchies
of privilege and disprivilege” (2). The ghosts that

Schnei der invokes are visible in any performance that
addresses issues of class, gender, and/or race, making her
wor k, though focused on contenporary avant-garde
performance, useful in studying representations of white
trash in theatre history.

Schnei der’ s explanation of the explicit focuses on
twentieth century fem nist performance artists, such as
Car ol ee Schneeman, Annie Sprinkle, and Karen Finley, who
stage their performances on and through their bodies,
sonetinmes blurring the |lines between art and pornography.
Schnei der sees these perfornmers as follow ng four major
t hemes: playing across the body the “historical drama of
gender and race”; re-evaluating wonen’s roles in seeing and
bei ng seen through art; challenging the positions of
gender, race, and class in representation—specifically
t hrough conmmodity capitalism and questioning accepted

i deas about transgression in avant-garde art (3).

22



Schnei der’ s anal ysis focuses on wonen who are able to shift
t he power structure of wonen’s sexual representation in
their own favor because of the control they have over the
characters they create and perform

Schnei der argues that these performance artists
chal | enge sacred social binaries operating in Wstern
culture, nam ng specifically those of nale/fenuale,
whi te/ bl ack, civilized/primtive, and art/porn. Citing the
wor k of Vivian Patraka, she ternms these chall enges the
“terror unleashed in the collapse of binary distinctions —
or ‘“binary terror’” (13). Annie Sprinkle's performance art,

whi ch explicitly references her experience as a porn star,

triggers a binary terror based on the conbination of “art

and “porn.” Asimlar terror results fromthe conbination
of “white” and “trash,” which have worked historically as
cultural binaries. Add the word “woman” and a third binary
terror materializes, because of the fraught rel ationship
t hat wonen of every race and class have had with notions of
privilege and power.

St aged representations of wonen in the plays | study

in this dissertation lack the social power of Schneider’s

performance artists, partially because they are drawn by
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men who conformto certain stereotypical notions about poor
wonen and sexual ity which are reinforced through
production. Additionally, while the artists that Schnei der
studi es consciously and overtly address the four major
t hemes outlined above, the femal e characters in the plays |
anal yze, witten within the paraneters of dom nant gender
i deol ogy, do not seem aware of any cultural power that they
may possess, coding the performance of those characters
with a predeterm ned subm ssion. Schneider’s subjects,
however, are clearly challenging m ddle-to upper-class
standards of femal e behavior and respectability.
Represent ati ons of poor white wonen al ways al ready
chal I enge those standards through their status as white
“other”; their explicit performance provokes the binary
terror of “white,” “trash,” “wonen,” and beyond chal |l engi ng
the status quo, they deface it.

White trash culture works as what M chael Taussig
identifies as a public secret, the “inportant soci al
know edge, [of ] knowi ng what not to know' (2). If whiteness
represents privilege, then white trash cannot be overtly
identified with domi nant fornms of whiteness. As public

cultures of whiteness are dependent on generalized economc
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classifications, so are public cultures of femninity.
Represent ati ons of poor white wonmen, brimring with
suggestions of unrestrained sexuality, unveil two public
secrets at once: first, that wonen possess sexual desires;
and second that, historically, nen of all classes have

t aken sexual advantage of poor wonen.

Taussig's analysis of the public secret relies on
noti ons of defacenent. He suggests that the public object,
a statue for instance, may seeminvisible until it is
defaced — a conmunity knows it exists but it rarely
recei ves notice. Defacenent, however, draws public
attention to the statue, transformng it from*®an excess of
invisibility to an excess of visibility” (52). The
per formances of poor white wonen studi ed here were
noti vated by hopes for social reform by highlighting the
difficulties of poor white tenant farm wonen, the
pl ayw i ghts wi shed to inspire audiences to inprove soci al
conditions in the rural South. By putting the probl ens of
poor white wonen onstage, they are made visible in venues
and to audi ences that otherw se may have no direct
awar eness of their struggles. These intentions were clouded

by stereotyped concepts of class and gender, nmeking their
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“excess of visibility” a reinforcenent of certain popul ar
cul ture ideas.

If the explicitness of white trash representation
carries “ghosts of historical neaning, markings delineating
social hierarchies of privilege and disprivilege”
(Schneider 2), then it is inpossible to escape popul ar
culture stereotypes. It is possible though to viewthe
performance of stereotypes as a critique of the nainstream
even as they reinforce mainstream prejudices, which rely on
the stability of social binaries. Any stereotype that
carries with it binary terror sinmultaneously questions what
soci al practices those binaries privilege and which are
deni ed.

A crucial elenent of class disprivilege in
representations of poor white wonen is their relationship
wi th notions of “good girl” status. The white trash fenale
stereotype’s inability to copy, or disinterest in, good
girl status can be conpared to Kate Davy’s di scussion of
New York theatre collective the WOW Caf é and performnces

of white femninity.3 The primarily white, mddle class,

3 WOWis an acronymfor Wnen's One Wrld. The WOW Caf é was founded in
1980, and Davy’'s article discusses their work fromthat date to her
essay’s publication in 1995.
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| esbi an nmenbers of the WOW Café work to chal | enge, anong
ot her things, nmainstream expectations of femninity. One
aspect of perfornmances presented at WOW Café, in Davy’s
analysis, is to undermne the termgood girl, and its
inplications for both desexualizing wonen and rel egating
good girls to straight-m ddl e-class-white culture at the
sanme time (209). Wow Café’s perforners chall enge the good
girl imge overtly, but poor white heroines challenge the
i mge as well when they are constructed as essentially
positive characters unable to neet expectations of "good
girl” femninity. The construction of the white trash
stereotype, like certain WOW Caf é performances, operates as
“the antithesis of mddle-class propriety as |odged in the
i mge of the good girl” (Davy 208), working against ideas
about acceptabl e performances of femninity, even when
geared toward assimlation to the nainstream because the
white trash stereotype’s presence is, in and of itself a
critique.

Wiile all stereotypical inmges may function as
critiques of the stereotype, even if they reinforce popul ar
cul ture perceptions, performances of stereotype produce a

kind of critique that no other image can create—that of a
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live person enacting representation for a |ive audience,
maki ng the stereotype to a certain extent “real.”
Performance reproduces the object of white trash and
critiques it, “gaining power in that very act of copying,
only then to imolate the mmcry in a violent gesture of
anti-mmcry, the defacenent itself” (Taussig 44). Stage
representations can additionally manipul ate i mages of white
trash by “nam ng actually existing white people who occupy
t he econom c and social margins of American life, and .

a set of myths and stereotypes that justify their continued
mar gi nal i zation” (Newitz and Way 172), displaying, and
sonet i mes under m ni ng, mai nstream perceptions of gender,

cl ass, and power.

H story, Performance, Nation

It is inpossible to separate histories of American
theatre fromconstructions of nationalism class, gender,
and region, or fromthe role that each has played in the
devel opnment of the other. Don Wl nmeth and Chri stopher
Bi gsby begin their three-volume Canbridge H story of
Anerican Theatre noting, “in one sense the history of
theatre in Anerica recapitulates the history of America
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itself” (4), recognizing that neither stage performances
nor the histories of themcan be separated fromtheir
cultural and political contexts. The theatrical stage
provi des a space in which national issues are played out,
either providing a forumfor alternate views of these

i ssues, or reinforcing the status quo. Theatre can be seen
as a process which, “stages the private and public
anxieties of a people who are what they are because of

hi story” (WIlmeth and Bi gsby xvi). Wile national “private
and public anxieties” over race, region, class and gender
certainly influence the witing of theatre history, they
are rarely discussed openly in pre-Wrld War |1 texts.

The history of American theatre in the early twentieth
century is largely a history of exceptionalismpronoting
the Anerican nation as superior anong nations, possessing a
si ngul ar, unchal | enged greatness. Scholars in this era
of ten discuss theatrical productions and perforners in
terms of national characteristics, suggesting that
performance and Anerican progress are intrinsically |inked.
A History of the Theatre in Anmerica (1919), by Arthur
Hor nbl ow, provides in the preface an i mage of extraordi nary

Anmeri cans, “courageous thespians pressing their way through
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the still virgin forests, braving the perils of the great
Anerican desert” (9). Several of the theatre artists

di scussed by Oral Summer Coad and Edwin Mns Jr. in The
Anmerican Stage (1929) also fit an exceptionalist narrative,
particularly their nmention of Mercy Warren’s The Adul at eur
as “a glow ng prophecy of the future glories of Anerica"
(23). Arthur Hobson Quinn, in A Hi story of the Anerican
Drama (1946), suggests that the drama of the Revol ution
reveal ed a great deal about the American spirit, exhibiting
“the expression of one great quality, that of courage”
(50), and even when Anericans in these plays show defeats
they “reveal the triunph of character” (53).

This link between national identity and theatrical
practices appears as late as the 1980s. Garff B. WIlson's
Three Hundred Years of Anerican Drama and Theatre (1982)
insists that the history of theatre is intrinsically tied
to the devel opment of the nation (1), and both are inbued
wth a patriotic heroismand norality (30). WIson conpares
the American theatre to a “fabul ous phoenix,” that
possesses a “tenacity and a vitality that are phenonenal”

(322). These histories often focus on obstacl es overcone by
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theatre artists through perseverance, and who energe as
her oes and heroi nes, ensuring a uniquely Anerican culture.
How do stage performances of unseemy Americans and
troubl ed Anerican regions enter history? In The National
Stage (1992), Loren Kruger naintains:
theatrical nationhood in the era of nass
politics foregrounds the representation of
national citizenship as national spectatorshinp,
however, it tends to consign to the wings or the
shadowy real ns outside the theatre those
practices that challenge the hegenonic paradi gm
of national theatre. (186)
Here Kruger focuses on the question of theatre as a synbol
of national unity, critiquing the gaps inherent in such a
broad representation. Performances that are recognized in
theatre histories typically stand out to schol ars because
of their unique content, virtuosity of perforners, or
affiliation with significant theatrical organizations. |In
recent years, however, historians have becone interested in
t heatrical performances that have been “consigned to the
wi ngs or shadowy real nms,” acknow edgi ng the inpact that

performers or plays have had on their communiti es,
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regardl ess of whether they have been recogni zed in nmajor
t heatrical novenents.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, inages
of the rural South showed a region that was “brutal and
backward, un-Anerican,” and many twentieth century popul ar
culture representations of the South reinforced those
stereotypes (Kirby 1). Wile conflicting notions of class,
region, race, and gender hierarchies call into question the
useful ness and possibility of a nonolithic national inage,
sout hern white poverty confuses ideas of national identity
further, by conbining class, race, and region in a way that
insists on a rethinking of how these categories exist in
American culture. The ways that class can shape raci al
identity positions poor whites outside of “whiteness,”
conflicting with static inmages of race that appear in the
medi a and popul ar culture (Hartigan, Racial 8). These
conplications are evident in theatre about and in the South
between World War | and World War 1|1.

Bet ween 1920 and 1941 the topics of whiteness,
poverty, and the South held many theatre-goers’ attention.
Plays westling with the leftover denons of the Cvil Wr

ranged fromthe comunity drama plays of the Carolina
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Pl aymakers to Broadway hits |ike Dorothy and Dubose
Heyward' s Porgy and Bess (1925),4 Paul G een’s In Abraham s
Bosom (1926),5 and Marc Connelly’s G een Pastures (1929).
Anericans, trying to solidify what it neant to be a good
citizen of the nation, had to reconcile the unrest of the
Cvil War with the unity required by Wrld War | and the
Great Depression. In the South, these questions
rever berat ed agai nst conplicated i nages of whiteness,
econonmi cs, and region. Attenpts to answer these questions
through |ive perfornmance reveal ed confusion over race and
class in the South.

| focus on the years 1920-1941 because of the sudden
appear ance of poor white southern wonen in plays of this
era, and their equally sudden di sappearance after World War
1. Hstorically, ny study begins at the close of the
Cvil War in 1865, with the struggles for national identity
that began at that tine. Reconstruction ended in 1877,
after twelve years of “restoring” the Confederate states to
the cause of national unity. Popul ar thought held the hope

that an era of donestic trauma was over, and the nati on was

4 Porgy and Bess was made into the nusical Porgy in 1935 through
col | aborati on between the Heywards and George and Ira Gershwi n.

5 Green won the Pulitzer Prize in 1927 for In Abraham s Bosom
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nmoving slowy toward regional unification. During this
fifty-five year period, national stereotypes of the poor
sout hern white beconme entrenched in popular culture,
strongly influencing the plays | study here.

World War | provided an opportunity for the country to
conme together to fight an international struggle. The G eat
Depression, though its inpact and timng varied fromregion
to region, was largely a non-regional donmestic struggle
that, for a tinme, altered strict class divisions. The
period covered by ny dissertation ends with 1941 because
the beginning of World War Il represents a distinctly
different era in Anerican nationalism and officially marks
the end of the Depression. Between Reconstruction and Wrld
War Il America was a nation in conflict over inmgration,
wonen’s rights, white supremacy, and Native Anericans, a
nation trying to forget the Cvil War and trying to
establish an international imge. If the ideal Anerican, as
Hor nbl ow, Qui nn, and W/I son suggested, is “clean and

heal thy,” “courageous,” and full of “tenacity and a

vitality,” then white trash —terned “lazy,” “degenerate,”

“hal f-witted,” and “crimnal” —falls short of the mark. In
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the South, the fol k drana novenent ainmed to chall enge
negati ve perceptions of rural southerners.

The first plays that | ook at in this dissertation,
Peggy and Fixin’'s, are products of the Progressive
novenent’ s focus on higher education and comunity uplift.
Progressivismis rise in the 1890s was |largely fuel ed by
concerns such as better educational conditions, protection
of wonen and children, inproved denocracy, and the recovery
of urban conditions, with a specific focus on class discord
(Bolt 182). These issues were of great concern to wonen,
and they had been pushing them publicly since the Gvil
War. The conplexity of Progressivismin regards to gender
lies inits position as a political novenent. Although the
novenent gave wonen certain opportunities and a voice in
public issues, they still lacked the ability to directly
make changes, specifically through voting. Al though Wrld
War | diffused the energy of the Progressive novenent, its
policies continued to affect educational reforns in the
Sout h t hrough the 1930s.

Judith Stephens’ essay, “Gender |deology and Dramatic
Convention in Progressive Era Plays, 1890-1920,” argues

that plays of the Progressive era are especially suited to
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fem ni st anal ysis, because of the focus on “issues that
grew out of contenporary social novenents dedicated to
changi ng wonen’s position in society,” but that the
dramati c conventions of the period “served the processes of
conpensati on and recuperation and thereby reproduced

dom nant gender ideol ogy” (283). To a large extent this is
true of the plays | discuss here; while female characters
often appear strong in these texts, struggling agai nst
gender restrictions, ultinmately these wonmen nust either
give in to the authority of patriarchal figures, or face
precarious futures.

Witten by student nmenbers of the Carolina Playnmakers
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC
Chapel Hill), Peggy and Fixin’'s present positive
representations of poor white southern tenant farm wonen.
In these plays, wonen are not treated as white trash so
much as they are seen as white people w thout noney. There
is nothing that indicates that, with a change in financi al
stature, these female protagonists could not fit into white
m ddl e class culture. Tenant farners were a natural source
of plot and character for these students, as many of them

grew up in the rural agricultural communities of North

36



Carolina. By 1910, tenant farners conprised half of al
farmers in the South, and by 1930, although white-operated
farmse grew from1.9 mllion to 2.3 mllion, the nunber of
white farmowners did not change (Jones 82-83). These
statistics suggest that as the | and owners increased their
acreage, the nunber of tenant farmers working in the South
i ncreased accordingly. For the nmgjority of students
attending UNC Chapel Hill in the 1920s, tenant farners
woul d have conprised a consi derable portion of the
popul ation in their honme communiti es.

Frederi ck Koch, founder and director of the Carolina
Pl aymakers (1918-1941), a theatre group connected to UNC
Chapel Hill, had previously started the Dakota Pl aynakers
at the University of North Dakota. Koch’s work with both
t he Dakota and Carolina Playmakers focused on “pioneering
for an Anerican people’s theatre” (Sel den “Frederick Henry
Koch” 2). Koch relied on the work and creativity of his
students, requiring themto assess divisions in their own
communi ties, basing their plays on personal experience.
Specifically, Koch's students wote folk drama, which he
defined as plays concerned with “man’s conflict with the

forces of nature and his sinple pleasure in being alive.
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The term‘folk’ with us applies to that form of drama which
is earth-rooted in the life of our common humanity”
(CGarolina 1941, xiv). Through the genre of folk drama, the
Pl aymakers hoped to connect audi ences throughout the South
with representations of a “comon humanity” that woul d
culturally unite a region.

The Pl aynakers’ timng was critical to their success.
The troupe energed after Wrld War |, a tinme when defining
t he nati on was beconm ng crucial. Anxieties about
immgration, in particular, sparked a desire to outline the
nation’'s identity. Anmericans | ooked away fromthe urban
centers where nost immgrants settled, and toward the
rural, in an attenpt to classify the noral and cul tural
foundations of U S. culture. S E. Wl nmer asserts that the
rural is often used as a “source of authenticity, finding
inthe ‘folk’ the attitudes, beliefs, custons, and | anguage
to create a sense of national unity” (11). Fol k drams,
then, may surpass the local, enmerging as a sign of national
identity.

The idea of folk drama or folk identity was not
exclusive to witers in the South during the 1920s and

1930s. Several witers associated with the Harl em
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Renai ssance created “fol k” characters, always rural
sout hern, and poor, that often were intended to represent

”n 6

an “authentic blackness.”” Although the use of a

met aphorical “folk” in fiction of the Harl em Renai ssance
may have been influenced by the mgration of southern

bl acks to the urban North, the witers who incorporated
folk characters were not necessarily fromthe rural South

t henmsel ves. Hazel Carby argues that intellectuals |ike Zora
Neal e Hurston “represented ‘the people through a
reconstruction of ‘the folk and avoi ded the class
confrontation of the Northern cities” (166). By grounding a
play’s characters as “folk,” a witer is able to dodge
conpl ex social issues as the “folk” are energing from
utopi ¢ notions of conmunity and identification.

Wil e the Pl aymakers’ use of folk drama undoubtedly
hel ped all eviate class tensions between the touring coll ege
students and rural audi ence nenbers, the magjority of the
students were fromrural, often farm ng, backgrounds
thenselves. This is not to inply that the Playmakers

avoi ded marketing stereotypical portrayals as “authentic”

representations. The social and econom c class of the

6 See Favor, Carby, Nicholls, and Krasner.
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students, however, was conplex enough to argue that, in
sonme cases, their plays were drawn fromlived experience.
It is unlikely, however, that any of the UNC Chapel Hil
students had been tenant farners, suggesting an attenpt in
the tenant farmplays to create an “authentic” but unreal
rural white southerner.

The devel opnment of folk drama in the South is crucial
to its acceptance on a national scale. David Wi snant
argues in Al That |s Native and Fine: The Politics of
Culture in an Anmerican Region (1983) that, although
northeastern intellectual and cultural centers resist the
i dea of “a South or an Appal achia that could (and did) give
birth to and nurture progressive and radi cal soci al
novenents and institutions,” in these sane centers “it has
| ong been accepted as established truth that the nountains
and the rest of the South are |laden with fascinating
cultural traditions” (6). Whisnant uses Anmerican nusical
hi story as an exanple, contending that nuch of the nusic
since Wrld War Il has been shaped by a mai nstream
fascination with southern nusic, nusicians, and nusi cal
forms, believing that in the South, Anericans can |ocate

“rooted cultural energy and authenticity” (7).
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The Pl aynakers’ productions encouraged support and
greater cultural appreciation within the southern region of
the rural in general and of the rural South in particular.
Additionally, the ability of the Playmakers to tour
t hroughout North Carolina and other southern states
connected the organization to larger regional and national
nmovenents, such as Progressivism wonen's rights, and the
good roads novenent.’ The Pl aynmakers created performance
strategi es based on theatrical realism enphasizing the
si npl e, honenmade nature of their plays, and deliberately
maki ng set, costunme, and |ighting choices to evoke inages
of rural culture.

A driving characteristic of folk culture, whether it
is through festivals, nmusic, storytelling, or theatrical
performance is the audience’s identification with the

“fol k” culture presented. Koch argued that fol k drama

"The good roads novenent believed that building good roads was a
panacea for national problenms, as well as for regional difficulties.
Increasing the possibility of travel throughout rural communities would
halt “the decline in rural values” and sinmultaneously allow farners a
way of coping “with the isolation and cultural backwardness inherent in
their way of life” (Preston 16). Once travel increased to and from
renote southern conmmunities it was believed that “The county dwell er
woul d be uplifted and stinmulated . . . and love of rural life would
fill the nation” (Preston 16). This was also the goal of the

Pl aymakers, and al t hough Koch’s agenda focused on |ive performance and
not road construction, the devel opnent of better roads in the South
made it possible for himto reach broader audiences.
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appealed to a wide variety of audi ences because of what he
termed “universal” thenmes, the “pitiful conflict of two
natures which are irreconcil able,” and which, presented in
stark sinplicity are easily recogni zable (Carolina 1941,
xvi). Robert Cantwell describes this notion of the
“universal” nature of folk performance nore specifically in
Et hnomi nesi s: Fol klife and the Representation of Culture
(1993), saying that, although scholars are unconfortable
recogni zing the “salient characteristics of folk
performance: its inmediacy, spontaneity, and ingenuousness,
its ‘unself-consciousness,’” due to the inplication of
arrogance that such a recognition wuld suggest, “it is
well within our nore egalitarian outlook to acknow edge .

t he often astoni shing technical, enotional, and
intellectual power of the fol k performance” (7). Cantwell’s
description of the power of folk performance conpl enents
Koch’s belief in the universal appeal of the thenes of folk
drama. Both indicate that, beyond any fascination with
“sinple folk,” lies a deep-rooted enotional response to

folk cul ture.

Questioni ng Texts
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In the 1920s and 1930s, the United States was noving
froma rural to an urban-based popul ation. In 1890, two-
thirds of all Anmericans lived in rural conmunities, but by
1930, only one-quarter of the U. S. population [ived on
farms (NY Public Library 235). The South, still primrily
rural and agricultural, becanme increasingly “other” from
the rest of the country, particularly the Northeastern
i ndustrial centers. This shift, and the resulting cul tural
di fferences between rural and urban life, was |largely
responsi ble for the state of North Carolina s decision to
focus efforts in its educational systemon the advancenent
of rural southern schools, arts, and comunity devel opnent
projects. Central to this plan was UNC Chapel HiIl, which
created and sponsored a nunber of projects ained at the
cultural enlightennent of rural communities in North
Car ol i na.

Al though the majority of students at UNC Chapel Hil
were fromthe m ddl e-to-upper classes, poor white
sout herners are the subjects of several of the Playnakers’
productions. Many of these plays are conedies, but Fixin's
and Peggy both use drama to acknow edge the barriers that

exi st for poor white wonen in the South. In each play, a
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young woman fights the restrictions of class and gender
t hat she experiences on a tenant farm

The protagonist of Fixin's escapes from her husband s
rigid expectations, |leaving himfor town life and a
probable clerical job. In Peggy, however, the protagoni st
longs to go to college, and nmakes a decision to pursue that
dream Peggy’s choice causes her father to have a fatal
heart attack, |eaving her nother and younger brother with
no neans of support. Peggy is then forced to abandon her
goals and marry a tenant farmer who will provide for her
famly. Beyond the gender and class issues raised in the
scripts of Peggy and Fixin’s, the connection of these plays
to the Carolina Playnmakers rai ses additional questions
about regional representation.

Pl aywrights at UNC Chapel Hi Il were encouraged to
wite about what they knew, and, overall, the Playnmakers’
stage reflected regional issues within a |ocal context,
chal | engi ng popul ar culture views of southern poverty, and
troubling notions of a singular national identity.

Wl lianson, Paul Geen, and Erma G een wote these plays
about and for the small North Carolina towns in which they

grew up. Regardl ess of whether the characters in their
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pl ays were drawn from personal experience, or are seen as
nmet aphors for larger issues in the South, salvation for the
wonen in Peggy and Fixin’s rests in their escape to an
urban, mddle-class, white femninity. Exam ning these

pl ays hel ps to understand the ways that gender and cl ass
were framed in higher education in the 1920s Sout h,

provi ding a sense of why poor white southern wonen were
culturally and theatrically relevant to these students.

Paul Green’'s The House of Connelly (1931) is a
conpel I'i ng exanpl e of how national and regi onal struggles
make their way onto the stage. Green wote two endings for
the play, a drama about the crunbling econom c and soci al
order of the post-Civil War South. One endi ng suggests that
t he begi nning of a new South will flourish through a
marri age between the plantation class and the tenant-farm
class, but the other ending suggests that the destructive
val ues of both classes make cooperation inpossible. Both
endi ngs suggest, w thout commentary, continued racism
Geen’s inability to choose a single resolution to cl ass
conflicts in the South highlights the conplexities of

social hierarchy in that region
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But conplexities of gender are also at work in House
of Connelly. The marriage in question is between a nmale
pl ant ati on owner who does not know how to farm and a
femal e tenant farnmer who expertly reorgani zes the
managenent of the plantation, therefore saving the owners
fromecononmc ruin. Green’s vision of the South recognizes
t he dangers of class prejudice in that region, and
si mul taneously sees the absurdity of gender-proscribed
roles. At the sane tinme, G een imgi nes bl ack sharecroppers
— all former slaves — as sinple-mnded, superstitious, and
lustful. The House of Connelly is the only tenant farm play
that depicts African-Anmericans and whites interacting on
stage, providing an opportunity to conpare white |iberal
notions of race and class in the 1930s through both text
and producti on.

The success of Jack Kirkland s Tobacco Road, based on
t he novel by Erskine Caldwell, is an exanple of how the
i ssues of gender, region and class were subsuned by the
noney- maki ng i nterests of Broadway theatre. Tobacco Road
provi ded audi ences with a view of the poor South that
provoked either disgust or |aughter — often both. In the

worl d of the play, wonen are sold, bartered, or disposed
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of , and mal e dom nance is asserted over everything from
turnips to cars. Many audi ence nenbers thought that Tobacco
Road presented a realistic view of the rural South, and
Cal dwel | too believed that the work he and Kirkland were
doi ng was docunentary. Caldwell, the son of a Presbyterian
mnister in White Gak, Ceorgia, felt that his early years
in the South made himsensitive to the lives of rura

sout herners. When he decided to devote hinself solely to
his witing in the 1920s, he noved to Miine. Although

Cal dwel | boasted an “insider” view of southern
sharecroppers, his work does little to inprove popul ar
culture views of them | argue that, although the Lesters
do benefit fromnotions of white privilege, they represent

an “other,” unpal atabl e form of whiteness.

It is inportant to note that within the category of
southern white trash there are separate regional groups,
nanmely the clear social distinctions between poor nountain
“hillbillies” and the flatlanders that worked tenant farns.
Certain simlarities do exist, however, in the ways that
poor wonen are characterized throughout the South through

notions of sexuality and noral virtue. It is therefore

useful to point to significant exanples of white trash
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sexual stereotypes, which | discuss in two non-tenant farm
exanples, Po’ Wiite Trash at the beginning of this chapter,
and A Shotgun Splicin’ in the foll ow ng chapter.

The pl ays anal yzed here were perfornmed in three major
theatrical venues: the community-based little theatre
movenent ;8 the liberal, left-wing Goup Theatre with
subsequent connections to the Federal Theatre Project; and
t he mass-appeal, noney-naking interests of Broadway. | am
interested in how, through each venue, distinct class,
race, gender, and regional struggles played out through
live performance. Wiile the Goup produced plays for New
Yor k audi ences, their work was not stimulated by the sane
commercial concerns that held the focus of Broadway
producers. Instead, the G oup was notivated by performances
t hat pushed artistic and social boundaries. Each of these
pl ays focuses on the sanme basic scenario, a poor white
sout hern woman whose cul tural position as a sexual object
keeps her from escaping tenant farm ng and achi eving
i ndi vi dual success in mddle-class culture. Changes in

venue, however, reveal differences in the ways gender and

8The little theatre novement began in the United States around 1912,
following the trend of independent theatres in Europe. The little
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class were represented for specific audi ences. The Carolina
Pl aymakers’ cultural nonment was rooted in a concern for
community and educational interests, so these issues are at
the forefront of ny research of Peggy and Fixin’'s. The
Goup’s political focus, conbined with their use of the
acting Method,® is significant to understanding their
production of The House of Connelly. For Tobacco Road, on
t he ot her hand, production choices notivated by box office
revenue are critical to recognizing that play’' s cultura
position and influence.

Each theatrical formthat |I am anal yzing served
di fferent audi ences, and these differences are significant
to both concepts of regional identity and of white trash.
Wthin these theatrical fornms, | |ook at how t hese pl ays
represent poor white southern wonen, and how t hose
representations relate to notions of poverty, gender, and
nationalism Further, | ask what representations of poor
white wonen as sexual objects nean in relation to questions

of class and status. Although these venues are discreet,

theatres strove to introduce new devel opnents in drama and production
to comunities throughout the country (Brockett 495-496).

9 The Method, briefly defined, is based on the work of Russian actor and
director Constantin Stanislavsky, and teaches that actors can reveal
subtleties hidden in the text by believing the imginary world of the
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the simlarity of representati on across venues speaks to
broader notions of national stereotypes. In each of these
pl ays the poor white femal e becones a fetishized object,

whi ch contributes to her overall popular culture inmage in

the 1920s and 1930s.

Chapter Qutline

This dissertation follows a chronological format, in
that | analyze the plays as they appear historically
because it is essential that | approach themw thin an
unfol ding historical framework. The background of white
trash representation addressed in this introductory chapter
| ays the foundation for the historical inquiry covered in
| ater chapters. In addition to ny primary nethodol ogy, |
use historical documents that frame the social and cul tural
position of poor white southern wonen between 1920 and
1941.

Chapter two anal yzes two plays fromthe Carolina
Pl aymakers. Peggy and Fixin’s illustrate the kinds of
gender and cl ass representati ons an audi ence woul d W t ness

on the Playmakers’ stage. Both plays represent the nost

pl ay and connecting with the enotional life of their character based on
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wel | - known and successful little theatre organization in
the South. This chapter focuses on the relation of higher
education for wonen to the activities of the Playnakers,
how devel opnents between each were affected by the wonen’s
ri ghts novenent of the 1920s, and how t hese devel opnents in
turn i nfluenced the kinds of poor white female characters
t he Pl aynakers present ed.

In chapter three | connect the little theatre novenent
to the Group Theatre, and their influence on nationa
t heatrical devel opnent during the G eat Depression. Pau
Geen’'s difficulty with the ending of The House of Connelly
reflects the conplications of regional struggles within a
New Yor k-based | eft-wing theatre. This chapter deals with
changes in national views of region and class during the
Depression, changes in the way theatre refl ected and/or
chal | enged these views, and the ways poor wonen —white and
bl ack —were staged in the G oup s production

Chapter four, also focusing on Depression-era theatre,
anal yzes the Broadway success of Tobacco Road. Unlike
Green’s dil emma over The House of Connelly’s ending,

Ki rkl and and Cal dwel|l nmade cl ear deci si ons about cl ass,

personal experience and observation of real life.
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race, and gender in Tobacco Road. Extreme stereotypes of
poor white wonmen are crucial to the play’s action, and |
frame these representations within the |arger context of
Depression-era culture. | conpare the play to the book it
is based on, along with Caldwell’s other attenpts to
represent poor southern whites for mass culture. Response
to both Caldwell’s work and representati ons appearing in
northern i mages of the South, particularly by the Southern
Agrarians, are central to this chapter.

My final chapter draws conclusions fromthe anal ysis
of the dissertation, making connections to the ways white
trash wonen appeared in popular culture after 1941. Rather
than determining a clear answer to ny research questions,
this project in many ways rai ses nore questi ons—about the
ways gender, class, and race nerge through performance and
performance texts; about the ways history franes poverty
and cl ass; about the ways that gender does not get franed
in many historical analyses; and about the role of
nationalismin constructions of popular culture

representati on.
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VWhat's a Poor Grl to Do? The Carolina
Pl aymakers, Education, and Rural Uplift

SAI REY- SAM And her a-lettin’” on that the
young-un was a-needin’ ‘at air Castorial® so bad.
Nary a grain o sati’faction ‘d she gime ‘ bout
t hat young-un
PINK: Hit's her’n!
SAI REY-SAM You hain’t a-tellin hit! Well
hain't she fixed hersel f?-Al|lus a-takin’ on about
‘er bein so smart for book-larnin .11

A Shotgun Splicin’

Gertrude W1 son Coffin

In Gertrude WIlson Coffin's play A Shotgun Splicin’ 12
(1928), Dicey, the nountain girl Sairey-Sam and Pink are
di scussing, has never fit traditional ideas about a woman’'s

role in the community. She has spent her young life

10 Castoria is a town in Western North Carolina.

11 SAI REY-SAM And she said that baby needed the fresh air of Castoria.
She didn't give ne a grain of information about whose baby that is.
PINK: It's hersl!

SAl REY- SAM You don't say! Well, ain't she fixed hersel f? —Al ways

tal ki ng about how smart she is at book-1earnin’.
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i mrersed in books and hoping to continue her education
beyond the | ocal high school. Dicey did so well in school
that Squire Ben Bayles, currently running for State

Legi slature, pays for her to attend coll ege. He suggests
she show her appreciation for his goodw ||, seduces Di cey,
and gets her pregnant, ruining any real opportunity she may
have to get a coll ege degree. Wien her brother Anps, a
preacher, tries to force a shotgun weddi ng between D cey
and Bayl es, she refuses, announcing her |ove for Fate
Gaddy. Dicey and Fate marry, and Anps, happy with the turn
of events, agrees to raise the illegitimte baby, stating
“"Druther have a bastard in the fanily than a damm’

| egi slater!” (308)

When Coffin’s play, in which she also perfornmed as
Dicey, toured the nountain area of Western North Carolina
where she grew up, a local Mnisterial Association was
appal | ed13. Drawing up a resolution requesting that the play
be banned, the mnisters sent their challenge to the
president of the university, as well as to Frederick Koch

founder and director of the Carolina Playnakers. They

12 gplicin’ is slang for “marriage.”
13 A Shotgun Splicin’ toured as part of the Carolina Playmakers’ twenty-
first tour of North Carolina and Tennessee.
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stated that they “do not believe that a young woman shoul d
be trained at the state University to play the role of an
adul tress and the nother of a bastard child whose stage
father is another student, a young nman playing the part of
her seducer” (in Carolina Fol k-plays 289). How, they asked,
could the state be proud of its university, if that
institution trained wonen to create such drama? Their

i ndi gnation made the front page of one of the nountain
community papers, with the headline: MN STERS FLAY
SPLICIN DRAMA OF PLAYMAKERS—G rls Shoul d Not Be Trai ned
That Way, They Conpl ai n—thiversity Gets Protest. Koch
responded with equal religious fervor, “W recall in this
connection the case of Mary Magdal ene and Jesus’ rebuke to
his disciples: ‘Wy trouble ye the woman? For she has

wr ought a good work’” (289).

Sairey-Sam s conversation with Pink, the town | oafer,
hi ghl i ghts the continual problem facing poor white southern
femal e characters drawn by students at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill: Their book smarts are
deplored by others in their communities, and the use of
their sexuality, imagined or real, doonms their hopes for a

better future. Coffin’ s play sinultaneously challenges and
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reinforces gender restrictions. Dicey does not apol ogize or
express shame for having an illegitimate child, nor does
she accept her brother’s insistence on marrying the child s
father, although this marriage would provide her with
econom c stability.

A Shotgun Splicin’s treatment of gender is nore
conpl ex, however, than a rejection of the status quo.
Wil e Dicey s independence from and denunci ati on of
patriarchal rul e-maki ng shows a radical departure fromthe
behavi or expected in nmountain communities of the 1920s, as
evi denced by the indignation of the Mnisterial
Association, Dicey ultimately reinforces the conservative
gender roles of her coomunity, and appeases her brother, by
marryi ng Fate. Her education falls by the wayside, and is
never di scussed, except by Sairey-Sam Despite Dicey’s
intelligence and success with “book larnin’,” her sexuality
literally “fixes” her in the nbst conservative version of
wife and nother. It is inportant to acknow edge Coffin’s
presence as playwight and actor here; the headline “Grls
Shoul d Not Be Trained That Way” refers directly to her work
as a nenber of the Playnakers. Dicey’'s rejection of her

community and brother’s rules, enphasized by her brother’s
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status as a preacher, was enbodi ed by Coffin’ s performnce
in front of her hone community. Despite the play’'s
traditional ending, Coffin’s work represents a challenge to
t he dom nant ideol ogy of 1920s rural North Carolina. Koch's
refusal to apologize for Coffin’s script and perfornmance
i ndi cates the inportance of wonen as active nenbers of the
Carol i na Pl aymakers.

This chapter focuses on the work of the Carolina
Pl aymakers and their relationship to i mages of southern
cul ture, wonmen and education, and the devel opnent of folk
drama, all of which is critical to understanding the
i nfluence of their productions in rural conmunities. MWy
interest is in the treatnment of poor white fermal e tenant
farm characters on the Playmakers’ stage through Harold
WIllianmson's Peggy, a Tragedy of a Tenant Farner (1922),
and Erma and Paul Geen’s Fixin's, a Tragedy of the Tenant
Farm Wman (1924). 1 discuss Peggy in relation to wonen and
hi gher education in the South, specifically at UNC Chapel
Hll, and connect Fixin's to responses to folk drama
nmovenent . Al though both of these plays are fol k dranas,
Fixin's toured with the Playmakers for ten years —from

1924- 1934 —and audi ence response is well docunent ed.
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Therefore, looking at that play in ternms of the fol k drama
novenent enables nme to see the influence a folk play may
have had over an extended period of tine and docunents its
i nfl uence beyond that of a literary object.

The Pl aymakers presented critically accl ai med
productions that offered audi ences views of the rural South
that both reinforced and chal |l enged popul ar culture
i magery, and their ability to inspire both students and
audi ences to value their honetowns as rich cul tural
| andscapes nmade their work influential in that region. Many
of the original plays produced by the Pl aynmakers featured
poor white characters, which were shown as sonetines nobl e,
sonetimes ridicul ous, depending on whether the play was a
tragedy or conedy, but all were supposedly witten from
what and whom students knew. Connections between education
and southern culture are critical to the analysis of these
pl ays because the creation of the Carolina Playmakers grew
out of anxieties around these issues. Mreover, the
Pl aymakers’ purpose throughout the conpany’s exi stence was
to inprove the culture, education, and reputation of rural

North Caroli na.
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Al ong with changi ng i deas about region, race, and
ethnicity, wonen’s rights were shifting dramatically in
America in the 1920s. Wnen had obtained the right to vote
in 1920, and in 1923 the first Equal Ri ghts Amendnent was
i ntroduced to Congress. Over half of the plays perfornmed by
the Playnakers on tour and published in Carolina Fol k Pl ays
were witten by femal e students at Chapel Hill, and the
call for wonen’s rights can be found in many of their
plays. In addition to bringing the “local color” of rural
North Carolina to the stage, these plays challenge ideas
about cl ass, gender, and regional prejudices.

The environnment of Peggy and Fixin’'s creation and
production connects these plays to fem nist issues in
hi gher education in the 1920s. | use these plays to, as
Jill Dol an suggests, analyze not “sinply the superficial
structure of performance but also its effect on the culture
and the search for nodes of effective social change” (89).
By | ooking at Peggy and Fixin’s within the frame of higher
education, the changes in the devel opnent of fenale tenant
farm characters that take place through the productions of
The House of Connelly and Tobacco Road energe as shifts in

perceptions of gender, class, and region.
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The femal e Playmakers typically did not wite plays
about tenant farners, focusing instead on issues |ike
wi tchcraft, urban poverty, and, like Coffin, nountain
comunitiesl4 The two tenant farmdramas witten and
produced by the Playmakers —Peggy and Fixin’s —feature
femal e protagoni sts struggling with issues relevant to the
wonen’ s novenent, higher education for wonmen and econom ¢
equality, although neither one was solely authored by a
femal e student. Further, the ways that WIIlianson and the
Greens frane poor white womanhood suggest certain folk
culture beliefs about “authentic” representations. Because
of the Playnmakers’ role in the devel opnent of folk drama
t hese plays formthe foundation of tenant farmtheatre
texts, and the other two plays in this dissertation, The
House of Connelly and Tobacco Road, directly evol ved out of

t he Pl aymakers’ worKk.

14 Pl aymaker Lulu Vol mer wrote perhaps the nost well-known play about a
nmount ai n woman, Sun-Up (1923). Sun-up is the story of Ma Cagle, whose
fat her and husband have both been killed by revenue agent Zeb Turner
Her son, Rufus, has been drafted to fight in WN, and Cagle is told
that he has been killed in action. In her anger at the government,
Cagle shelters an arny deserter for over a year. Rufus returns
unexpectedly and tells his mother that the soldier she is protecting is
the son of Zeb Turner. Although Cagle insists that Rufus kill the

sol dier, he is unable to and releases him H s non-violent resolve is
tested further when his girlfriend is attacked by the | ocal sheriff.
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The Sout hern I mage and Educati on

At the start of the twentieth century, popular culture
i mges of the South showed a region that was “brutal and
backward, un-Anerican” (Kirby 1). Baltinore Sun editor H. L.
Menckenl5 in his 1917 essay, “The Sahara of the Bozarts,”
(a play on the term ‘beaux arts’) said of the South:
It is, indeed, amazing to contenplate so vast a
vacuity. One thinks of the interstellar spaces,
of the col ossal reaches of the now nythica
ether. . . .If the whole of the | ate Confederacy
were to be engulfed by a tidal wave tonorrow, the
effect upon the civilized mnority of nmen in the
world would be but little greater than that of a
flood on the Yang-tse-kiang. . . . There is not.
.a single opera house, or a single theatre
devoted to decent plays. (quoted in Sel den,
Frederick Henry Koch 10)
Sout hern schol ars and politicians quickly becane famliar

w th Mencken’s newspaper essay, and were enraged. In the

Instead of killing the sheriff, Rufus brings himback to the jail to
stand trial, after which Rufus is appointed the new sheriff.
15 Mencken was editor of The Baltinore Sun. \Wile Maryland is officially
a southern state, its location separates the city culturally fromthe
Deep South, and Mencken did not identify as a southerner.
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1920s, “Sahara of the Bozarts” becane an influential
docunent in decisions about where the South m ght be
headed. 16 Mencken’s attack on southern culture nade visible
on a national scale that region’s weaknesses by nocking
them This nockery in turn gal vani zed the South,

i nstigating change specifically in education.

Through the essay’s attack on and subsequent response
from sout hern educators and politicians, it worked as an
act of defacenent, a “conplicity between the critic and the
object” in which the defacenent “engages internally with
t he object defaced” (43). Mencken' s defacenent strengthened
interest in nodernization of the South because “By virtue
of such mnetic and nmetonym c engagenent, the energy
energi ng from defacenent is an energy flowi ng from an
active and activated object of critique” (43). The essay
was not viewed passively; many educators and policy makers
in the South either quoted Mencken whil e | obbying for
changes within their comunities, or used his essay as an

exanpl e of how m sled Northern thinkers were in regards to

16 Mencken, despite his disgust with the South, married Al abam an Sara
Haardt, head of the Al abama branch of the National Wnmen's Party, who
led the battle to have the Al abama Legislature ratify the 19th
Amendnent gi ving wonen the vote in 1920.
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Sout hern culture.” Progressivismin the South, with its
general focus on noving the region into the national
| andscape whil e retaining southern distinctiveness, was
strongly influenced by suggestions of cultural inferiority.
The state of North Carolina and the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill were central in shifting
national views of the South, with attention particularly
focused on the state’s educational and cul tural
devel opnents. At the beginning of the twentieth century,
North Carolina was predom nantly conprised of small towns,
and the majority of the popul ati on worked agri cul tural
j obs18, The state’s rural status had a significant inpact on
t he econony. Unlike the Northeast, southern states in the
early 1900s | acked the industrial power that drew people to
towns and cities (McCandless 7). Data on the per capita
weal th of North Carolinians reflects the inpact of
i ndustrial versus agricultural enploynent: only $447
conpared to $1,711 in New York, $1,449 in Massachusetts,

and $1, 424 in Pennsyl vani a (Coon 66-67).

17See Ayers, Conkin, Daniel, Gantham Henderson, Kirby, Koch, Seldon.

18 The 1905 census reports showed that only 17.9 percent of the

popul ation lived in incorporated towns, and, aside from M ssissippi, it
was the only southern state that did not have any towns with

popul ati ons over 25,000. O the 347 towns in North Carolina, 281 had
popul ati ons of 1000 or fewer (Coon 23-24).

63



Wth nost of the state’s residents living in either
very small towns or rural areas, and with such limted per
capita wealth, North Carolina was an unlikely state to
achi eve regional and national prom nence in education and
the arts. Between 1905 and 1917, North Carolina struggled
to i nprove education throughout the state, but in 1918, at
the close of World War |, the governor and | egislature
increased their efforts. Governor Thomas W Bickett argued
patriotismand state loyalty, pushing the legislature to
require conpul sory school attendance and inplenment child
| abor laws. Bickett’'s Iine of reasoning, which successfully
notivated the |l egislature to adopt his educational reforns,
stated that “anple provision for the welfare of the
children” would be the “worthiest nenorial to the soldiers
who had nmade the suprene sacrifice in the war” (Henderson,
North Carolina 559).

North Carolina spent an enornous anount of energy and
funds between 1918 and 1929 on increasing and “normalizi ng”
its educational systemin relation to schools in the
nort heast. Consolidating schools and transporting students

changed the educational environment for rural students
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dramatically.1® The state nmeasured the worth of its schools
by the physical plant it occupied and the education and
training of its teachers. The quality of a school’s

physi cal plant was gauged by how cranped the cl assroom was,
its furniture and grounds, and the presence of educati onal
apparatuses and library facilities. Based on these
criteria, the average val ue of each school in 1903-1904 was
$170, which the state sought to inmprove in the follow ng

si xteen years (Coon 13). In 1920, the average school was
val ued at $3000, but by 1930, the average worth of a North
Carol i na school was $19, 000 (Henderson North Carolina,
561) .

Dr. Edwin Greenlaw, head of the Departnment of English
at UNC Chapel Hill from 1913 through 1925, resolved to work
agai nst negative imges of the South on the university
| evel . Greenl aw devel oped an agenda to encourage sout hern
witers to focus on their hone region, and to persuade
young col | ege students to express their feelings of hone

creatively. Geenlaw researched innovative, comunity-

19 I'n 1919-1920, there were over four thousand one-teacher schools, and
by the end of the 1920s only two thousand renai ned; the nunber of
consol i dated schools | eaped from 355 in 1921-1922 to 988 in 1929-1930,
and 567 of these had eight or nore teachers. Only 247 students were
transported to school in 1914, all by horse drawn vehicles, but by
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oriented coll ege professors who m ght be interested in
moving to a small, southern town, hoping to find a schol ar
and practitioner who could bring national attention to the
literary work of UNC Chapel Hill students (Sel den,
Frederick Henry Koch, 11).

Greenlaw s search led to Frederick Koch, then teaching
at the University of North Dakota, and making a nane for
hi msel f through the direction of the Dakota Pl aymakers. The
Dakota Pl aynakers were forned in 1906, the first year that
Koch taught at the university, and they toured the state
with original plays about North Dakota that were witten,
produced and perforned by students. Koch, trained by George
Pi erce Baker at Harvard, was exactly the kind of teacher
Greenl aw was | ooking for. He agreed to nove to Chapel Hil
in 1918. Hi storians identify Koch as the founder of the
fol k drama novenent in the United States, and his
connection to UNC Chapel Hill was influential in
establishing theatre education in American colleges and
universities, along with the work of Baker at Harvard and

Yal e, and Thomas Wod Stevens at the Carnegie Institute of

1929, a total of 181, 141 students were transported, primarily by notor
bus (Henderson North Carolina, 561).
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Technol ogy, where the first degree granting programin
theatre began in 1914 (Brockett 496).

According to his contenporaries, Koch was charisnmatic,
energetic, passionate, generous, and capabl e of convincing
anyone of an idea sinply by the power of his own belief. He
was not an adm nistrator, but an instigator, “He sang to
his work and about it, and his song made it dance with
life” (Selden, “Frederick Henry Koch” 5). Wen Koch died in
1941, the Carolina Playmakers essentially died with him
| asting only three nore years. Pioneering a People’s
Theatre: The Carolina Pl aybook, Menorial Edition (1944),
was published as a “cross section of the Iife and grow h of
The Carolina Playnakers,” and is a noving tribute to Koch’s
wor k20, Director Sanuel Selden and Historian Archibald
Hender son both conpare Koch to Johnny Appl eseed, sayi ng,

“He too carried with hima bag of magical seeds which he

20 Pj oneeri ng chronicles how the organi zati on brought theatre
to “hundreds of thousands” of audi ences through indoor and
out door productions, radio broadcasts, pageants, and
hi storical dramas, highlighting the Playmaker’s ability to
create a “ stinmulating influence of this
preoccupation with the drama and the theatre, which rapidly
pervaded North Carolina and the Southeastern area,
eventual |y spreadi ng throughout the entire country and into
Canada, and focused attention upon Chapel H Il as a
radi ating center of inspiration and as a beacon light to
t he younger generation” (Henderson V).
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planted in many fertile places” (1). Kai Hei berg-Jurgensen
argues that Koch, through university extension activities,
“built dramatic activity in North Carolina until the state
was called ‘the nost theatre-going in the Union” (54).
Theatre historian Arthur Hobson Quinn, in a 1940 speech at
Chapel Hill said of Koch, “The best way to epitom ze his
service is to try to i magi ne what the Anerican drama woul d
have been during the |last twenty-one years w thout hinf
(54). Not only had Koch inspired community-based theatre

t hroughout North Carolina, but several other states used
his work as a marker against which they created and

nmeasured the success of their own community theatres.

Peggy, the South, and Hi gher Education for Wnen

Koch ent husi astically pronmoted Harold WIIlianson's
Peggy (1922) as the first play about southern sharecroppers
in Arerican theatre. Comrenting on the subject matter, he
mar vel ed at how “the drab cabin” was transforned by the
theatre into “somethi ng new, sonmething interesting,
sonet hi ng wonderful .” Peggy took “a negl ected chapter of
the Southern scene” and turned it into an “exciting dram”
(CGarolina 1941, 19). The protagonist, Peggy, longs to | eave
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sharecropping and go to college, or at the very |least get a
clerical job in town. This idea is encouraged by Wsl ey
MacDonal d, the | andowner’s son, who is a coll ege student
visiting honme. In the introduction to the play WIIlianson
wites that “The action of the play is a true transcript of
the famly life of the characters in the play, as | have
known themin real life” (Carolina 1941, 19). D d
WIllianmson grow up on a farmthat enployed sharecroppers?
Did he nodel the character of Wsley after hinself, the
col | ege student visiting hone, or did he know soneone |ike
Wesl ey —a brother or friend perhaps? Because WIIlianson,
unl i ke Paul Green, did not becone a fanbus witer, little
is knowmn of his |ife before attending UNC Chapel Hill

Based on his statenment, “as | have known themin rea

life,” it is probable that WIlIlianson at |east knew at sone
point a woman |i ke Peggy, who dreans of leaving farmlife,
but exactly how famliar he was with the tenant farmfamly
that Peggy is based on is unclear. It is nore likely that
he drew the characters in the play from observation, but
clainms “authenticity” under the mantle of fol k drama.

At the beginning of the play, Peggy’ s nother Mag | ooks

for her daughter, as she has farmchores for her to finish.
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Mag is inforned by Jed, another sharecropper, that her
daught er has been tal king to Wsley. Jed and Peggy had once
been romantically |inked, but Peggy has turned cold towards
him Both Mag and Jed leap to the assunption that, if
Wesley is talking to Peggy it is because he wants to take
advant age of her sexually. Their primary concern is not so
much Peggy’ s safety and honor, but the famly’ s status with
t he el der McDonal d:

Jed: Yeah, an’ if you don’t watch out, Mag,

there’s a tale goin” to git out an’ ol’ man
McDonal d’ Il drive you off’n the pl ace.
Mag: You're right, Jed. Jest wait till ne an’ her

pa gits through with her. W' ll put a stop to it.

(23).
When Peggy returns she lies to her nother about where she
has been, but hints that she has been thinking about alife
away fromtenant farm ng. Mag, know ng that Peggy has been
tal king to Wesley, confronts her. Peggy admts that she and
Wesl ey spoke, but insists that they were only tal ki ng about
going to college, and that Wsl ey suggested that she woul d
do well in a university setting. Mag is appall ed by her

daughter’s interest in education:
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Peggy: | reckon it’d be nice to go to school.

Mag: Mebbe it is. If you d a-been rich schoolin’

m ght a-done you sonme good, but you ain’'t rich an

schoolin s only for themas is rich. (26)
Like Dicey in A Shotgun Splicin’, Peggy’ s possible success
in school marks her as “other” in her famly. Part of Mag's
opposition is practical —how could Peggy afford coll ege?
Al t hough Dicey was able to go to college, she was only able
to do so by bartering her sexuality, ultimately ruining her
chances of conpleting a college degree. Peggy’ s argunent
for a better life is conplicated by her nother’s
specul ati ons about Wesl ey, which, |ike A Shotgun Splicin’,
suggest that wealthy nen are only interested in exploiting
poor wonen sexual ly.

Mag insists that Peggy marry Jed, and continue life on

a tenant farm Peggy refuses, and her insistence on her
right to a different |life causes her father to have a fatal
heart attack. Hs death | eaves Mag and Peggy’'s little
brother with no neans of support. Wesley and his father
cone to the cabin to take care of the dead body, and to
di scuss Mag’'s options with her. Wile Jed, M. MDonal d,

and Mag take the body to the next room Peggy and Wesl ey
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di scuss her future. She tells himthat her nother and
father wanted her to marry Jed, and he is synpathetic to
her situation. She tells Wsley that she is going to get a
j ob uptown, but he discourages her. Hopeful that this event
m ght turn her life in a new direction, Peggy asks advice:
Peggy: Well, what can | do?
Wesley: | don’t know. . . . | guess youd
better marry Jed. (32)
Peggy is desperate to avoid |ife as a sharecropper, but her
options continue to dwi ndle. McDonald tells Mag that,
wi thout a man to work the |and, she will have to | eave the
cabin. Despite Mag's pleas, McDonald insists that it is a
busi ness decision. Peggy is then forced to marry Jed, so he
can provide for her famly. As the play ends, there is a
cl ear sense of horror and despair, as Peggy, craving the
worl d outside of farm ng, contenplates her future as a
shar ecr opper:
Jed: You ain’t a-goin to turn ne down, air you
Peggy?
Mag: You'll marry Jed, won’t you Pegg? You ain't
a-goin to see you ol’ ma go to the poorhouse, air

you, Pegg?
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Peggy: (after a nmonent of silence she raises her

head and speaks in broken sobs). | reckon

it’s the only way . . . for ne. (34)
That Peggy is trapped in the life of the tenant farmer is
half of this play’' s tragedy. The other half comes from
Mag' s hel pl essness. The nen in the play have conspired on
various levels to direct each woman’s life to their own
pur poses. Peggy’'s forced marriage reveals a “public secret”
—that poor wonen are not free to choose the direction of
their lives, an immobility that is “generally known but
cannot be spoken” (Taussig 50). The other characters
pretend that Peggy has the ultimte voice, yet they al
know t hat she has only one option.

Peggy’s initial refusal to marry Jed reveal s her nost
significant rebellion —it is not her wish to go to coll ege
that ultimately kills her father, it is her refusal to
accept the public secret. Peggy’'s desire to go to coll ege
is marked by the other characters as abnormal for those in
her class position, while marrying a man raised in the
tenant culture stands as the status quo. Wile the world of
the play reinforces this concept of Peggy’'s rights, its

fram ng through a university-based theatre conpany suggests
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that the public secret Peggy denies needs to be re-
eval uated. For audi ences, the question of education, and
specifically education for wonen, resonated with changes in
North Carolina, and throughout the Sout h.

The increased attention paid to education in the | ower
grades after World War | in North Carolina, which was
mat ched by a dramatic rise in college and university
attendance, corresponds wth the publication of Mencken's
act of defacenent in the essay “Sahara of the Bozarts.” The
state graduated 1,500 high school students in 1921, and by
1924 that nunber rose to 8,000. The University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill enrolled 1,200 students in 1920,
and saw a leap to 2,529 students enrolled in 1924
(Henderson The Canpus, 278). In this clinmate, a young
woman’s desire to attend college fit neatly within societal
expectations, particularly if education would shift her out
of an undesirable social stratum Because of North
Carolina s push to noderni ze the culture and prospects of
its citizens, Peggy’'s wish to get away fromthe tenant farm
and into the mddle class world of university life would

have been appl auded by audi ences, and her forced nmarriage
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and future as a sharecropper’s wife was particularly
tragic.

It would be irresponsible to suggest, however, that
hi gher education for wonmen was universally recogni zed as
desirable, or that many opportunities existed for those
wonen who attended coll ege; the experience of higher
education for wonen in the 1920s was not rife with
engi neering degrees and doctorates. Dr. Edward C arke’s
books, Sex in Education, or a Fair Chance For the Grls
(1873), and Building a Brain (1874) becane popular in the
| ate nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as scientific
argunents for wonen’s restricted access to higher
education. O arke argued that wonen who studi ed too nuch
woul d experience a redirection in their proper blood flow,
taking vital energy fromthe ovaries and sending it to
their brains, thus endangering their health and potentially
destroying their ability to reproduce (Gordon 18). At UNC
Chapel Hill, wonmen struggled well into the 1930s to gain
access to the school’ s degree prograns, and even then there
were restrictions to their presence on canpus.

The first wonen to attend UNC Chapel Hill in the 1890s

were only allowed to take classes informally, and were
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forced to sit behind screens in the classroons so “the boys
m ght keep their eyes and m nds on their work” (MCandl ess
89). Although wonen were admitted officially to graduate
courses in 1897 and at the junior and senior level in 1898,
their nanes and photos did not appear in the school annual
until 1907. After World War |, at about the tine the
Pl aymakers were established, female residents of Chapel
HIll were allowed to enter the university in their freshman
year. Although allowed to attend, wonmen were not encouraged
at Chapel Hill, and when the issue of a wonen’s dormtory
came up in 1923, student and | ocal response overwhel m ngly
opposed the idea. The president of the athletic association
sai d,
This is a man’s school and was founded as such.
Once co-education is permanently rooted here
there will be a substantial increase in the
nunber of male applicants denied entrance. Co-
educati on neans inadequate provisions for the
advant ages whi ch nmen should enjoy. (quoted in
McCandl ess 90)

The president of the Chapel H |l YMCA stated,
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If a co-ed dormtory is built, it will sinply
mean the beginning of a flow of co-eds and ot her
femal e species into the walls of our canpus that
wll never stop until we are all flapperized.
(quoted in MCandl ess 90)
To these nmen, wonen and hi gher education created a binary
terror which threatened to dissolve their conceptions of
educational prestige. In their social binary, education is
the right of (white) nen, and any disruption of that notion
woul d ensure “inadequate provisions for the advantages
whi ch nmen should enjoy.” Additionally, these critics feared
that wonen’s presence in the classroomwoul d change the
status of UNC Chapel Hill. If it is believed that nen are
superior intellectually to wonen, then both sexes cannot
succeed equally in the sane educational environnent; to do
so would indicate inferiority of the school, not the
equality of the sexes.
Despite these and simlar oppositions, the state
| egi sl ature approved the opening of a wonen’s dormtory in
1925. As the university enrollnment increased, nore wonen
attended, but after the Depression, the percentage of

females in the student body declined. This shift in
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enrol | mrent corresponded wth changes in public high school
curriculum Until 1930, wonen conprised the mpjority of
secondary school students and graduates (G aves xvii).
During and after the Depression, however, wonen were
encouraged to pursue vocational training ained at careers
as secretaries, nurses, housew ves, and nothers. This
change in wonen’ s educati on was connected to the

devel opment of the differentiated curriculumin high
school s during the 1910s and 1920s. Previously, high school
students chose fromeither a General or d assical
curriculum but the differentiated curriculumdirected
students into General, O assical, Scientific, Conmercial,
Art, Donmestic Art and Sci ence, or Manual Training (Davis
102). By the 1930s, not only were fewer wonen attending
hi gh school s, but those who did attend were frequently
directed into either the Commercial curriculum which
prepared them for office work, or Donestic Art and Sci ence,
whi ch prepared themto manage househol d and not heri ng
duties. Not surprisingly, fewer wonen were prepared to

attend col | ege.
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In 1935, the height of the Playmakers’ activities?i,
only 300 of the students at Chapel Hill were wonen,
al t hough the overall nunber of wonen attending college in
North Carolina was much higher, due to the consolidation of
Chapel Hill, the Wnen’s Col |l ege at G eensboro, and the
State Col |l ege at Ral ei gh (Henderson The Canpus, 289). The
student popul ations at state coll eges and universities cane
largely fromthe lower-mddle class in small towns and
farms, and the wonen who attended these school s nost
frequently pursued teaching degrees (MCandl ess 62).

Begi nning in 1932, undergraduate wonen in elenentary
education were barred from Chapel Hi Il and transferred to
Greensboro. At the sane tinme, an 1898 policy that forbade
any new adm ssion of wonen at the freshman and sophonore
| evel was renewed at Chapel H Il and Raleigh (North
Carol i na 598).

These deci sions, clained to be based on financi al
concerns, had a severe inpact on the intellectual
environment available to femal e students, and conveniently
reduced the binary terror that wonen provoked on the Chapel

Hi |l canpus. Gven that no wonen pursuing teaching

21 peggy toured throughout North Carolina in 1923, and Fixin’s toured
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certification were allowed to attend UNC Chapel H Il for
the last nine years that the Playmakers toured, produced,
and published, none of the wonmen involved were pursuing
t eachi ng degrees, although the majority of female coll ege
students in North Carolina were getting certified to teach.
This in and of itself disrupts the social binary clearly
pronoted by the transfer of education degrees to
G eensboro. Chapel H Il could not undo the terror that had
al ready been done by naking the university co-educational,
but novi ng teacher certification to G eensboro would
significantly reduce the nunber of wonen in attendance. The
femal e Pl aymakers reinforced the binary terror by not only
remai ning at Chapel Hill, but by increasing their
activities within the organi zati on.

Even with the enrollnment restrictions placed on wonen
in North Carolina, the nunber of wonmen featured by the
Pl aymakers surpassed the invol venent of male students. The
irony is that none of these wonen were able to achieve a

simlar |evel of success outside of North Carolina, while

from 1924-1934.
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mal e playwights |ike Paul G een and Thomas Wl f e22 achi eved
international renown. In the publications of Carolina Folk
Pl ays, ten fenmale playwights are represented, while only
seven mal e playwights are published in the vol unmes. But
even the presence of seven nmale witers is deceptive —the
Pl aynmakers typically had a femal e student help a male
student with “phrasing the speeches of the girl” (Koch
Carol i na 1924, xxi). The wonmen involved in the theatre
program at UNC Chapel Hi Il were not just used to fil
femal e roles or sew costunmes, they were vital to the
creation and production of the troupe’ s plays.

Begi nning in 1918, UNC Chapel Hill started, along with
t he Pl aynakers, the Bureau of Conmunity Dranma, an
educat i onal extension programfor schools and teachers. 23
Bernice Kelly Harris, one of the teachers that participated
in the programits first year, returned afterward to her
home of Seaboard, North Carolina to introduce playwiting

to her students. Harris also wote a series of folk plays

22 Thomas Wl fe, known primarily as a novelist, is possibly the nost
wel | - known nenber of the Playnmakers. After his graduation from UNC
Chapel H Il Wl fe did not pursue theatrical work.

23 Sarah Gertrude Knott worked as State Representative of the Bureau of
Conmunity Drama until she resigned to becone founder and director of
the National Folk Festival in Washington, D.C., saying “If one state,
North Carolina, can do it, why not the United States?” (Koch, Carolina
Xi X)
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based on the Seaboard community that were perfornmed by
community residents and published in 1940 as Fol k Pl ays of
Eastern Carolina (University of Chapel H Il Press). Geen’s
future wfe, Elizabeth Lay, taught courses in playwiting
and children’s drama in the sumrer program Lay’'s first

pl ay, Wien Wtches R de, was one of three one-acts produced
by the Playnmakers on their first tour through North
Carolina and published in their first volume of folk plays
in 1922.

The work of Lay and Harris, anmong nany ot her wonen,
has been virtually lost in the published histories of the
Pl aymakers, which focus on Koch, Geen, and director Sanuel
Sel don. Not ably, Lay worked as Koch’s assistant, organi zing
t he Pl aynmakers’ productions, tours, and publications. In
addition to teaching in the Bureau of Conmunity Dranma
program Lay al so published articles and reviews about
theatre in North Carolina in both regional and nati onal
journal s and newspapers. 24

Green’ s published correspondence provi des sonme
indication of Lay’s work with the Playmakers, in a letter

witten to her in 1920 while she was editing the conpany’s
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first volunme of plays. He conveys specific criticisnms of
Wl lianmson’s play, Peggy, which are based on the play’s
per cei ved i naccuraci es:
1. Cotton at 30 c. and |l abor $1.25 day? No. Qut
of proportion.
2. Shouldn’t Jed address May as “M ss May.”25 A
young farm hand who hopes to marry a girl like
Peggy woul d hardly address her nother flatly —
“May. "
3. Page 8. Peggy should say “go off ter school.”
She has been to school. Mdern tinmes, cotton
30 c.
7.26 P, 22. McDonald is entirely too hard. Not
possi bl e that he shoul d speak so carel essly of
Warren’ s body. Overdrawn here. (Avery 38)
Green’s edits center on the perception that WIllianmson's
know edge of tenant farm ng does not match his own. He
writes about Peggy fromthe perspective of a self-appointed

expert claimng:

24 Lay’s articles appeared nationally in Theatre Magazi ne and The
Christian Science Mnitor.
25 He is referring to Mag.
26 reen’s suggested edits 4-6 refer to tine |apses and di al ogue
“Plainly used to gain suspense.”
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All of these observations are nade from ny

vi ewpoi nt of the tenant people as I know themin

my County. And WIIlianmson’s hone (Carthage, N.C.)

isn’t many hundreds of mles frommne. Wy not

ease up on poor North Carolina |andlords just a

little bit? (Avery 38)
Ironically, Jim Cooper, the landlord in Geen’ s play
Fixin's, is just as callous as McDonal d. Maybe G een was
trying to inpress Lay with his know edge of drama, and
Wl lianson’s play provided an outlet for his intellectual
preeni ng. Green made simlar suggestions for revision to
Lay’'s play, Wwen Wtches R de. H s suggestions were ignored
in each play, perhaps because Lay, who had al ready
graduated from UNC Chapel Hill the year before, trusted her
own judgnent above Green’s, who was still an undergraduate.

Wt hout question, Lay’'s work with the Playmakers was

essential to the conpany’s success, as Koch’s only fault,
according to his eul ogi zers, was his | ack of organizati onal
abilities. She travel ed throughout the state as Field
Director for the Bureau of Community Drama hel ping with the
| ogi stics and organi zation of play productions, a job she

al so perfornmed for the New York Departnent of Rural Socia
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Organi zation after her marriage to Green in 1922.27 Lay was
responsi ble for nost of the witing in the book Pl ay
Production for Amateurs (1922), which was attributed to
Koch, Lay, John E. Lear, and Norman M Paull. She al so
wote the textbook A Study Course in Mbdern Dranma (1921). 28
The interest that fermal e students at UNC Chapel Hil
had in creating plays corresponds with the devel opnent of
wonen’s literature on other college canpuses throughout the
United States. College wonen’s fiction, published in
year books and literary magazi nes, provi des one of the few
resources, aside fromnenoirs and letters, for these
students’ own views on wonen’s hi gher education. Overall,
these witings reveal nelancholy over the “cultural and
soci al barriers that wonen faced on and of f canpus,” with
many of the short stories witten by female students in the
early twentieth century addressing scenarios of “boy neets
educated girl and conplications ensue” (Gordon 9). The
plays witten by the femal e nenbers of the Playmakers

reflect simlar issues. The wonen witing for the

27 After graduating with a bachelor’s degree in Philosophy from UNC
Chapel Hill, Geen got an MA. in Philosophy at Cornell in Ithaca, New
York. The Departnment of Rural Social Organization was affiliated with
Cornell (Avery 85).

28 Both books were published by the University of North Carolina at
Chapel H Il Press.
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Pl aymakers created a variety of female characters with
difficult problens: wonmen who possess supernatural powers
and are feared by entire communities; old spinsters
abandoned by friends and rel atives; young, norally upright
shop cl erks deceived by wealthy citizens; and nothers
abandoned by their husbands and left to support their
famlies in the mlls.

These scenes of hardship and m sery suggest an
uncertainty about wonen’ s acceptance in the larger culture.
Unlike the fiction published by other femal e coll ege
students, the Playmakers’ touring circuit and publications
enabl ed the ideas of these playwights to circulate
wi del y29. Nevert hel ess, none of these wonen becane well -
known witers30, The presence of the fenmale nmenbers of the
Pl aymakers, however, is as inportant to recognize as the

femal e characters onstage.

Fi xi n’s, The Playnmakers, and Fol k Drama

29The Pl aymakers toured throughout North Carolina, Tennessee, GCeorgia,
Massachusetts, M ssouri, Texas, Washington, D.C., and New York. Several
of the plays were published in collections like Carolina Fol k Plays
(1922, 1924, 1928, 1941), Carolina Fol k Conedies (1931), Anerican Fol k
Pl ays (1939), Fol k Plays of Eastern Carolina (1940), and Al abama Fol k
Pl ays (1943) (Henderson Pl aybook 103-104).

30Lulu Vol I mer, though fromNorth Carolina, did not work with the

Pl aymakers.
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Regardl ess of Koch's proclamation that his students
wite plays about their hones and the people they grew up
with, some of their work was based nore on observation than
experience. The Playnmakers’ folk culture dramatizations,
particularly the “negro drama” and “tenant-farm pl ays,”
were based on interpretations of and experiences with
“othered” cultures in the South, and were, in their tine,

i ntended as docunentary plays that would hel p equalize
raci al and cl ass divisions (Koch Carolina 1941, xv).
Through the Pl aymakers’ touring productions, Koch asserted
that they took “the plays back to the people—eften to the
very locality in which they originated” (Carolina 1924,
xxiv). Some of the declarations for equality that the

Pl aynmakers pronoted woul d not have been appl auded i n nmany
of the communities they visited if those assertions had
been voiced directly. In the frame of fictional characters
and fol k drama, however, the Playmakers’ social agendas
were sonmewhat veil ed.

Critical to the power of folk culture is its claimof
aut henticity, which for Koch was defined by his students
witing only of characters and plots with which they had

personal connections. Paul and Erma Greens’ famliarity
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with the difficulties of farmlife came fromtheir own
upbringing. Wiile not tenant farnmers, the G eens were not
wel |l -of f. Their father typically had three to four
sharecropping famlies to help with the farm but it was
al so essential for Paul and his younger brother Hugh to
work the land for the farmto survive. Erma and her three
sisters ran the house on their own after their nother died
in 1908. They attended a | ocal school, the Baptist Buies
Creek Acadeny, but going to college neant working a few
years and saving noney to put thensel ves through school
(Avery xv). These details are an inportant el ement of the
Greens’ witing; |like many of the Playmakers, farm ng was
one occupation they knew well, and this direct experience
was used to support the troupe’s clains of authenticity,
despite the fact that G een’s farm ng experience was al ways
in the position of |andlord.

Paul G een becane the nost well-known playwight to
enmerge from Koch’s classroom witing the Pulitzer prize-
W nning In Abraham s Bosom (1926), G oup Theatre
productions The House of Connelly (1931) and Johnny Johnson

(1936), and the |long-running historical pageant The Lost
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Col ony (1937).31 Green and his sister Erma’s play Fixin's
chronicles the struggles and frustrations of tenant farnmner
Lilly Robinson through her return to her rural home froma
trip to visit her cousin in the town of Dunn. Lilly and her
husband Ed have just sold their nost recent crop of cotton,
and she hopes that her part of the noney will be spent on
“fixin"s” for their home. Ed has heard runors from his
| andl ord Jim Cooper that Lilly went out with a strange man
while visiting her cousin, but he inmediately rejects the
gossi p. Jimpushes his point:

Lies or no lies, that’s not the question. It’s

this. Ed —Are you goin’ ter let her with her

honey- sugar ways keep you from being a man? (89)
Jimwants Ed to buy sonme land from him and knows that
Lilly’s cotton noney is the only purchasing power avail abl e
to the Robinsons. Jimuses the question of manliness —“Are
you goin’ ter let her with her honey-sugar ways keep you
frombeing a man?” —to push Ed toward his goal. Despite
Lilly's hard work on her plot of cotton, the noney is

legally Ed’s, since he is the mal e head of the househol d.

31 The Lost Colony, the story of the first settlers at Jamestown, is the
first outdoor historical drama to open in the United States. The play
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The runors of Lilly' s infidelity, while disturbing to Ed,
are not as powerful as the inplication that she is in
charge of their marriage; her suggested effect on his
manhood i nfluences himto buy the farm | and.

When Lilly arrives home that night, Ed confronts her
for her alleged betrayal, and she responds by attacking him
for working her hard on the farm

LILLY: ‘*Tain’t the first tine they ve tal ked
about nme, and —it may not be the last, if you

cain't treat nme any better than you have to-

ni ght .
ED: What . . . you . . . nean?
LILLY: | nean that | ain’t goin” to be stormed at

and driv ‘round |ike a dunb brute by a sl ave-
drivin husband —that’s what! (101)
Ed tries to defend hinself, but Lilly replies by
criticizing his disregard for her needs and happi ness,
claimng “You d ki/l any woman God ever made, with your
hard, stingy ways” (104 enphasis in original). Lilly does
not rush to defend her honor, using the possibility of her

infidelity to unnerve Ed while she focuses on his cruel ness

closed during Wrld War |1, but otherw se has run continuously since
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as a husband. Specifically, she accuses Ed of being mserly
with their noney, and nurdering their son Charlie, who died
of an unnaned illness. Wile Charlie was sick, Ed refused
to spare the noney needed for a doctor, fearing that he
woul d not have enough saved to buy |and. Living on and
wor ki ng his own |land was so inportant to Ed, that it never
occurred to himthat his son mght die if he did not give
up the noney. Lilly’s discussion of Charlie’ s death weakens
Ed, and he promi ses that he will be a better husband. Lilly
asks himto use her cotton noney to buy a bedroom suite she
saw in town, and Ed finally has to admt that her noney is
gone. Lilly | ashes back, saying:
Oh, yes, the sanme way you done time and tine
ag’'in —give nme a cotton patch, and then by hook
or crook get nme to believing you needed it
worse’'n | did. Wonen don’t need noney | ak nen, do
t hey? (114)
Lilly' s anger toward Ed is focused on his disregard for her
needs, enotional and financial, but she is also fed up with
hi s obsession with |Iand. She explains that her runored

| over is actually her cousin’s new husband, and Ed, happy

1937.
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that she has been faithful, and feeling guilty for using
her cotton noney, prepares to cancel the deal with Jim At
t hat noment, Ji m knocks on the door, curious about the
noi se com ng fromthe Robinson hone. He berates Ed for
letting Lilly “run over” him and attacks Lilly for denying
Ed his chance to own land. During Jims tirade, Lilly has
been quietly putting her coat and hat on and, when Jim has
finished, picks up her suitcase, telling Ed that she is
| eavi ng him

I’m. . . jest . . . goin . You all can fix up

about the noney to suit yourselves. | don’'t want

none of it. (116)
Lilly’s plans are not revealed; it is only clear that she
is wal king away fromtenant farmlife. The stage directions
suggest her departure is conposed and determ ned. She has
realized that her husband will never change, and decides to
pursue a better life independently. The play ends with Ed
and Ji m confused about what has happened, uncertain of how
Lilly could so calmMy escape their efforts to control her

Li ke Peggy, Fixin' s offers audi ences a heroine

burdened with the social, econom c, and cultural

restrictions of tenant farmlife. Two of the nost popul ar
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pl ays produced by the Playmakers, touring productions
reveal ed the problens of the characters onstage to audi ence
menber s throughout the Southeast, Texas, and cities in the
Nort heast. The conpany of twenty students traveled in a
white bus called “The Playnmakers’ Special,” followed by a
truck carrying the stage equipnent. In their first tour
they played in only seven of the larger North Carolina
towns, but as their reputation grew they perforned
t hroughout many of the states smaller towns as well, often
visiting up to twenty-six conmunities in one tour schedul e.
The Pl aynakers’ arrival was preceded by posters, which were
hung t hroughout the towns to advertise their perfornmances.
Rural comunities, many of which had never hosted
t heatre productions, were enthusiastic about the
Pl aymakers’ tours. Koch cites their arrival in Lincolnton,
North Carolina as an exanple of how rural towns heral ded
live theatre. As the Playnakers approached Lincol nton, they
were greeted by a “procession of autonobiles decorated with
Carolina flags and banners.” This procession, with car
horns honki ng, then guided the conpany down Main Street,
whose sidewal ks were filled with applauding citizens

(Carolina 1924 xxvii). During the Playmakers’ 1924 tour,
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the first to feature Fixin's, they perforned in the
nmountain town of Candler, which at the tinme had | ess than
twenty i nhabitants. The conpany’s reputation attracted over
seven hundred audi ence nenbers to that performance, all of
whom traversed undevel oped nountain roads in the rain to
reach the town (xxv).

It is inpossible to overstate the effect the
Pl aymakers had on the towns of North Carolina. Gven the
cultural isolation that many of these comunities
experienced, theatre of any kind woul d have been wel cone,
but the intensity of the experience was hei ghtened by the
pl ays’ subject matter. As WQO. Saunders, editor of the
Eli zabeth Gty I ndependent wote after a Pl aymakers
performance, “The hone fol ks took to the honme-nade drama as
to home- made sausage and corncakes on a frosty norning”
(quoted in Carolina 1924, xxv). The characters on stage
were not fancy out-of-towners; they were plain country
peopl e, just |ike their audiences.

As the Playnmakers toured outside of North Carolina,
reaction to the plays, while overwhel mngly positive, shows

clear differences in perception between northern, urban,
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and local rural southern critics. A 1929 article in New
York’ s Theatre Magazi ne st ates:
The rare characters and the honely qualities of
these plays linger in one’s nenory |long after
sone of the nore sophisticated plays of Broadway
have been forgotten. In fact, each tinme we
Wi tness a program of the CAROLI NA FOLK PLAYS, we
feel for the nonment that we, too, are just
‘folks’—along with those other fol ks on the other
side of the footlights, who transport us for a
brief but happy period back to their hill
country, with its rich traditions, |egends, and
fol kl ore. (Kehoe)
This reviewer sees the struggles of the rural South with a
nostal gia and sentinentality that suggests a total renove
fromthe experiences brought to |ight on the stage. The
“happy period” he refers to is absent fromthe nmajority of
pl ays produced by the Playmakers, and is certainly not
present in Peggy and Fixin’s. Becomng |ike one of the
“fol k” onstage, however, despite the conplexities of
aut henticity, often meant acknow edgi ng the inportance of

hi gher education for wonen, the right for women to control
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their own earnings, and the physically brutal life of the
rural poor.

In the South, on the other hand, audiences saw the
characters in Fixin's as reflections of the frustrations
around them During a tour of North Carolina, the
G eensboro Daily News reported, “Fixin s presented a scene
of such stark and terrible reality as to make at | east one
person in the audience want to rise up and say, ‘This thing
has got to be stopped ” (Koch Carolina 1941, xvi). The
physi cal and geographical isolation of rural life in the
Sout h, due partially to the agricultural occupations of
many sout herners, conbined with the |ack of adequate roads,
i ncreased the cultural isolation many southerners felt.

Part of Lilly' s crisis comes fromher need to connect with
a larger comunity than she can find on a tenant farm and
she is al so denoralized by her status on that farm as |ong
as she stays she will be unable to make even the small est
deci sions about the quality of her life. Fixin s suggestion
that a woman’ s desires are equal to those of her husband
further connects the play to issues circulating around

wonen’ s place in higher education.
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The activities of the Playnmakers’ femal e playwights,
and the significance of the scripts supporting wonen’s
rights (witten by both male and femal e students), are
rarely recogni zed. The circul ation of these ideas and
achi evenents extended well beyond the university setting,
out si de of urban audi ences, and into small towns throughout
the rural South. The famliarity of these plays’ subject
matter in the North Carolina towns they toured is suggested
by the editor of The Smthfield Herald, Johnston County’s

newspaper :

Fixin’s went straight to the hearts of those
present. Too many tines had that scene been
enacted before their eyes in real life. The
sinple story of the tenant farner’'s wife was too
true to nean actual enjoynent to the spectators.
The scene m ght just as well have been in
Johnston County as in Harnett. It was typical of
this, the cotton section of North Carolina. (in
Carolina 1924, xviii)

Unli ke the response in Theatre Magazine, this revi ewer sees

the bitter msery that rural poverty causes, and recogni zes

its effects on | ocal audiences. In Johnson County, there
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was no sense of nostal gia presented onstage; Fixin s was

“too true to nmean actual enjoynent.” This reaction suggests
that Koch’s edict for students to “wite about what they
know’ was successful, an indication that, although these

pl ays seem nel odramati ¢ now, they worked well as realismin
their cultural nonent. It is equally inportant to recognize
that, like Gertrude Wlson Coffin and her play A Shotgun
Splicin, Playmaker playwights often acted in their own

pl ays. G ven Koch’s enphasis on witing, it is probable
that these students al so perfornmed “what they know.”
Movenent, inflection, accent, and other details of
characterization undoubtedly were gl eaned from observati ons
of people in their hone communities, as well as in the
comunities they visited on tour.

Reactions to Fixin’s as a realistic portrayal of
marital strife were not isolated to rural audiences in the
Sout h. Tours outside of North Carolina s rural communities
i nspired equal |y passi onate responses. According to Koch,
an audi ence nenber in Atlanta approached himthe day after
a performance sayi ng:

| cone from New York, and |’ ve been seeing the

best shows in the theatre there for thirty years.
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But that little play last night got to nme so nuch
that, before | went to bed, I went to the Western
Uni on office and tel egraphed sone flowers to ny
wife in New York! (Koch Carolina 1941, xvi)
Here the play ceased to be a dramatic account of the
har dshi ps of sharecroppers, and becane a synbol of the
value of a wonman’s |life. Although this audi ence nenber’s
response may additionally be seen as an exanpl e of
Wi snant’s view of northern fascination with southern
culture, it also was used by Koch’s to support his belief
in fol k performance as “universal.”
The Pl aynakers’ productions offer the nost positive
use of the fermale tenant farner character in the
devel opment of folk drama that | study in this
di ssertation.32 The heroines in Peggy and Fixin' s are
honest, hard-worki ng wonren who have been crushed in their
attenpts to create a better life for thensel ves. Both wonen
defy mai nstream expectations of their gender and cl ass,
chal l enging the patriarchy and asserting their
i ndependence. Layered on top of that history is the

presence of the fenmale Playnakers who, despite restrictions
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on wonen at Chapel Hill, managed to assert their ideas
within that community nore fully than their male
counterparts. These details are significant to the |arger
cultural inportance of Peggy and Fixin's within the

devel opnent of the poor white southern female character in
folk drama, and offer a sharp contrast to the character’s
evolution as it noves out of the South and into the
politics of region and gender in the cultural center of New

Yor k.

32 Although The House of Connelly and Tobacco Road are not al ways
defined as fol k plays, they devel oped out of the fol k drana novenent.
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Paul Green and the Group Stage The House of
Connel | 'y

BIG SUE. [ wenching a broken rail out of the
fence and standing it up.] Ho-ho, now she watch
us snatch fiah wood.

BIG SI'S. You done said.

BIG SUE. Lak all of ‘emscrouging and a-gougi ng—
Po’ white trash

—Paul Green, The House of Connelly

The above exchange between Big Sue and Big Sis, fornmer
sl aves and current farm hands on the Connelly Pl antati on,
sets the tone for their relationship with Patsy, the only
white female farmhand in the play. Al though the wonen are
in simlar economc straits, their racial differences
hi nder any potential for common ground. The tension between
Big Sis, Big Sue, and the “white trash” Patsy represents a
significant departure in race, gender, and cl ass
representation on the Anmerican stage. Although plays |ike
Harriet Beecher Stowe’'s Uncle Tonis Cabin (1852), Dorothy
and DuBose Heyward’'s Porgy and Bess (1925), and Marc

Connel ly’s The Green Pastures (1929), address tensions
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bet ween whites and bl acks in the South, these plays focus
on either negative rel ationships between bl acks and m ddl e-
to upper-class whites, or between blacks and whites in
general . Additionally, these plays do not nanme poor whites
as separate fromother white people, and if white
characters do appear in these plays, they are in positions
of power.

Paul Green’s use of the term“white trash” in the play
The House of Connelly (1931) bears special significance;
the play was witten two years after the start of the G eat
Depressi on, when there were nore poor whites than at any
other tinme in American history. Wth formerly m ddl e-cl ass
famlies standing in soup lines and living in
“Hoovervilles,”33 class lines within white culture were
increasingly fluid, making the need for sone whites to
differentiate between thensel ves and white trash take on
certain urgency. In the South, fornerly weal thy | andowners
and their famlies were still trying to negotiate their

place in a post-Civil War and Reconstruction society. Wite

33 Named for President Herbert Hoover, Hoovervilles appeared at the
outskirts of every Anerican city by 1931 (Watkins 61). G oups of
shelters nade by the homel ess out of scraps of wood and cardboard, they
were an outward synbol of the Depression’s effect on the country’s
nor al e.

102



trash worked the same in 1933 as it did in the antebellum
Sout h, by nam ng those who were | ower than | ow

Green’s agenda in The House of Connelly was not to
shanme poor whites through derisive slang; instead he
enpl oys the termto question its usage. Patsy, the “white
trash” that Big Sue and Big Sis refer to, is one of the
har dest working tenants on the Connelly plantation and
while Green | eaves no racial group uncriticized, he does
show Pat sy as the nost socially progressive character in
the play. Although Geen follows the tradition of the
Carolina Pl aynmakers’ representations of noble poor white
wonen, G een uses The House of Connelly to argue that even
the nmost well-intentioned Southerners are unable to break
free fromthe region’ s history.

The House of Connelly is Green’s |anmentation on class
and race relations in the South. He does not pronote one
character’s agenda as successful or correct, instead
rejecting class and race positions across the board. By the
end of the play it is clear that the future of the South
relies on people of varying class and racial backgrounds
wor ki ng together; a future which is paralyzed by the

inability of all classes to let go of pre-Civil Wr
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southern culture. After a summary of The House of

Connel ly’s plot, this chapter anal yzes the sexualization of
both white and bl ack poor wonen in the play, discusses the
play’s first production with the G oup, and the | arger
inplications of this production’s treatnment of poor wonen,

specifically in regards to white trash stereotypes.

Sout hern Tensi ons, Gender, and Text

The House of Connelly chronicles |ife on a dil apidated
post-Civil War plantation, and the play’s tension springs
fromrel ationshi ps anong the white plantation famly, white
tenant farnmers, and black tenant farnmers, many of whom are
former slaves. The wonen in each of these groups are
critical to the play’s action: aristocratic, snobbish
spinster Connelly sisters, CGertrude and Evelyn, and their
not her Ms. Connelly; Big Sue and Big Sis, fornmer slave
wonen still working the plantation, mulatto daughters of
| ong dead grandfather Connelly; and Patsy, the white tenant
whose nmastery of both farm ng and business far exceeds that
of WIIl Connelly, the plantation’s owner. Al of these
wonen hate each other, and though they all suffer fromthe
pl antation’s financial decay, they view the others as
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threats to their security, pinning their dreans on the
hopel essly ineffective WII. As the play progresses, the
frustration the wonen feel fromtheir inability to contro
their owmn lives, as well as the plantation, nmanifests

t hrough increased aninosity towards each other. The power
of this aninosity is evident in the beginning of the play,
where cl ass and race hatred overshadows the wonen’s first
meet i ng.

After Big Sis and Big Sue identify Patsy, “the new
tenant gal,” as white trash, she enters. Patsy is the
daughter of the new head of farm ng on the plantation, whom
WI1l Connelly, the owner, has hired in the hopes that he
can inprove the crop output. It becones evident that Patsy
is also quite skilled at farm ng, and works al ongsi de her
father. She bristles at the black wonen, who nmake fun of
her, yet she gives in to their offer to tell her fortune.
As they predict that “Death gw ne take huh church-weddi ng
bound,” WII Connelly, who has been unsuccessfully hunting
doves, enters (14). The two wonen react as if they have
been caught doi ng sonething wong. The stage directions

r ead:
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In a lightning flash the cunning of their nature
has di sappeared, and to the casual observer they
are no other than two obsequi ous and i gnorant ol d
Negro wonen. (15)
Throughout the play, Big Sis and Big Sue submt to white
suprenm st treatnment fromthe Connellys, while taking out
their anger towards whites on Patsy. Simlarly, Patsy bites
her tongue when the Connelly sisters degrade her, and then
uses her whiteness as power against Big Sue and Big Sis.
Al t hough the battles of class and position may show simlar
responses by Patsy, Big Sue, and Big Sis, the stage
directions convey classic racism
WIll"s entrance in this first scene restores Patsy’s
confidence in her power over the two black wonen, and they
exit. WIIl and Patsy discuss hunting, and WI| excuses his
inability to shoot by saying that he is not really
interested in killing doves. A flock flies overhead and
Pat sy grabs his gun, fires tw ce, bringing down tw doves.
Pat sy’ s assertiveness and confidence in this scene counters
WIll’"s uncertainty. His inabilities in hunting echo his

difficulties in running the plantation, but Patsy provides
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himwith a female ally who may be | ess judgnental than nale
peers.

The Connelly sisters, two m ddl e-aged spi nsters,
contrast the energy and intensity of the poor wonen. Even
their character descriptions seem/| ethargic:

Geraldine is tall and somewhat prim wth pallid

ari stocratic features; Evelyn is a few years

younger and | ess austere. (23)
Geen’s |lack of enthusiasmfor these characters is
apparent, mrroring Geraldine and Evelyn's actions within
the play’s dialogue. Wile Big Sue, Big Sis, and Patsy
spend their days working in the fields, Geral dine and
Evelyn sit in their decrepit, disintegrating plantation
house wi shing for life as it was before the Cvil War.
Their conversations revolve around the glorious parties
they used to host, and their ancestors’ bravery on the
battle field. They and their aging nother continually push
WIl to restore Connelly House to its former glory, hoping
that he mght marry into a wealthier plantation famly.

In Act |, scene two, the Connellys sit down to an
el egant Christmas dinner, pulling out the famly’ s best

dishes in an attenpt to recreate sunptuous holiday dinners
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of the past. In the 1931 production, the Connellys’ dining
roomreflected the majesty of earlier generations, with
hi gh, columed walls, an el aborate fireplace, and enornous
dining table placed in the center of the room In this
setting, the Connellys are dwarfed by the tangible
structure representing their heritage. The tenant farnmers,
in their own Christmas tradition, cone caroling to the
pl antation house with wild costunes and pai nted faces. They
are marked here as separate fromthe Connellys, their
entrance described in the stage directions, “a group of
singers come up under the portico, snarling and snapping in
J oyous abandon at Uncle Bob |ike a gang of dogs” (41). Here
the tenant farmers are not only econom cally beneath the
Connel l'ys, but, nore than marked racially, they are marked
as a different species, like uncontrollable animals. Wile
the Connellys cel ebrate the holiday in an expansive dining
room the tenants crowd in the doorway, falling over each
other in festive abandon.

Pat sy, dressed |ike a gypsy, perforns a high-spirited,
seductive dance. WIIl and Uncle Bob, the two Connelly nen
present, cannot resist and join in the dance, although WII

IS nervous about dancing with Patsy in front of his nother
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and sisters. Geraldine and Evelyn tol erate the danci ng but
remove thensel ves physically to the outskirts of the

cel ebration. 3 This scene establishes Patsy’'s relationship
with the Connellys as a sexual object. The Connelly nen
enj oy watchi ng her dance and then dance with her, and by
being the main focus of the dance she becones the physical
obj ect of the celebration. The Connelly wonen established
their criteria for respectabl e behavior during dinner with
WIIl and Uncle Bob earlier in the scene, and by physically
removi ng thensel ves fromthe cel ebrati on they comment on
Patsy’s status on the plantation.

The el enment of difference established in this scene is
nore conpl ex than class or gender al one; the tension caused
by the tenant farnmers is related to i deas about whiteness
and the ways that whites should behave, specifically
through the attitudes of the Connelly wonen. Conparing the
Connel ly’s sense of holiday tradition with the tenant
farmers, there is no common ground; their cultural
di fferences disrupt any racial cohesion. Patsy’s dance al so
separates her fromthe Connelly wonen, further establishing

the variations anong white wonen on the plantation. This

34 Mrs. Connelly, not feeling well, has already gone to bed.
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hol i day scene marks whiteness as a racial characteristic
t hat does not elide class boundaries; while the tenant
farmers are allowed in the Connelly house, they are

tol erated, but not wel coned by the Connelly wonen.

The role of the plantation m stress and daughter is to
hel p maintain the public secret by appearing beautiful,
cultured, and denure, a reflection of the wealthy white
man’ s power over his donmestic world. Wen Essie, the black
cook, seduces WII, exchanging sex for the purchase of a
neckl ace she admres in a catal ogue, the Connelly wonen
retaliate by firing her fromher job. Instead of being
shaned by the affair, Essie teases the Connellys with her
neckl ace:

GERALDI NE: [ Sharply within] W don’t need you,
Essi e.

ESSIE: [ Gggling.] Reckon so. [ Turning back the
way she cane] Well, goodbye, you all.

MRS. CONNELLY: Goodbye, Essie.

ESSIE: [Playing with the ornanment around her
neck.] Reckon you ain’'t seen what | got from
Sear s- Roebuck?

IMRS. CONNELLY: [Calnly] Go al ong, Essie.
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UNCLE BOB: [ Thundering] Get out o' here you

hussy.
Essi e seens unaffected by the Connellys’ col dness, even
finding it hunorous. She has watched their behavior on the
plantation for too long to be surprised by their double
standards. She chooses instead to wield her body as a site
of power, using WIIl’s sexual weaknesses to her advantage.
She has already planned to | eave the plantation with her
boyfriend, a preacher who follows the revival circuit, and
t herefore has no need to keep her job.

Uncl e Bob, who reacts nost vehenently agai nst Essie’s
liaison with WIIl, has hinself pursued the black and white
tenant farmwonen relentlessly. Geen uses Uncle Bob’s
assunption that, as an upper class white man, he has a
right to enjoy the bodies of the poor wonen on the
pl antation, contrasting the Ad South with the devel opi ng
nodern South. The Connellys plan a party with the intention
of sparking a romance between WII and a wealthy belle
whose fam |y has been friends with the Connellys for
several generations. Uncle Bob tells Patsy that she is
invited, and in the mddle of the party he coerces her into

t he garden, then begins grabbing and fondling her:
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PATSY: [panting] Let nme a-| oose!
UNCLE BOB: So you cone a-wal king in the dark—
anh? Humhn-unhn—you' re soft as a kitten. [she
frees one hand and strikes himin the face.] This
is one of the old boys, honey! The Bull of the
woods! (59-60)
W11 bursts through the bushes, threatening Uncle Bob and
pulling himoff of Patsy. Uncle Bob reacts by | aughing at
W1, suggesting that he is not man enough to hurt him
much | ess “take” Patsy, believing that an upper class white
man woul d only be interested in “taking” a poor wonan,
white or black. WIIl’'s respect for Patsy' s ideas and his
desire to have a relationship with her is lost on his
uncl e.
Uncl e Bob again forces hinmself on Patsy in Act 11
when she enters the plantation house | ooking for WII.
Pat sy refuses to tell himwhat she needs to talk to WI I
about, and he pushes hinself on her:
UNCLE BOB: Cone on tell your Uncle Robert [ He
cones up to her and tries to put his arm around

her. ]
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PATSY: [ Stepping away fromhim] |’ ve got to see

hi m nysel f.

UNCLE BOB: [ Now bitterly and w t hout a shadow of

jocularity.] I can still raise that armto its

purpose. Truth remai ns extant—+he entel echy of

t he shell. Hah-hah. Eky ho ant hropos ten physin

apot et el esnenen.

PATSY: |If you'd put your arnms in the field with a

hoe there’d be a |l ot nore truth, whatever your

wor ds mnean.

UNCLE BOB: | was saying how perfect is man, how

like a god. Me the nmasterpiece of nature.35 (92)
Here Uncl e Bob shows his power over Patsy both physically
and culturally. He rem nds her that while she may resi st
hi s advances, |ike every other poor woman on the
pl antation, she ultimately has little say, as he warns of
his ability to abuse and overpower her, “l can still raise
that armto its purpose.” Mre threatening to Patsy’ s | ong
terminterests on the Connelly plantation is the cul tural
gap between her and the Connellys, which Uncle Bob nakes

evi dent through his use of Geek. It is not enough for him

35 The actual translation is “Man has a nature that is conplete.”
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to evoke his elite education through the dead | anguage; he
mani pul ates the Greek phrase to claimhinself as a
“masterpi ece of nature,” inplying Patsy’s inequality within
his cultural mlieu.

Pat sy, for her part, rejects Uncle Bob’s cl ains of
superiority. She is uninterested and uni npressed by his
| anguage skills, pointing to the inpracticality of their
use. No matter how many G eek phrases Uncle Bob knows, he
cannot use themto work the land and inprove the
plantation’s financial situation. To her, Uncle Bob’s
superiority is worthless, as her primary interest lies in
the quality of the work she can do on the farm While Uncle
Bob is unable to see the value of Patsy’s work, and the
need for changes on the plantation, WIIl is aware that the
Connellys will lose their land if they cannot |let go of the
famly s past and nove forward with the New Sout h

WIIl is invested in rejecting the Connellys’
aristocratic past in favor of a nore egalitarian farmng
system He and Patsy work together on re-energizing and re-
organi zing the farm and through their neeting they devel op
a romantic relationship. Inspired by Patsy’'s ideas for

i nproving Connelly Plantation, WIIl commts to | aboring
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side by side wwth his tenants. Meeting with all the farnms
wor kers, he prom ses new plows, |ivestock, and rations for
everyone who works the | and they are assigned, insisting
“We're going to be real farnmers. W got a lot of |and broke
but we’'re going to break a lot nore and break it deep”
(73). WIIl expects nore work fromhis field hands, but is
willing to provide nore in exchange for their |abor.
Despite the detailed plans WIIl has for the farm his

not her di sapproves. She wants himto marry a wealthy
debutante, whose fam |y noney woul d keep the plantation
going, but WIIl is determned to fix their problens through
his own work. Ms. Connelly is skeptical:

MRS. CONNELLY: Then, excuse nme, WIIl. The

pl antation and everything will keep on going to

pi eces. What will the end be? You know-poverty—

poverty—to the end.
Her fear, that the Connellys could | ose everything,
provokes her to attack Patsy’'s interest in helping WII
with farmng plans, saying “You don’t know a thing about
such wonen as she” (79). WII denies his nother’s clains,
but her attack weakens his resolve. He is unable to resist

falling back on the indul gences of his nmale ancestors and,
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just as the farmi s new organi zati onal system gets underway,
W1 stops working, disappearing for days at a tine,
visiting brothels and bars in town.

In Act Two, the dial ogue suggests that Patsy is
pregnant, and, although the characters never state this
outright, Patsy pushes WIIl to protect her reputation by
marryi ng her. Influenced by Ms. Connelly’ s attack on
Pat sy, WII accuses her of trapping him

PATSY: |’ m not begging you. I'mtrying to
reason with you. If you cared about the farm
you’ d under st and.
WLL: Yes, you |love the place and not ne.
PATSY: | don’t, but why shouldn’t 1? It’s a
si ght nmore honest. The | and never tricks
you. Do your part and she’ Il do hers. But
you —I| did ny part by you and what did you
do? Tried to nmake a —whore out of ne. (95)
WIIl refuses to talk to Patsy further, and she noves away
fromthe farm WIIl’s failure to follow through on his
commtrment to the plantation shows his inability to
understand the cultural changes in the South. On the one

hand he wants to nove toward a new vi sion of class, but on
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the other hand rejecting the O d South is alarmng to WII,
as it nmeans refusing the advantages of privilege once
avai l able to weal thy white | andowners.

WI 1l says he wants nothing to do with the aristocratic
Connel |y past, but has no alternate plan or ideas. He rants
agai nst the philandering of his father, uncles, and
grandfather, claimng that, if the Connellys were to host a
famly dinner that included all of their |ocal relations,
nore than half of the black field hands on the plantation
woul d be joining themat the table. WIl’'s tirade shocks
his sisters, who insist that he is lying, and beg their
not her to stop his accusations. Ceral dine and Evel yn's
reacti on shows how deeply they live in a plantation fantasy
worl d, wishing for a past that never existed. Their nother,
who has been ill for quite a while, is exhausted by the
argunment and finally admts that WIIl is right, and that
she has been aware of the Connelly nmen’s sexual abuse of
their black slaves and servants, but, as a worman, felt that
she coul d not speak agai nst their behavior.

The Connelly wonen hate their servants and field
hands, both black and white, blamng these wonen for the

sexual |y predatory behavi or of the Connelly nmen, unable to
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see how these nen created this culture. Despite Ms.
Connel Iy’ s adm ssion of the sexual exploitation of poor
wonen on the plantation, she ultimtely blanmes the wonen
The performance of the Connellys’ double standard through
theatrical representation reveals the public secret of
m scegenation in the South. Followi ng Mchael Taussig's
definition of the public secret, the famly’s mai nt enance
of privilege relies on the wonmen “knowi ng what not to know
(2), but that secret is defaced through performance. An
audi ence can sense the ghosts of the wonen forced into
subm ssion by the Connelly nmen over the decades, as the
frame of theatre works, as Rebecca Schnei der argues, to
“sunmon the ghosts, to bring themout of the shadows and
into the scene where they always al ready exist, to nake
t hem apparent as players” (23 enphasis in original).

These ghosts becone painfully visible as WII| focuses
on the death of Purvis, a field hand fathered by | ocal
j udge General Connelly.36 Purvis appeared in Ceneral
Connel ly’s courtroom where Uncle Bob | aunched a case
agai nst him after which he was sentenced to the gall ows by

his own father. Purvis's crinme is never disclosed, as WII

36 General Connelly is also WIIl’s father.
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centers on his experience of sitting in the courtroomas a
boy, watching his father, and know ng that General Connelly
had al so fathered Purvis. WII| asks his famly, “Wiy didn’t
he strip hinself and say ‘I amthe guilty one, judge ne’?”
(104).
By bringing Purvis’s ghost onto the stage, WIIl traps
his famly in their own lies and illusions. Uncle Bob,
unable to deny WII’s accusation, shoots hinself. He is
found by Duffy, a man that he had fathered with a servant.
Duffy is distraught, not because of Uncle Bob’'s death, but
because of the possible repercussions it mght hold for
hi m
M. Bob, | ain't to blane. Don't let de Ge't
Moster hold it ag’in me. Many times | prayed
sunp’ n bad happen to you ‘cause you hol p hang po’
Purvis. Now he done answer ne. | repents, |
repents. White folks, help ne, don't let it be
wit against nme in dat gre’'t Book! Mihcy, Mihcy!
Pappy! (106).

Agai n the ghost of Purvis is brought to the stage, al ong

with Duffy’s nother. Uncle Bob’s death reinforces the

awar eness of black mstresses in the Connelly famly
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hi story, where, follow ng Schneider, “they always already
exi st” but are now made “apparent as players.” These ghosts
crowd the stage, overwhel mi ng the Connelly wonen, who nust
face Uncl e Bob and General Connelly’s abuses. The power

t hese invisible bodies have over the Connellys marks their
presence as explicit, “a site of social nmarkings, physical
parts and gestural signatures of gender, race, class, age,
sexuality — all of which bear ghosts of historical meaning,
mar ki ngs del i neating social hierarchies of privilege and

di sprivilege” (Schneider 2). WIIl’'s sisters’ and nother’s
denial of the Connelly nen’s abuse of their servants, and
hi s subsequent explosion of that denial, |lays bare the |ack
of authority all wonen on the plantation hold over the
Connel ly nen. The Connelly wonen, who have lived their
lives feeling superior to poor black and white wonen, are
shown here as just as, if not nore, powerless as the wonen
t hey scorn.

Green’s view of plantation aristocracy rejects the
notion that upper class Southerners are equi pped to nove
the South forward culturally, and The House of Connelly
focuses on how illusions about their place in post-Gvil

War society ruin themculturally and financially. One of
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the key ways that Green marks the Connellys as culturally
mred in the past is through their inability to see Patsy
as anything nore than white trash. Wiile G een’ s agenda may
have included a re-evaluation of southern nostalgia, The
House of Connelly’s strongest assertion lies in the

strength of the working class as the South’s sal vati on.

St ereotypi ng Race and d ass

The House of Connelly is full of stereotypes of the
post Civil War/Reconstruction South. The cast of characters
i ncludes wealthy whites so attached to the old south that
they would rather let their lives, and hones, fall apart
t han accept change; superstitious forner slaves who al so
di strust change, and long for the stability of the old
sout h; and poor white wonmen who are treated as no nore than
sexual objects by wealthy whites. The play al so shows the
wor ki ng cl ass as hardworki ng and industrious; a wllingness
to reward the strengths of this class is suggested as the
only hope for the South’s future. At the sane tine,
traditional norality underscores the entire play, as the
Pat sy and Essie’s sexuality damages their reputations,
reinforcing Gertrude, Evelyn, and Ms. Connelly’ s disdain
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of poor wonen. In many ways, a binary terror regarding
whi teness and white power is at the root of Geen s play,
unraveling the male/femal e, white/trash, and white/black
binaries. It is unclear whether G een feels that panic or
IS exposing the panic of other whites.

The play’s production history reveals nmuch nore to
this script —its history is full of anxiety over the
future of theatre, politics, and the left-wing, wth race,
gender, and regionalism punctuating this tension
t hroughout. Unlike the plays witten and produced by the
Carolina Playmakers, whose ultinmate agenda in relation to
class, race, and gender is easily dissected, The House of
Connelly is full of contradictions. First, it is inpossible
to say whether its representation of wonen is good or bad,
in terms of both Geen’s original intentions and anal ysis
froma contenporary cultural viewpoint. While this may make
the play difficult to pin down, it al so suggests that
Green’s characters, regardl ess of whether or not they are
realistic, do reflect the social confusion of the post-
Civil War/ Reconstruction Sout h.

The scattered views of the South expressed through

each character mark The House of Connelly as a site of
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hi storical remenberings that disrupt notions of a master
narrative. Geen’s plot is nore about highlighting the
di sruptions of nmenory, the |ack of cohesiveness anong the
characters’ perceptions, than about telling a linear story
in which one event | eads to another. Despite the play’s
chronol ogi cal unfolding, it is caught in what Kathleen
Stewart ternms a “poetics of space-tine” in which history
becones “a series of focal points renenbered in inmges that
have been lifted out of once-told stories” (Space 106).
Stewart’s et hnographic analysis focuses on oral narrative
that “both back tal ks ‘Anerica and becones the site of its
intensification in performance” (4). Her retellings of
narratives fromthe nountains of West Virginia are not
intended to arrive at a “true” story about that region,
gl eaned fromthe conbi ned work of nmenory and docunentati on;
instead, Stewart traces the ways that “a local cultural
real emerges in a precise mnetic tracking of events and
grows dense with cultural tensions and desires” (4).
Simlarly, Geen wites about the South and its
history, but it is not inperative that any one character’s
view be “correct” for an audi ence or reader to understand

the sense of rural life that Geen intends. It is nore
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vital, in fact, to recognize that this version of southern
culture sees, like Stewart, that “there is nore to the
“history’ re-nenbered in the cultural poetics of ruins,

pl aces, arresting images, and just tal k than any naster
narrative can tell us” (106, enphasis in original). The
Connelly fam |y maintains their prestige by renmenbering the
pl antation before the Cvil War. Because the famly’s

“gol den age” cane before the current Connellys’ births,

t hese nenories are based on stories handed down from past
generations. Uncle Bob, Geraldine, and Evelyn are
especially drawn to reliving these nenories, even though
they know they are just stories, not necessarily truths.

Al t hough Green believes he is disrupting a nmaster

hi storical narrative, attenpting to show an alternate view
of the South, he never interrogates his own privilege, and
ultimately fails to mask the power relations that benefit
hi m and ot her mi ddl e-cl ass white sout herners.

Most of the play’ s action takes the formof ranblings
fromthe Connelly famly about the glory of the Antebell um
days, mutterings fromBig Sue and Big Sis about
superstitions and prophecies, pleadings from Patsy about

the way things could be if WIIl let go of his patrician
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heritage, lectures fromWII| to his famly about how

twi sted their perceptions of reality are. Mst conventi onal
plays in the realist genre are based in dial ogue and

nmonol ogue, and the root of the problens on the Connelly

pl antation comes fromtoo nmuch tal k, and actions which
ei t her never cone, or cone too |ate.

Patsy’s insistence on a farm ng systemthat treats al
tenants equally, regardless of race, signifies that,
despite her portrayal as a sex object, she is the one
character who understands the needs of the New South. As
both a woman and as white trash3’, Patsy operates as an
explicit body, with the social marking of her actions
revealing Geen’s cultural agenda to audi ences. Foll ow ng
Schnei der, Patsy carries “the weight of historical social
significances ascribed to bodily markings” (20) as she is
ghosted by the social and econom c tensions of Depression-
era audi ences, as well as cultural understandings of white
poverty in the 1930s.

Pat sy believes that wages shoul d be based on the work
a person does, not on that person’s racial, gendered, or

class identity. Her attitude about fair pay is in direct

37 Big Sue and Big Sis consistently refer to Patsy as white trash.
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opposition to that of southern white | andowners after the
Cvil War. Although white planters theoretically contested
the idea of white “wage slavery, ”38 they continued to enpl oy
poor whites at | ow wages. Wth poor whites and bl acks
wor ki ng side by side for simlar wages, a new culture
energed anong whites and blacks living in simlar materi al
conditions. Wile poor whites were plentiful during the
antebel lumera, they could always separate thensel ves from
bl acks t hrough the existence of slavery. Once poor whites
and bl acks worked simlar jobs for simlar wages, |ines of
di fference began to di sappear. Because of the historical

pl ace of blacks in the South, for many poor whites
parallels in material conditions did not correspond with
parallel racial status. Biracial simlarities reinforced
the prom se of Reconstruction, unsettling a belief anpbng
whites of all classes that their race nmade them superior to
bl acks (Jones 53). While the material conditions of poor
whites may have been simlar to that of poor blacks, and

t he assunption of racial superiority may have been

38 The notion of wage slavery was first directed at Northern

i ndustrialists enploying workers at such | ow wages that they could
neither inprove nor escape their econonmic or cultural position. After
the official end of slavery in the South, this termwas used to
descri be | abor conditions for both white and bl ack sharecroppers and
factory workers (Jones 53-57).
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chal l enged by this reality, the practice of hierarchica
raci al stereotyping did not end.

For the Connelly wonen, living at an econom c | evel
drastically below their pre-Cvil War status, the notion of
equal status based on race al one operates as a particularly
threatening binary terror. In addition, Patsy’'s explicit
body foregrounds their tenuous hold on power and privil ege.
For these wonen, binary terrorism“inpacts the body
directly as it occurs in the fraught space between subject
and object that denmarcates one body from anot her”
(Schnei der 18-19). Because Patsy, as a white woman, does
manual | abor al ongside nmen and fornmer slaves in the fields,
she chal l enges both the white/trash binary and the notion
of white southern wonen as delicate belles. At the sane
time, nmen find her captivating, which unravels the Connelly
wonen’ s perception of fem nine allure. Patsy’ s presence
suggests that, if some whites are living the sane lifestyle
as fornmer slaves, the Connellys cannot support their claim
to racial superiority. If racial superiority is no |onger
the primary distinction of cultural status, then class
superiority nust be used to separate them from both poor

whi tes and bl acks.
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This need to differentiate status anong whites points
to the conplexities of racial categorization, and the role
that class plays in these distinctions. | am not suggesting
t hat, because of these differences anong whites, the poor
whites and bl acks in The House of Connelly share
commonal ities of class, and therefore are simlar
comunities through their status as victinms of upper-class
white power. Both are at the nercy of the Connellys’
econonmi ¢ whins, but the potential for whites to unite based
solely on their skin color is always a factor in raci al
discrimnation. Wthin categories of whiteness, however, it
is inmportant to exam ne cl ass-based discrimnation because,
as John Hartigan argues, “attention to the differences
bet ween whites inportantly reframes a singular focus on
‘race’ within a critical understanding of its conflations
with class and | ocational distinctions” (279). Wthout this
anal ysis The House of Connelly would sinply be a | ove story
|l aced with financial stress and racial tension, mssing the
ways that the Connellys’ rejection of Patsy is connected to
pani c over white status.

Wil e the Connellys’ need to despise Patsy is

conpletely class-based, it is inportant to | ook at their
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cl ass antagonismin relation to raci smand gender. Notions
of race are too conplex to wholly isolate studies of
whi t eness without regards to other races and, as Hartigan
states, “this attention m ght obscure the connections
bet ween whites and the operations of power and privil ege
that structure this society” (279). Additionally, |ooking
at class and race w thout exam ning gender differences
within those categories ignores the ways that wonen’s
experiences of power and privilege may be connected to
their sexuality.

Al t hough the Connellys m ght hate poor whites and
bl acks equal ly, that hatred has underlying distinctions
that ultimately reject blackness above all else. Wthin
this disregard lies a particular rejection of black wonen.
Part of the Connelly wonen's nobility relies on uphol di ng
the public secret of the male Connellys’ attraction to
their black servants and field hands, as well as the nunber
of mulatto children they have fathered. Wiile the Connelly
wonen may be in denial, the black wonen on the plantation
are all too aware of this history, which fuels their

dislike of white wonen of all cl asses.
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The play’s first scene is a grimyview of how poor
whites and bl acks relate to each other, and is additionally
an indictment of poor wonen of both races. The stage
directions describe Big Sue and Big Sis:
Two ol d sybil-Iike Negro wonen cone in fromthe
right, one carrying a hoe and the other a tow
sack, and both chew ng tobacco in their toothless
jaws. They are huge creatures, sexual and
fertile, with round noist roving eyes and jow ed
faces snmooth and hairl ess as a baby’s. The nark
of ancient strength and procreation still remains
in their protuberant breasts and bul gi ng hips.
Under ol d coats their broad shoul ders and arns
are nuscled like nmen. (7)

This aninmal -1i ke description suggests that these wonen,

whi |l e sexual, are neither respectable nor noble. They are

the offspring of Grandfather Connelly’ s relationships with

his femal e sl aves, two of many fathered by him his

brot her, Uncle Bob, and his son, General Connelly. G een

saw Big Sue and Big Sis as synbols of the “degenerative

effects of slavery,” who are “vul gar, superstitious,

cynical, distrustful of the Connellys; but they are nore
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i ncapabl e of change than the Connel lys thensel ves” (Kenny
32). As the primary bl ack characters in the play, however,
they also they stand in for all wonen of their race.

Reveal ing the public secret of interracial sex in the
South was in some ways a radical nove on Green’s part.
Wil e rel ati onshi ps between white nmen and bl ack wonen had
been tolerated for many years, by the 1880s a new novenent
of men denied the existence of interracial sex in the
Sout h. These nmen, terned New Wiite Men, were sons of those
who thrived financially and culturally before and during
the Gvil War. They framed bl ack wonen as depraved
seducers, therefore creating an excuse for any white man
who may have fallen guilty of m scegenation (G| nore 68-
73). By the 1930s, the South’s | egacy of |ynching often
transferred this sexual force to black nen, whose hanging
was often defended as protecting white wonmen fromrape. In
The House of Connelly Green challenges the nyth of the New
VWiite Men, blamng white nen for the South’s history of
m scegenation. At the same tine he conflates black wonen
and sexuality, and particularly a perverse, secretive
sexuality rooted in racial and cl ass-based power. This

contradiction reveal s the pervasi veness of the nyth created
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by the New White Men in Southern culture, and suggests the
difficulty Green experienced trying to wite sinultaneously
for both white and bl ack characters.

Green’s use of Big Sue and Big Sis does much nore than
synbol i ze the “degenerative effects of slavery,” or
represent a general image of black wonmen. The extrene
physicality of these characters in the plantation
environment reflects the white characters’ stiffness and
obsession with hierarchy. Robert Cantwell refers to this
kind of use of black stereotype as

the agitation and confusion in which the
stereotype conpletes itself, spreading
metonym cally in the nobilized imgination, along
arteries of jealousy and fear toward lurid sexual
and ani mal fantasies and other apparitions, from
whi ch we can protect ourselves only by coupling
that vision to ourselves netaphorically and
| aughing at the clown that results: one who isn't
as intelligent or as educated or as articul ate as
‘we’ are, who isn't as affluent or anbitious, as
cultivated, as tastefully dressed, as dignified .

(178)
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Using Cantwell’s view of the black stereotype, Big Sue and
Big Sis can be seen as markers of white civility. Like the
myth of black sexuality created by the New White Men, the
physicality of Big Sue and Big Sis places themin
opposition to an assuned white femnine norality. As
witten by G een, these wonen can be wild and animalistic
because they are bl ack, suggesting that whites can only
behave in these ways when they are either nocking blacks or
rejecting whiteness. A simlar objectification occurs

wi thin categories of whiteness.

Patsy, the play’'s heroine, is described in Geen’s
stage directions as “a lithe full-figured girl of twenty or
nore, with cheeks pink in the cold and dark gipsy-1ike
eyes—eyes which at times have a bright hard | ook” (12).
Like Big Sue and Big Sis, her body is seen as supple and
sexual . While the two black wonen are seen as aninmalistic
and masculine, Patsy’'s femininity is countered by “dark
gi psy-like eyes” that “have a bright hard | ook.” Her eyes
visibly mark her as “other” than the white Connelly wonen,
t hrough both their color and the way she expresses herself
with them Additionally, describing Patsy's eyes as “gipsy-

i ke” indicates that, although she is white, she m ght
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bel ong in another racial category. It is unclear what G een
means by a “bright hard | ook,” but the description counters
t he decorum of shy debutante considered attractive in

sout hern | adi es.

The sexuality of the poor wonen in The House of
Connelly is treated by all characters as natural, a given
for wonen of their class. This notion corresponds with the
ways that gender, class, and sexuality were debated in
North Carolina while Green was growi ng up. Wiile the New
White Men bl anmed interracial sex on the seductions of black
wonen, poor white wonen and their pursuit of black nen
becanme the focus of argunments against interracial sex from
sonme nenbers of the black community. Al exander Manly,
editor of the Daily Record, the only black newspaper in
North Carolina, wote a scathing editorial in August of
1898 in response to a speech given the year before by white
suprenaci st Rebecca Latiner Felton. Felton had blanmed white
farmers for the poverty experienced by poor white wonen in
the rural South, accusing themof ignoring the rape of
white wonen by black nmen to the point that |ynching was the
only solution (Glnore 105). Manly’s editorial clainmed that

poor white men did not properly protect or control their
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wonen, therefore increasing the likelihood that poor white
wonen woul d either be raped (by both white and bl ack nen),
or that they would initiate sexual relationships with black
men. Manly al so argued that over half of the reported rapes
of white wonen by bl ack nmen were cases of consensual sex
whi ch only becane crimnal cases after the relationship was
di scovered (G | nore 106-107).

At issue here is not the accuracy of Manly’s
editorial, which | amsure contains sonme truth. Wat is
critical is the way that poor white wonen (and their
inattentive nen) are framed as the root of the interracial
sex problemin the South. The terror that Manly evokes
chal l enges the nost critical elenent of the white/black,
white/trash binaries in the Victorian South; to suggest
that white wonmen m ght actively pursue sexual relations
wi th any man was unheard of, but the idea that a white
woman could willingly consent to sex with a black man
transforned the suggestion into an obscenity, or binary
terror. The outrage over Manly's editorial is linked to,
foll owi ng Rebecca Schneider, an “overt manipul ati on of the
gender ed/ col ored/ cl assed body agai nst dom nant codes

delimting those bodies” which “raises the issue of the
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social regulation of the appropriate and the inappropriate”
(17). Manly’'s open use of the poor white femal e body
agai nst that of the black male body not only questions the
soci al regul ations that say black nen nust be |ynched, but
al so the unspoken codes which deny a white woman’s
attraction to those sane nen

Manly is careful not to nake his argunent agai nst
white wonen in general, but to draw lines specific to
class. Gven the risks of witing and publishing such an
editorial, Manly nust have felt that a focus on poor white
wonen m ght safely dispute Felton’s clains against black
men. What he did not prepare for was the alignnent of
whites across class lines in protection of “Christian
womanhood. ” | nmedi ate response to his editorial canme from
white newspapers, which reprinted parts of Manly’s argunent
al ongside editorials adnonishing his clains. Manly’'s life
was threatened a few nonths later in a race riot on
Novenber 10, 1898, after the white supremacy-oriented
Denocrats won the |l ocal elections. Manly escaped North
Carolina, but the offices of the Daily Record were
destroyed. Wiile these events and i deas occurred before

Green cane of age, they saturated attitudes about race,
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gender, and class in early twentieth century North
Carolina. Their influence can be seen in the ways that
Green, a liberal anti-segregation witer, used his plays to
fight racism he rejected clains of white supremacy, but
coul d not escape the ways that stereotypes of gender and

sexual ity perneated his environnment.

G een, the Goup, and Wite Liberal Politics

In the early 1930s, Paul Green’s plays were |aying the
foundati on for a permanent and secure position in the
Anerican theatre: he had already published two coll ections
of plays, which were being produced throughout the country;
he became the editor of The Reviewer3? in 1925; and in 1927
he won the Pulitzer Prize for his play, In Abrahanm s
Bosom 4% The nost theatrically successful nmenber of the
Carolina Playmakers, Green’s work is a direct exanple of
how t he i deas about poor southerners generated by that

group becane part of a national dialogue. A playwight and

IAliterary magazi ne that published only the work of southern witers.
It survived only four issues under Green’s editorship due to problens
wi th financial backing—the only backing G een could get required himto
nove to New York City, which he would not do (Avery xviii).
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phi | osophy professor at the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill, Geen was dedicated to the devel opnent of the
new Sout h. As an undergraduate he majored in phil osophy
(theatre was not an available major at the tine) while
working with the Playmakers, and after conpleting his
bachel ors degree Green did graduate work in philosophy and
continued to wite plays.

As a nmenber of the Playnmakers, G een becane known for
his treatnent of rural poverty in the South, particularly
t hrough his “negro”4! and tenant farm plays. Frederick Koch
identified G een as a | eading creator in the devel opnent of
“negro” drama, whose initial plays were not produced

because the tinme was not ripe, although North
Carolina was a | eader anong the Southern states in Negro
education and in friendly race relationships” (Carolina
Fol k-pl ays xv). In the years follow ng the publication of
Geen’s first “negro” plays, UNC Chapel Hill began

sponsoring inter-collegiate and inter-high school dramatic

t our naments anong African-Anmerican schools in North

40 produced by the Provincetown Players, at the Provincetown Playhouse,
1926.

41 Negro drama is vaguely defined by Koch as plays witten about the
everyday |ives of blacks. Overwhelmngly witten by white |iberals,
negro drama ained to theatricalize argunents for social progress.
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Carolina. This is not to say that segregated dramatic
tournanents are signs that Jim Crow sentinents did not
exist in North Carolina, or at UNC Chapel HIl. Koch and
others involved with the Pl aynmakers contended, however,
that this was nore than any other southern state was
attenpting in hopes of inproving race rel ations.

Green’s upbringing on a farm and his subsequent work
inthe fields, made himfeel particularly able to wite
pl ays about rural African-Anericans. As he sawit, “No
doubt, through the | ong sumrer days of working with Negro
field hands, living in and out of their cabins as it were,
wrastling, playing, fighting wwth them | devel oped sone
fellow feeling for people who have to bear the brunt of
things” (quoted in Gassner, x). Vincent Kenny, one of
Green’ s col |l eagues at UNC Chapel Hill, wites of Geen’s
work on plays for African-Anmerican actors and theatres that

he had “no assumed pose of a do-gooder,” but was nerely
responding to Koch’s instruction to “wite about what he
knew’ (39).

Green’s skill at accurately witing black characters

was recogni zed by witers Richard Wight and Zora Neal e

Hur st on, both of whom worked with Green on plays. Hurston
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and Green col |l aborated on, but never conpleted, the play

“John de Conqueror.” G een and Wight worked together on
the dramati zation of Wight’'s novel Native Son. Wi ght
wote to Green, “It may surprise you to know that | had to
resign ny job as publicity director of the Federal Negro
Theatre in Chicago a few years ago because | fought for a
production of your ‘Hymn to the Rising Sun.’ Indeed, | had
to fight both Negroes and whites to get themto see that
the play was authentic.”42 A nenber of the Harlem
Renai ssance, Wight believed in the power of folk
characters to create authentic imges of black culture.
Green’s plays, alnobst wthout exception, focus entirely on
ei t her poor southern whites or poor southern blacks. For
the nost part the two races do not interact in these plays,
and upper-class whites are practically non-existent.

The House of Connelly stands apart fromthis pattern.
G een m xes white and bl ack characters, and infuses the
play with tensions between weal thy whites and poor

characters of both races. H's view of the future of race

and class relations in the South in this play reveals a

42 Richard Wight to Paul Green, May 22, 1940. Hynm to the Rising Sun
(1936) is one of the plays witten by Green about the lives of blacks
in the South.
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mal ai se, as he exposes the strengths and weaknesses of each
character, all of whom (with the exception of Patsy) seem
caught up in upholding the established social binaries of

t he antebel |l um South. Al though the first production of The
House of Connelly threw Geen into national dialogue with
sone of the nost well-known theatrical revolutionaries of
the 1930s and 1940s, his nanme and this play have faded, and
are entirely absent from nost histories of Anmerican

t heatre.

The Theatre Quild in New York bought the rights to The
House of Connelly in 1928, but never produced the play.
Sone of the younger nenbers of the Guild were starting to
tal k of doing work separate from but under the auspices
of, the Guild, and G een's play seened to fit their needs,
as it was by an Anerican author and dealt with serious
social content. In 1931, The House of Connelly was the
first production nounted by the G oup Theatre. Co-directed
by Lee Strasberg and Cheryl Crawford, the rights to the
pl ay, along with $1000 and postponed contract obligations
for Franchot Tone and Morris Carnovsky were donated to the

Group by the Theatre Cuild.
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The G oup began their work by traveling for the sunmer
of 1931 to a farmhouse in Brookfield, Connecticut,
centering their attention on Geen’s play and Strasberg' s
devel opnent of the acting Method. 4 The G oup was
i dealistic, young, 4 and they bonded through the belief that
theatre was too caught up in the star systeny uninterested
in the issues of real |ife; obsessed with crass hit or flop
commercialism and that the art of acting was too
artificial and fabricated. The forty theatre artists who
ventured to Connecticut to experinent with play devel opnent
at the height of the Depression did so with a passion for
art over noney—the only pay provided that sumrer was room
and board. This financial sacrifice paid off artistically;
by the end of The House of Connelly’s first run on
Broadway, the Group was hailed as a success, and the
production, received enthusiastically by audi ences and
critics, was acknow edged as a new step in the devel opnent

of Anmerican theatre.4 Brooks Atkinson wote, “Between M.

43 The Method, briefly defined, is based on the work of Russian actor
and director Constantin Stanislavsky, and teaches that actors can
reveal subtleties hidden in the text by believing the inaginary world
of the play and connecting with the enotional life of their character
based on personal experience and observation of real life.

44 The average age of Group nembers was twenty-seven.

45 The Group cast: WII Connelly (Franchot Tone), Patsy (Margaret
Barker), Big Sue (Rose McC endon), Big Sis (Fanny de Knight), Uncle Bob
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Green’s prose poemand the G oup Theatre’s perfornance it
is not too nmuch to hope that sonething fine and true has
been started in the Arerican theatre” (qtd. In WIlIlians
59). Paul Green was heral ded as a playwight second only to
Eugene O Neill (Kenny 27). The House of Connelly toured in
1932, performng in Boston, Washington D.C., and
Phi | adel phia, and was revived by the Federal Theatre
Project in 1937.

In Harold Clurman’s The Fervent Years (1945), he
descri bes The House of Connelly as a “basic struggle
bet ween any old and new order,” with connections to Anton
Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard. Al though O urman makes the
connecti on between G een and Chekhov's work, he believes
that such study of the play would be “academi c, enpty, and
usel ess” (40). durman suggests that, although the G oup
actors were interested in the social inplications of the
script, ultimately their interest in the text gave way to
the actors’ far greater absorption in it as a vehicle for

the strengthening of their craft” (40). This attention to

(Morris Carnovsky), Ceraldine Connelly (Stella Adler), Evelyn Connelly
(Euni ce Stoddard), Ms. Connelly (Mary Morris), Essie (Ruth Nelson),
Vi rgi ni a Buchanan (Dorothy Patton). Additional cast menbers of note:
Phoebe Brand, Cifford Odetts, Friendly Ford, Art Smith, Herbert
Ratner, Paula MIler, Lewis Leverett, Virginia Farnmer, Walter Coy,

Wl liam Challee, J. Edward Bronberg.
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acting over text was al so evident anong the G oup’s three
directors. Clurman reports that, although Crawford s

t heatrical background was the best match for the direction
of the play, Curman and Strasberg felt the devel opnent of
the conpany’s acting technique was nore inportant;
Strasberg was designated the play’'s director (41).

The version of the script perforned by the G oup was
publ i shed in 1931, and ends on a happy note. WII| and Patsy
marry, infuriating the Connelly sisters who run off to live
with relatives. WIIl is sad that his sisters are gone, but
sees that the only future lies in wirking the land with
Pat sy. Patsy has convinced WII| that the tenant farners
shoul d be treated nore as equal s working together with him
to inprove the plantation. Big Sue and Big Sis resist the
marriage, but are chastised by WIIl, who inforns themthat
Patsy is the m stress of the house now, reinforcing the
soci al binary of white/black. WIIl and Patsy enbrace,
hopeful for a future where class biases are thrown away,
and nmen and wonen work side by side toward a conmon goal
WIIl has let go of his famly' s history and expectations
saying, “let the past die. It’s our |ife now —our house!”

(119). The suggestion here is that bitter class divisions
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can be reconciled, and that the answer to economc crisis
lies in people of all backgrounds working together equally.
This ending al so highlights the class nobility available to
whites that other races could not access in the 1930s.
Despite Patsy’ s upbringing as a tenant farner, |ove and
determ nati on have made her the m stress of a large
plantation in a relatively short period of tine.

In addition to general econom c issues, this ending
al so suggests the possibility that the lives of tenants and
sharecroppers could i nprove. Poor famlies farm ng on a
portion of someone else’s |land were forced to use every
abl e- bodi ed nenber of the famly, nmale and fermale. As a
result, household industry (sewi ng, canning, etc.) that
woul d keep these famlies from needi ng store-bought itens
was al nost non-existent. Additionally, annual contracts
prohi bited these famlies from keepi ng personal vegetable
gardens or livestock, further ensuring their abject poverty
(Jones 68). Al though a New York audi ence mght mss the
regi onal nmeani ng of Patsy’s plans for the plantation,
Green’s youth on a southern farm woul d have made him
particularly aware of these problens. Regardl ess of the

subtle details of this ending s nessage, the general point,
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that classes nust work together, is unm stakabl e.
Nonet hel ess, this suggested cooperation is limted to the
white characters, as Big Sue and Big Sis continue to be

trapped as servants to a white m stress.

The 1963 published version of The House of Connelly in
the vol une Paul Geen: Five Plays of the South, edited by
John Gassner, adds a twist to the play’s ending. In this
version, WIIl and Patsy still marry, and the Connelly
sisters still run off to live with relatives. WIIl follows
after his sisters, however, hoping to convince themto
return. While he is gone, Big Sue and Big Sis kill Patsy,
strangling her with a burlap sack. This nmurder is staged in
front of the audience, enphasizing the chilling effect of
its violence. In this ending, there is no hope of class
reconciliation, or of nmen and wonen standi ng side by side,
equal ly working for the good of the farm Al though Bi g Sue
and Big Sis still oppose change, they are not passive
spectators. Their killing of Patsy, while brutal,
el imnates the nessage of white power and privilege that
supersedes cl ass divisions. Patsy’s nurder, however,
supports the notion of African Anericans as brutal savages,

as suggested by Green’s character description of Big Sue
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and Big Sis. Additionally, this ending can be read as a
di dactic nmonment illustrating the need for white control

over the unruly black servants.

In Gassner’s preface to The House of Connelly there is
no nention of the happy ending published in 1931. d urnman
and Crawford do discuss the two endings in their nenoirs
t hough. The tragic ending to the play was the original one
Green had witten, even though it was published years
later. It was not Green who initiated a different finale
t hough, but nenbers of the Group. Clurman states that the
G oup found the nmurder of Patsy:

hi storically and humanely untrue, and in
conflict with what we felt to be the thene of the
pl ay. The vacillating hero, a scion of the old
South, had to be given his chance to redeem his
land and his life with the aid of the tenant
girl, who loved him The resistance of the black
servants was sonething that had to be overcone
through Patsy’s firmmess. . . (48)
Thi s statenent suggests an argunent for white supremacy and
the infantilization of African Anericans, although C urnman

never directly addresses the issue of race in his nmenvoir.
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According to Curman, The Goup’s belief in the
“perfectibility of man,” nade them unconfortable with the
play’s brutal ending, and they desired a nore hopeful
finale to their first production (48). This also reveals
more of Clurman’s racial and class politics, as it suggests
that Patsy’s whiteness nakes it possible for her to becone
an aristocrat. Clurman states that the change to a happy
endi ng was notivated by The G oup’s interest in focusing on
WIll’'s ability to overcone strife, and that this argunent
eventual ly roused Green to agree whol eheartedly that a
positive end was essenti al .

Crawford tells a different story in her nenvoir,
insisting that what frustrated the Group had less to do
with the strength of the individual man, WIIl, and nore to
do with the future of the South. Crawford was responsible
for asking the Guild to allow the Goup to produce the
pl ay, and was provided with two drafts of the play—ene over
two hundred pages and the other under one hundred. Her job
was to try and nesh both versions into a workable script.
Crawford ternms it a “very Anerican play about the post-
Cvil War adjustnents facing plantation owners, their freed

sl aves and the ‘white trash’” (53). Unlike Cdurman, she
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sees the struggles of the black and poor white characters
as equal to the Connellys in inportance. Crawford al so
under stands the inportance of the script’s regional focus.
VWhere Clurman views the key figure in The House of Connelly
as WIIl, the “vacillating hero,” Crawford identifies Patsy
as a synbol of the new South. In her interpretation
nmurdering Patsy is akin to damming the hopes of the entire
region (55). Crawford reports that, by arguing the

i nportance of giving hope to the South’s future, G een was
convinced, reluctantly, to wite the new ending. It is
possi ble that Crawford, determined to get a happier ending
out of Geen, played on his allegiance to the South, as
opposed to having any vested interest in the region
hersel f .

Clurman and Crawford's stories about the Goup’s first
summer, aside fromdifferent ideas about The House of
Connel l y’s changed ending, are strikingly simlar on one
particular issue: in all of their discussion of the living
environment on the Connecticut farm there is no nention of
the African American actors and their social interactions
with the white nenbers of the G oup. Rose McC endon and

Ceorgette Harvey, who played Big Sue and Big Sis, did not
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rehearse with the Stanislavsky nethod that Lee Strasberg
interpreted for the other actors as, according to Crawford,
“they woul d have turned white” (54). Crawford does not
speci fy what she neans here other than that MC endon and
Harvey were “experienced professionals,” perhaps suggesting
that they woul d not have been open to the way Strasberg
worked with actors. Instead, Crawford directed McCl endon
and Harvey’'s scenes. Perhaps an el enent of raci sm kept

t hese actresses segregated fromthe other cast nenbers, or
Strasberg specifically had difficulty working with them It
is al so possible that both issues played a part in the

deci sion, and Crawford was chosen to work with them based
on her history with one of the actresses. M endon had
worked with Crawford in Porgy and Bess, and had al so
performed on Broadway in G een's In Abrahami's Bosom
According to Curman, Crawford al nost quit the production
because she felt underused; she was “nore of an appendage
to the production than Strasberg’ s coll eague” (51). d urman
convinced her to stay on, but it is unclear if she stayed
because she was viewed as Strasberg’ s equal, or because no
one el se had a working relationship with MO endon and

Harvey. Despite Crawford's relationship with these
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actresses, Harvey did not open with the show in New York,
repl aced by Fanny de Kni ght 46,

Clurman and Crawford al so | eave out another inportant
producti on change nade by the G oup. The character of Essie
was played by white actress Ruth Nelson in their
production; not in black-face, but as another nenber of the
poor white community. This choice may have been based in
the desire to use conmmtted nenbers of the G oup before
bringing in outside actors, but the effect to the script’s
meaning is significant. Essie’s presence as a black worman
connects Big Sue and Big Sis to a |larger community, even
t hough the three characters do not interact.

The power of Essie’s binary terrorism against the
Connelly wonen is lost, as their only difference is their
class. Her relationship wwth WIIl also has |ess historical
meani ng, given the sexual use of slave wonen by his
ancestors. Although the character still flaunts the
i nfluence of her body over WIlI, as a white woman her
di spl ay does nothing to expl ode the public secret of
m scegenation on the plantation. By presenting WIIl’s

second sexual partner on the plantation as another white

46 There is no published explanation for Harvey's absence.
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woman, the nmeaning of his inter-racial liaisons is |ost,
and his commtnent to Patsy is placed in relation to a nore
general desire for “white trash.” In short, this
directorial choice reinforces the representati on of poor
white wonen as sexually avail abl e, as opposed to

hi ghli ghting the power of a wealthy white nan over wonen of
all races who work for him Both published versions of the
pl ay descri be Essie as a black woman, but none of the
menoi rs connected to this first production nention this

i nportant casting change.

When the Group returned to New York in the fall of
1931, they performed a run-through for the Guild board.
According to Crawford, although the board was i npressed
with the perfornmances, they were appalled at the changed
endi ng, and only agreed to provide five thousand dollars as
backi ng—enly half of what they had initially agreed to.

I nterestingly, she does not specify why the board disliked
the new endi ng. The rest of the production’ s fundi ng was
put up by Eugene O Neill and an unnaned executive at Sanuel
French4” (Crawford 55). Crawford's telling of The House of

Connel ly’s first production is conpelling, not just because

47 samuel French was Green’s literary agency.
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of the friction around artistic choices, but also because
the economic climate of the Depression nade production

choi ces take on new artistic inportance; if a changed
ending resulted in the loss of five thousand dollars, the
G oup had better be convinced that it was the right change.
Unfortunately, Crawford does not discuss the Goup’s
conflict with the GQuild board of directors over the play’s
endi ng. Conbined with the |lack of detail surrounding her
and Clurman’s retellings of their disagreenment about the
ending with Green, this adds to the nystery of The House of
Connel | y’ s concl usi on.

The Letters of Paul Geen, edited by Laurence Avery
and published in 1994, does not provide any additional
clues during the tinme of the plays rehearsal and production
to indicate who was right about the specific argunent for
t he changed ending, Crawford or Clurman. Wiile the letters
Green wote to his wife, friends, and coll eagues were
catal ogued in detail starting in 1916, the sumrer of 1931
i's conspicuously absent. From May to Septenber, there is
not one letter published. Geen wote alnost daily to his

wife Elizabeth, so it is odd that, while he worked with the
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Goup in Connecticut, not one letter seenmed worthy of
appearing in Avery’'s vol une.

The only nention of the changed ending in Geen’s
publ i shed correspondence cones in a 1953 letter to John
Gassner. Gassner only knew of the 1931 version of the
script used by the G oup, 4 but during a visit to Geen’s
out door historical drama The Lost Col ony49, was told by
Sanuel Sel den%® that Green preferred his original,
unpubl i shed endi ng. Gassner wote G een requesting a copy
of the original script, and G een prom sed to |look for and
send it to him saying “It was a tragic conclusion and cued
out of—well, and art intuition rather than a life
recol l ection” (Avery 534). Green |ocated a copy of the
original script at the University of lowa, where the first
production of the play with the tragi c ending was produced
in 1939. After reading this version of The House of
Connel Iy, Gassner insists on publishing the tragic finale,
believing that, “In a sound professional theatre, Connelly

(with the original ending) and Desire Under the Elns would

48 Avery terned this the “comic” ending (534).

49 The Lost Col ony, produced in 1937 in Roanoke, North Carolina,
chronicles the story of the Janestown Settlers of 1587.

50 Ooriginal director of The Lost Colony and col | eague of Green’s in the
Theatre Departnent at UNC Chapel Hill.
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be in repertory year in and year out” (535)5. It is not
clear in Green’s correspondence with Gassner what he

hi msel f t hought about the two endings. Vincent Kenny, a

col | eague of Green’s at UNC Chapel HIl, wote a 1971
analysis of G een’s work insisting that Geen “. . . was
vexed by the three directorss2 . . . [and] felt that their

i gnorance of the South, of farm ng, and of raw passions
stylized the play and forced an ending not consistent with
the logic of the action” (26). The source for Kenny’'s
argunment is unclear, and he wites as if this explanation
cones directly from G een.

In 1975, yet another interpretation of the changed
endi ng energed. 53 Crawford contacted Paul Green to see what
menori es he had of the summer of 1931. Crawford was at that
time working on her nenoir, ne Naked Individual (1977),
and hoped that Green m ght be able to add to her discussion
of The House of Connelly and the Group’s first summer.

Green’s nenory of the rehearsals and devel opnent of The

51 From Gassner to Green, July 8, 1954,

52 rawford, Clurman, and Strasberg. Kenny refers here to the directors
of the Group, not of the play.

53 Although witten in 1975, this correspondence was not published until
1994.
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House of Connelly is the first published discussion of the
play in relation to the Goup’s political interests.

In his letter to Crawford, G een focuses on how the
political ideology of the G oup nenbers shaped his
experience and interpretation of the conpany’'s artistic
not i vati ons:

At the time—as | found out |ater—the young G oup
menbers were taken with the communi st i deol ogy
and knew nore about and felt closer to Joseph
Stalin than, say, they did to our own Thomas
Jefferson. This riled the heck out of ne. | had a
nunber of argunents. | renenber a beautiful -eyed
chor eography nenber | ooked at ne blazingly one
day and said that in the revolution of the

prol etariat that was comng in America before

| ong she woul d take great delight in cutting ny
throat. And anot her nenber shivering with delight
of dedication one day said that heads were going
toroll in Arerica and Paul G een’s would be one
of the first to be bounced along the rocky earth

by avengi ng hands. (Avery 680)
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Green, after communicating the politically-inspired death

threats, says, .it was out of this fervor of
conviction, | guess, that a decision was made to change the
endi ng of the Connelly play to—+n Clurman’s words—+o a yea-
sayi ng statenent instead of a nay-saying one” (680)5%. Here
then i s another explanation for the changed endi ng, nmany
years after the fact, which seenms to have nore to do with
i beral politics than representations of the South,
al t hough Crawford suggested the latter in her published
menoi r.

That each person involved in the first production of
The House of Connelly offers a different rationalization
for the changed endi ng speaks to the difficulties of
col l aborative theatrical wrk, as well as to the nuances of
menory. Such varied differences of opinion on this
particul ar ending also indicates that the conbi ned issues
of class, wonen, and race in the South were so | oaded in

the early 1930s that Crawford, C urman, and Strasberg could

not agree on the best way to negotiate the play’ s final

S4Despite the anti-communist bent to this letter, Geen believed, at
least in the 1930s, in the rights of all political parties to express
their beliefs. In February of 1931 he wote a letter to the Mayor of
Menphi s, protesting the inprisonnment of his friend Henry Fuller, who
was jailed in that city for asking about |ocal comunist party
activities.
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scene, and ultimately decided to replace the original
endi ng i nstead of addressing the conplexities of Patsy’s
murder. Al so, the ending used in The House of Connelly’s
first production did serve to argue for class equality, an
argunent inpossible with original ending, and therefore
reinforces the political views of the G oup

The G oup’s production of The House of Connelly raises
guestions about regional issues on a national stage, and
hi ghlights a resistance to addressing the conplications of
gender and race. It is possible that the Goup did not
understand the play that Green intended. Their changes in
action and casting m ght nake the play nore universal than
regi onal, but these changes also shift the core nmeani ng of
the play. Big Sue, Big Sis, and Essie have the potential to
create binary terror by unraveling notions of black power
and control. Wile none of these wonen ultinmately has
command over the white characters, they are able to wield
their bodies as sites of power, underm ning the
expectations and beliefs of the Connellys. The G oup, in an
effort to push a hopeful agenda in the play, positioned Big
Sue and Big Sis as powerless and insignificant pawns of

white supremacy by changing their role in the play’s ending
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fromone of force to one of subm ssion. The casting change
of Essie fromblack to white asserts an i mage of poor white
wonen as col |l ectively prom scuous and readily available to
white nmen in power. Both of these choices restrict inmages
of poor wonen already limted in the play. Like the tenant
farm pl ays of the Carolina Playmakers, the only hope for
these wonen is to assimlate to mddle and upper class
white cul ture.

The House of Connelly set the stage on Broadway for
the representati on of poor southern whites, but the next
play to address this subject in New York took a drastically
di fferent approach. Geen and the G oup gave audi ences a
vi ew of class and race discords that ultimately avoi ded
presenting any one group as the root of problens in the
Sout h. Jack Kirkland s production of Tobacco Road, however,
focused solely on poor whites, offering sexual m screants,
petty thieves, and com cal idiots. Audiences reveled in
this opportunity to watch these “sout herners” make fools of

t hensel ves.
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Negoti ati ng Gender and C ass on Tobacco
Road

Ellie May and | had a lot in conmmpn. She |loved Iife,

whi ch treated her so badly in the play, and | adored the
theatre, which till now had al ways kicked ne in the
pants.

—Rut h Hunter, nenber of Tobacco Road’ s ori gi nal Broadway
cast

Actress Ruth Hunter’s nenoir, Cone Back on Tuesday .
(1945), chronicles the daily humliations she faced

trying to nmake a living as an actress in |ate 1920s through
early 1930s New York City. She describes male directors and
producers pawi ng at her body; threadbare cl othes, shoes,
and undergarnents; and rejections fromdirectors who cast
prettier wonmen, regardl ess of the character type. Despite
these frustrations, Hunter |oved theatre too nuch to give
it up. Wien the Great Depression hit, she admts to seeing
little difference in her personal econom c situation, as
she had al ready been “depressed” for so |ong.

Hunter’s nenoir, along with her 1965 foll ow up
Barefoot Grl on Broadway, provides a vivid account of what
wonen endured to nmake careers in the theatre during the
Depression, and nore specifically, offers details about the

rehearsal and production period of Tobacco Road. Hunter was
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synpathetic to the play’ s characters, poor sharecroppers in
the rural South, and believed that the production had the
ability to make audi ences think differently about that
class and region. Her synpathy suggests that, |ike the folk
witers of the Carolina Playnmakers, she believed that an
“authentic” but unreal rural white southerner could
represent an entire class and region. Over the five years
she played the part of Ellie May, however, sone characters
had gone through several casting changes and Hunter felt
that the new actors did not care about the play’s nessage
as nmuch as they cared about getting |aughs fromthe

audi ence. Describing her decision to | eave the production,
Hunter says, “CGoing into its sixth year, it wasn't the play
we started with, not the same Tobacco Road at all”
(Barefoot 113).

Pl aywri ght Jack Kirkland viewed Tobacco Road as
docunentary, and, |ike Hunter, many of the actors took the
plight of the southern tenant farnmer seriously.
Nevert hel ess, froma contenporary |lens the characters seem
to be degrading stereotypes and the plot constructed to
maxi m ze the subjugation of poor wonmen. This play and its

production, however, are nuch nore conplicated than the
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script alone suggests; there is sone accuracy to the
situations represented in Tobacco Road, but they were
exaggerated to the point of farce, and then marketed as
cul tural docunentati on.

| cannot approach Tobacco Road in the same way as the
other plays in this study; while Peggy, Fixin's and The
House of Connelly each provide nonents of wonen’s strength
and control over their own lives, Tobacco Road presents
none —neither through the characters in this play, nor the
anal ysis of themby critics and schol ars. Wiat Tobacco Road
does offer is a disturbing, and unabashedly commerci al
pi cture of what was accepted on Broadway as appropriate
representations of |lower class white wonen. In addition to
the play’ s Broadway success, it played to sol d-out
audi ences in Chicago and Los Angeles, had four touring
productions, and was made into a novie in 1941.5 |n each
i ncarnation, audi ences were assured that they were seeing
an realistic depiction of the rural South.

Adapted for the stage by Jack Kirkland from Erskine

Cal dwel | ' s best-selling novel of the sanme nanme (1932),

55A legal ban of the play was instituted by Chicago’'s mayor after a
successful run of performances in that city, due to its sexual
explicitness (Arnold 12).
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Tobacco Road created degenerate icons out of the book’s
stereotypes. Still the nost well known theatrical
representation of poor, southern, rural whites, Tobacco
Road enbedded the white trash stereotype in Anmerican
popul ar culture. This chapter will discuss the play’s
representation of wonen as ignorant, |azy degenerates; the
treatment of femal e characters and the actresses who pl ayed
themin the original Broadway production; and the harsh
criticismof the play by theatre critics, journalists, and
southern public intellectuals. I will track the ways that
noti ons of defacenent and public secrets are intertw ned
wi th nonments of binary terror and white/trash/ wonen,
arguing that these elenents, conbined with Tobacco Road s
popul arity, permanently affected popular culture views of
white trash

Tobacco Road represents the pinnacle of the theatrical
devel opnent of “white trash” characters in the 1920s and
1930s. Caldwell and Kirkland' s play stands in direct
contrast to the hard working poor whites presented by the
Carolina Playmakers, and its storyline is neaner, dirtier,
and nore depressing than The House of Connelly. Because of

these stark differences, the staging of “white trash” in
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Tobacco Road has a nore profound and | asting effect on
i mges of whiteness than the other plays | discuss. Peggy,
Fixin's, and The House of Connelly attenpt to show certain
traits, |like hard work, as noble virtues that advocate
synpat hy for poor whites. Tobacco Road, however, works to
create a division within categories of whiteness by what
John Hartigan identifies as “inscribing an insistence on
conpl ete social distance from problematic white bodies .

who di srupted the social decoruns that have supported the
hegenoni ¢, unmarked status of whiteness as a normative
identity” (“Unpopular” 317). As Hartigan argues “white
trash” has historically been used in the maintenance of
white privilege by identifying the boundaries of what
whites could and coul d not be.

On the one hand, the raw i mage of white trash

hum liation via theatrical performance could be argued as
the ultimate defacenent of Depression-era Broadway
snobbery. The poverty facing mllions of white Americans
could not be reconciled wwth the cultural ideas of white
privilege, and, therefore, it becane nore inportant than
ever to separate the notion of white trash fromthat of

whiteness in general. By revealing southern white trash to
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wel | - heel ed New York theatre-goers framed by a prestigi ous
stage, a rural public secret explodes as representative of
the lives of less fortunate Anericans. On the other hand,
the stage version of Tobacco Road only teases the nystery
is was runored to expose, while concealing the allegation
that Caldwell’s novel unfolds. The play inplies that

sout hern white trash are poor, hungry, and m serable
because of their own weaknesses. The novel, however, goes
to great lengths to blane the weal thy white southern

| andowners for the poverty experienced by sharecroppers.
Per haps Kirkland sensed that New York audi ences woul d be
unconfortable with Caldwell’s literary revel ation that
weal thy whites are at the root of econom c and soci al

probl enms in the South.

What separates the poor whites in Tobacco Road from
characters in the other plays | study here is their
unwi | | i ngness to work toward m ddl e-cl ass white behavi or
and lifestyle. Unlike the overworked famlies in Peggy and
Fixins’, the Lester famly's destitution is the direct
result of their laziness and imorality. The House of
Connel Iy shows tenant farnmers with a stronger work ethic

than the plantation famly, and who al so were nore capabl e
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of successfully running the business end of farm ng. And
whil e Peggy, Lily, and Patsy were treated as sexual

obj ects, they each ultimately proved to be hard-working,
Vi rtuous wonen.

Tobacco Road offers the polar opposite representation
of poor white southern wonen. Four of the five wonen are
currently or have been sexually prom scuous, and the fifth,
thirteen-year-old Pearl, is a vigorously pursued sexua
conquest. In this sense, the play enjoys teasing out base
notions of poor wonen and sex, the latter of which,
follow ng Taussig, is “the secret we are henceforth dooned
to al ways speak about precisely because it is a secret”
(5). Audiences could revel in the titillating exploits of
the Lester wonen, perhaps even wi sh that they were
participating in these exploits, but sit at, follow ng
Hartigan, a “conplete social distance” fromthese
“problematic white bodies.”

The success of Tobacco Road may in part be due to its
sinplicity. Georgia sharecropper Jeeter Lester and his
fam |y agoni ze over their hunger and poverty, turning to
t hi every, nurder, and debauchery, finishing the play in

death and/or msery. In the opening scene Jeeter and his
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son Dude argue over their ranshackl e house and car, their
wi sh that Jeeter’s nother would die (they are tired of
feeding her), and Jeeter’s inability to get the seeds, and
tools necessary to farmthe |land. Both nen treat Dude’s

di srespect for his father as an expected and accepted
behavior, as if Jeeter is not worthy of support fromhis
own famly. Wile they argue, G andma Lester enters on her
hands and knees, hoping to escape their notice. Her fear of
the nen is warranted by Dude’s continual threat to knock
her head off with the baseball he is throw ng against the
house. Jeeter’'s wife Ada enters the front porch,
conpl ai ni ng about Jeeter’s | aziness and her need for snuff.
Their daughter, Ellie My, conpletes the famly portrait,
shyly edging into view frombehind a tree. Ellie May’s
shyness is attributed to a cleft lip running fromthe
center of her lip to the |eft side of her nose.

Al nmost hal f of Tobacco Road’s first act focuses on
establishing Jeeter’s laziness and the famly’s overal
trashi ness. Dude is abnormally cruel, while the wonen are
all victinms of Jeeter’s disregard. When Lov Bensey, Jeeter
and Ada’s son-in-law, arrives with a sack of turnips, the

famly s nonstrosity grows. Lov, at a stalemate with his
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wi fe Pearl, hopes to get marital advice fromJeeter. In the
year that Lov and Pearl have been married, Pearl has not
spoken to her husband, or allowed himto touch her. Lov
argues that he has been reasonable, “1 tried kicking her
and | tried pouring water on her and chunki ng rocks and
sticks at her, but it don’t do no good” (483). Audiences
| earn that Jeeter sold her to Lov for seven dollars when
she was twelve years old. Now that Pearl is thirteen, Lov
sees no reason for her to avoid him Instead of receiving
t he assi stance he cane for, Lov is seduced by Ellie May and
Jeeter steals his turnips, running deep into the woods.
Throughout this scene Ada and G andma Lester poke sticks at
Lov to keep himfromeither catching Jeeter or getting away
fromE Ilie Muy.

While Ada, Ellie May, Dude, and Grandma Lester wait
for Jeeter to return and share the turnips with them
Si ster Bessie, a wi dowed preacher, arrives, insisting that
God told her to cone to the Lester farm At first, she
reprimands the Lesters’ noral laxity, but Sister Bessie
then reveal s that she has her sights set on marrying
si xt een-year-ol d Dude. Bessie seals the marriage proposal

by pressing Dude agai nst her body, stroking himw th her
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free hand, and prom sing to buy hima new car. The | ast
page of the first act finally introduces action that is not
based on sex, |aziness, or thieving. Captain Tim the owner
of Jeeter’s land, is comng to Tobacco Road, and all hope
that he will bring the financial backing necessary for the
Lesters and their neighbors to resune sharecropping.

Acts Two and Three are further variations of Act One,
confirmng the Lester famly' s status as noral reprobates.
Captain Timwi Il allow Jeeter to sharecrop if rent is paid,
but Jeeter has no noney, no credit, and even his ol dest son
(who has becone successful through hard work and isol ation
fromhis famly) refuses to help. Pearl runs away from Lov,
and Jeeter holds her captive for him intending to extract
ransom noney. G andma Lester wanders off and is believed to
be dead. Dude runs over an African American man with his
new aut onobi |l e, about which Jeeter comments, “N ggers wll
get killed. Looks like there just ain't no way to stop it”
(505). The play ends with Dude driving over Ada with the
car. She manages to bite Jeeter and free Pearl just before
she falls face down into the dirt and dies. Lov agrees to
put up with Ellie May as a wife, since she will cook for

and sleep with him and they | eave for his hone. Jeeter
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sits on the porch and falls asleep as a shingle drops from
t he house and the curtain descends.

Tobacco Road’ s place in the devel opnent of the female
white trash cultural stereotype is significant. As the
previ ous chapters suggest, before Tobacco Road, pl ays
featuring poor white rural wonmen were often either dark
tragedies valorizing a famly' s efforts to survive, or
conedi es that showed a struggle between the nobl e poor and
| aughabl e white trash. Although plays |ike Harold
Wl lianson’s Peggy and Paul and Erma Green’s Fixins’,
toured nationally with the Carolina Playmakers, the
Pl aymakers, though well regarded, were never fanous, and
their plays never becane household words. Tobacco Road does
not present tragic characters struggling to be good and
ri ght eous despite econom c setbacks; it presents imoral
peopl e who w Il cheat and rob anyone, including their own
famly menbers, and who never regret their corrupt
behavi or. The Lesters, the famly at the center of the
pl ay, represent the worst social outcone of the Depression—
a famly that no longer has faith or hope in the | aw,

governmental policy, or religion.
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Wonen, Representation, Text

Unli ke the outspoken wonen in the previous plays
studi ed here, the fenmale characters in Tobacco Road are
passive victins of both the econom c system and the nmen who
control their daily lives. Over half of the wonen in the
pl ay either do not speak or have speech inpairnment. O the
two wonen who do talk, only Sister Bessie, who has noney
and sexual allure, gains respect fromthe mal e characters.
The wonen all have sone kind of physical disability or
illness, except for Pearl, who is regarded as an angelic
creature fromanother world. Ellie May struggles with a
cleft lip; Sister Bessie, in the novel and original stage
di rections, has no nose, > Ada is “pellagra-ridden,” and
Grandna Lester is described as “an ol d bent hag” who
“craw s, whinpering, along the ground,” noving “painfully
and slowy” (Kirkland 477-479). If Caldwell and Kirkland
had conbi ned the nost negative anal ysis of white poverty
fromthe Eugenic Fam |y Studies, they could not have
created femal e characters nore likely to cause revul sion

or to be dismssed. As the social scientists whose work

56 Broadway actresses never agreed to convey Sister Bessie’'s mssing
nose with stage makeup and the description was cut from published
versi ons of the play.
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appears in the Famly Studies proclaim “Wth poor physical
structure, weakened nental condition, |aziness, and

shiftl essness becom ng a di sease, what chance is there for
any reformin such a person?” (61). The physi cal
“abnormalities” of the Lester wonen, conbined with their
noral laxity, pushes them beyond the redenption of

mai nst ream Aneri ca.

The immorality of the Lester wonen is focused on the
two sisters, Pearl and Ellie May. Wth one pure and
beauti ful and the other seductive and disfigured, these
characters offer opposite extremes of suggestive
representation. What sets Pearl and Ellie May apart from
ot her objectified femal e characters on Broadway is their
status as poor white rural southerners. Pearl represents
the potential for redenption anong poor whites, and part of
this potential cones fromrejection of her owmn famly.

The Lester’s treatnment of Pearl stands as the primary
focus of their nonstrosity. From her pre-pubescent forced
marriage to her captivity at Jeeter’s hands when she runs
away from her husband, Pearl is offered as the innocent
victimof white trash degeneracy. She stalwartly protects

her virginity, and, although she wants to | eave her husband
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and Tobacco Road, she is terrified of venturing to the city
on her own. The threat of male sexuality pursues Pear
relentlessly fromher husband to her father:
JEETER: Ain't she pretty! She's about the
prettiest piece in the whole country.
ADA: Go away, Jeeter.
JEETER:. (who hasn’t the slightest intention of
going amay). Ain’'t she growed sone in the past
year, though? She’s nbst a grown wonan by now.
(Mbves Pearl’s dress the better to see her
figure). By God and by Jesus if she ain't.
ADA: (sharpl y—sl appi ng Jeeter’s hand away). Stop
that, Jeeter.
JEETER What for? She is, ain't she? Look how
white and gold she | ooks with that yellow hair
hangi ng down her back. . . .Wat are you standing
there crying for, Pearl?
Pear| never answers Jeeter’s question. In fact, throughout
the play she barely speaks at all, except to insist on her
| ove for her nother, and her fear of nmen. Despite her
silence, or perhaps because of it, Pearl represents a pure,

vi rtuous white womanhood, standing in stark contrast to the
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ot her Lesters. Because she is voiceless while her famly
tal ks about and around her, she exists nore as a synbol
than as a character; she is the site of power that
objectifies and erases the force of the other characters.
Jeeter is amazed that he could father such a beautiful

girl, until Ada reveals that Jeeter had nothing to do with
t he conception:

ADA: There ain’'t no Lester in her. Her real Pa

woul dn’t have no truck with any of you.

JEETER: Who was it, Ada?

ADA: Nobody you ever knew. He cane from South

Carolina and was on his way to Texas. (499)
Al t hough Ada does not reveal the man’s nane or his business
on Tobacco Road, she makes it clear that he is froma
different world than the white trash Lesters. If white
trash is marked as a separate category of whiteness, and
therefore a separate racial group, Pearl is, as Turner
suggests, “in every way an outsider. . . whose presence
marks the rest of the famly as racially other” (8). She is
the one character that audi ences could identify with, or
for whomthey could at | east cheer in her attenpts to

escape the disturbing world of rural Georgia. Delicate and
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silent, Pearl is the concrete sign of her famly’'s
O her ness.

Pear|l not only reinforces nainstreamideas of white
femninity, but also allows audiences, thrilled with the
strange eroticismof Tobacco Road, to connect their
theatrical experience with a confortable and accepted noral
standard. In critical nmonments, such as the final scene,
when Ada frees Pearl from Jeeter just before she dies,
Pearl is silent and i mobile while other characters attenpt
to control her both physically and enotionally. She is only
able to make her escape to Augusta when her father is
defeated and her nother is dead. Monents |like this
enphasi ze Pearl’s noral virtue; even in the face of her
father’ s degenerate parenting, she refuses to |eave her
nmot her’ s side. Through her enbodi nent of idealized white
virtue, she draws attention to her famly’'s subjection
within the larger community, making the power of that
i deal i zation visible.

We never learn Pearl’s fate. Her flight to Augusta
rei nforces notions of salvation, but they are just notions.
Her escape at the end of the play m ght be identified as a

positive, freeing act, her ability to break free of her
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oppressive husband and father synbolizing her ultimte
success. Pearl’s “freedom”™ however, given the social
structures of the South in the 1930s, ultimately doons her
to a simlar or worse fate. The best she coul d have hoped
for, given her education, age, and | ack of connections in
Augusta, woul d have been a grueling job in the textile
mlls; at worst, she would have ended up prostituting
herself for the sake of basic survival.
Ellie May | acks Pearl’s unspoken power. In as nuch as
Pear|l is an idealized representation, Ellie May is a
failure, as she is neither beautiful nor pure. The
character description reads:
Ellie May is eighteen, and not unattractive as to
figure. Her eyes are good; her hair is brown. The
out standing feature, however, is a slit lip, red
and fiery. (Kirkland 479)

Conpare this to the character description for Pearl:
Pearl is a beautiful child. She | ooks at |east
sixteen, in spite of the fact that she is much
|l ess than that. . . .her hair hangs down over her

shoul ders |i ke a cloud of spun gold. (498)
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Al'l of the nen on Tobacco Road |ong for Pearl, including
Jeeter, but she refuses to |l et any of them get near her.
Ellie May is routinely shunned because of her disability,
but wants a man so badly that she seduces her brother-in-
law. Ellie May and Lov’'s “sex scene,” in which they withe
on, around, and across each other’s bodies, becane the nost
scandal ous few nonents of the play.

Described as “wiggling” and “horsing” in the stage
directions, Ellie May’s seductive novenent is staged as a
series of erotic scoots across the floor. Sitting on the
ground in her dingy, tattered dress, Ellie May gradual ly
reveals nore and nore of her |egs as she edges cl oser and
closer to Lov, eventually revealing that she does not “have

any pants on at all.” Ellie May’'s novenent across the
ground occurs while Jeeter philosophizes on the future of
sharecropping on the other side of the stage. Lov,
distracted fromhis croker sack of turnips, noves to Ellie
May and “begins to fondle her. Their backs neet and rub
together in a primtive |love gesture” (Kirkland 486). The

entire famly sinultaneously focuses on the pair and the

abandoned tur ni ps:
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Dude: Lov ain’t thinking about no turnips. He's
wanting to hang up with Ellie May. Look at her
straining for him She's liable to bust a gut if
she don’t | ook out.
Jeeter: By God, Lov ain’t never go that close
before. He said he wouldn’t never get close
enough to Ellie May to touch her with a sti ck.
But he ain't paying no mnd to that now | bet he
don’t even know she’s got a slit-lip on her. If
he does know it, he don’t give a good goddam
(486)
Jeeter, seizing the opportunity, grabs the sack of turnips
and runs off into the woods, while Ada and G andnma Lester
“nmove down on Lov to help Ellie May” (486). Lov attenpts to
foll ow Jeeter as Ada calls out:
ADA: Go on back to Ellie May, Lov. Don’t be
scared of her. You m ght even get to like her and
| et Pearl conme back here to ne. (487)
Ellie May is disposable to her famly while Pearl is the
Lester’s trophy daughter. Both wonen, however, represent
types of eroticismrooted in poverty and | ack of cultural

power, each sister expanding the power of the other’s
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representation. Because Ellie May scoots on the ground to
seduce Lov, her disability is marked clearly through her
body’s inability to stand or wal k, although her disability
has nothing to do with her legs. She is wearing a tattered
dress with no undergarnents — what does it nean then that
her | ower body is dragged across the dirt? She may be
intoxicating to sex-starved Lov, but she is also coated in
dirt.

This scene positions Ellie May as both literally and
figuratively dirty, but it is her cleft lip that provokes
binary terror through the layering of the words

“disability” and “eroticism” As Schnei der argues binary

terror at the conmbined effect of “art” and “porn,” Ellie
May’ s seduction of Lov triggers a simlar binary terror, in
whi ch “a host of distinctions is threatened, as if |inked
to one another in a circle of dom noes nmaking up the
Synmbolic Order” (14). Ellie May’'s withing body works
explicitly, unraveling cultural distinctions of beauty and
al lure. Broadway theatres, known for their display of

beauti ful young wonen, were not in the business of

suggesting that an inperfect body could elicit erotic

t houghts and i mages. The terror invoked by Ellie May’'s
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seduction scene is only tenporary; Pearl’s presence ensures
t he mai nt enance of acceptable fornms of sexual appeal. Ellie
May is the throwaway daughter, willing to please at any
cost, but essentially unwanted, undesirable, unrequited.

Her sexuality, grimness, and disability frame her as
trash. Wiile Pearl, as a nmenber of the Lester famly, is

al so white trash, her actions show a rejection of her

famly’s behavior and cultural position.

Gender and Production

I’ d al wvays known Tobacco Road was dirty. | had hoped
audi ences woul d do sonething for these people in the story
about a slice of life they were seeing for the first tine.

Wien |’ d asked Margaret Wcherly what she thought, she
agreed. “Ch, of course it’s dirty. It’s entertaining but it
is dirty. 75

—Rut h Hunter

It is difficult to see the characters of Tobacco Road
as nore than one-dinensional, negative caricatures: they

are all cruel, shiftless, or pathetic. Critics and

57 wcherly played Ada Lester in the original cast of Tobacco Road.
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audi ences were reluctant to separate Kirkland s play from
Cal dwel I ' s novel . Kirkland, however, elimnates Caldwell’s
interest in social comentary, instead focusing on the
scandal ous and horrific qualities of the characters, which
creates a story that is nore com cal and ridicul ous than
tragic. The novel’s narration, as nentioned previously,
continually expresses the idea of sharecroppers as victins
of weal thy | andowners, which di sappears altogether in the
play. Instead, the play positions Jeeter’s poverty as a
result of his laziness and stupidity. There are additional
di fferences between the play and novel: Cal dwell never
provi des Jeeter with an opportunity to rent the Iand from
Captain Tim Sister Bessie’'s interest in sex extends to a
variety of nen in the novel, including Jeeter; G andna
Lester gets killed by Dude in his autonobile; and the novel
ends with both Jeeter and Ada dying in a fire.

Al t hough Cal dwel | does not present the Lesters as
deeply conpl ex, his novel stops short of farcical ridicule.
Kirkl and’ s adaptation, on the other hand, revels in the
poor white Southerner as a cultural gag. Caldwell, though
supportive of the play, was confused by audi ence | aughter

at what he considered tragic characters. He did not protest
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the alterations, however, until it becane obvious that the
pl ay was not achieving the social change he had hoped for
(Mxon 59). Critics have accused Kirkland of contradicting
the “brooding, usually silent grotesques of the novel and
mak[ing] stereotypes out of original conceptions” (Howard
60). This condemnati on assunes that Caldwell’s original
depiction of the Lesters is not a collection of
stereotypes. The characters in the play, lifted directly
fromthe novel, may have sinply increased their
stereotypi cal representation through the actors’
concentration on “playing for |aughs” (M xon 59).
In the 1941 film directed by John Ford and adapted by Jack
Kirkland fromthe play, the character of Ellie May is
pl ayed by CGene Tierney. Ford nade Tobacco Road just a year
after The G apes of Wath, and it was such a box office
failure that it is often forgotten anong his filns. The
Ellie May and Lov’'s “horsing” scene is one of nmany that
brought criticism
t he enbarrassi ng spectacle of Ward Bond and
CGene Tierney withing toward each other in the
dirt to convey sexual passion [is] anobng the

| owest points in Ford's oeuvre. (MBride 183)
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In the film Ellie May does not have a cleft |ip; her age,
raised fromeighteen to twenty-three, is given as the
reason she cannot find a husband. Al though sex synbol Gene
Tierney withes and gasps toward Lov, it is understood
anong the characters of Tobacco Road that, “no man wants a
woman that old” (Ford). Instead of the “horsing” scene
culmnating in sinmulated sex, Ellie May viciously attacks
Lov as soon as she clinbs on top of him Ada and G andna
Lester nove in to beat Lov with their sticks, not to keep
himfromescaping Ellie May, but to keep himfrom chasing
Jeeter and his sack of turnips. Although Ellie May of the
filmfits mainstream notions of beauty and eroticism her
sexual ity quickly shifts into brutal aggression.

Ruth Hunter, the original Broadway Ellie My, believed
after first read-through that the Tobacco Road scri pt
“stank to high heaven” (14). She was nortified by the
character description, and shocked that she had to appear
onst age barefoot. She had not yet learned that dirt would
cover the stage floor to evoke the feel of Ceorgia
farm and. As an out-of-work actress in desperate need of

nmoney, Hunter felt that she could not afford to turn down

183



the part of Ellie May. She agreed to do the play, convinced
that it would close within two weeks.

The origi nal Broadway production did not have a
costune designer; instead, a box of ragged dresses was sent
from Maude O Dell’s (Sister Bessie) relatives from Beaufort
“in one of the Carolinas” (32). Hunter is handed a ragged
gray dress to wear, and is then told by director Tony Brown
that, “We would like to have you give the inpression, Ellie
May, that you don’t have any pants on at all” (33). Hunter,
al ready enbarrassed by the frank sexuality of her
character, negotiated dirt-colored pants, convinced that
her reputation anong ot her actresses would be ruined if it
| ooked |i ke she was not wearing undergarnents. \Wen told by
actress Shirley Booth, “I hear there’s a little girl with
an awful scene in your play,” Hunter admts to keeping the
specifics of her role a secret fromactors outside of the
cast (33).

Wt hout a costune designer, Hunter had to figure out
the make-up for Ellie May's cleft |ip by herself. This
physi cal characteristic is the primary reason given in the
play and novel for Ellie May’'s inability to find a husband;

it is also used to solidify Jeeter’s selfishness and
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di sregard for the wonmen in his famly, since he has refused
to take Ellie May to a surgeon for eighteen years. Hunter’s
lip had to | ook conpletely split all the way to her nose
for audiences to get the full effect of her disability.
Janes Barton (Jeeter) had seen fish skin used with stage
makeup to create a simlar effect in a novie once, and
suggested that Hunter use that technique. The idea of
putting fish skin between her nose and nouth day after day
in a stage performance repul sed Hunter and she rejected
t hat met hod. Anot her actor suggested glue. After
researchi ng nedi cal books in the public library for the
correct appearance, Hunter finally came up with a solution
red yarn held in place with collodion (used for renoving
corns) and red stage nake-up along the yarn (37). She
created Ellie May’' s “garbl ed pronunciation” by hol ding the
tip of her tongue along a platinumw re which held her
upper dental work in place. The resulting |ine readings
caused the other actors to laugh in the play’s first read-
t hrough, and were exactly what the director was | ooking for
(13).

Hunter’s frustration in the first rehearsal of the

“horsing” scene reveals the conplexity of representation in
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performance. Hunter states, “You could act this way, maybe,
but you couldn’t be this way” (22). Appalled by the bl atant
eroticismof the scene, Hunter doubted that any wonan,
regardl ess of her class status, would behave like Ellie My
publicly. She was equally certain that there could not be a
famly of poor whites in the South as degenerate as the
Lesters. Caldwell admitted to Hunter that he did not know
of a famly like the Lesters, but instead “took the worst
menber fromfive different famlies and put them al
together” (Hunter 91). Fellow actresses, visiting Hunter
backstage, admtted that they would never play Ellie My,
and expressed condol ences to Hunter. It is inportant to
clarify here that these condol ences were not for Hunter’s

i nvolvenent in the play itself, since it had a successful
run, but for her playing a character whose erotici smwas
based on the humliation of having a disability.

Al t hough Hunter speaks freely about the economc
stress of an acting career, she does not contextualize her
pre- Tobacco Road poverty within the greater economc crisis
of the Depression. She does indicate that the play’'s
success m ght have been connected to the poverty and

unenpl oynent common at the tine, expressing her distaste
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for the Depression-era audi ences who sat, night after

ni ght, |aughing at the Lester famly. Hunter theorizes
that, “People were fascinated with Tobacco Road because
every |l ast one who bought a ticket could say, ‘M, ny, |
sure ambetter than that trash’” (91). Considering the
exaggeration of both the characters and the performance of
them it would be difficult to find individuals nore
degenerate than the Lesters. Wth poverty a way of life for
hundreds of thousands of Anmericans, those who could afford
tickets to see a Broadway show were nost |ikely not those
who might identify with the Lesters’ hunger, |oss of |and,
and econom c desperati on.

Cal dwel I and Kirkl and believed that Tobacco Road woul d
draw attention to the inpact the Depression had on rural
Anerica, and that it would indirectly hel p sharecroppers in
the South. Many perforners also felt that they were doing
sonme good for destitute southerners. But the production was
geared toward nmaki ng noney, and |aughs were the top
priority. Hunter conplained that, although the original
Broadway cast (particularly Sam Byrd and hersel f) genuinely
wanted to make a difference, actors that replaced the

originals felt less and | ess synpathy for their characters.
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She cites this as a primary reason for |eaving the cast
after five successful years.

Not all actors who followed the original cast were
caval ier about their roles. WIIl Ceer, who played Jeeter
Lester for 623 performances until its close in 1941,
connected his acting career with activism GCeer is best
known for his performance of Grandpa Walton on the
tel evi sion show “The Waltons,” which presented a positive
vi ew of poor southern whites during the Depression. In the
1930s he hel ped organi ze the New Theatre Group in Los
Angel es, which produced Stevedore and Waiting for Lefty,
studi ed Russian theatre in Mdscow, worked with the G oup,
performed in Marc Blitzstein's The Cradle WII| Rock, and,
with the “Gang of Five” (Ceer, Harold Fithian, Herta Ware
Gordon Orne, and Whody Guthrie), played to farmworkers in
the San Joaquin Valley of California. Geer’s association
with the Moscow Art Theatre and the Group drew the
attention of the House on Un-American Activities Conmm ssion
and was subpoenaed in 1951. According to a story told by
bl ackl i sted actress Mary Virginia Farnmer, Geer entered the
heari ng dressed as Jeeter Lester, wearing red fl annel

under wear beneath his overalls, and chew ng gumli ke
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t obacco. %8 As he approached the front of the room he | ooked
around and asked, “Wiere is the hot seat?” (Eagles 2). H's
refusal to testify at this hearing caused himto be

bl ackl i sted. > Geer’s activism suggests what m ght have been
possi bl e in the Broadway production of Tobacco Road. |f it
were perfornmed with enpathy toward the characters, the play
coul d have chal | enged audi ences to think about poverty,
disability, and regional prejudices differently, despite

probl ematic el enments in the script.

Critical Reception

Shortly after Tobacco Road opened on Broadway in 1933,
the New York Daily News printed an editorial suggesting
that the play authentically reveal ed the dangerous reality
of poor southern whites and their “seductions, adulteries,
i ncests, casual deaths, and general good-for-nothingness.”
After chronicling the degeneracy of poor whites, and the
shocki ng nunber of themin the population, the editorial

war ns readers:

58 Farmer worked with the Group Theatre and the Federal Theatre Project
59 After being blacklisted, Geer formed Theatricum Botani cum a conpany
of blacklisted theatre workers in California.
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These people have a | arge voice in naking State
| aws down South, and a consi derabl e voice in
maki ng | aws affecting all of us, at Washi ngton.
.1 f you don’t know what kind of fool, fanatic,
and pestiferous | aws these people would naturally
favor, and have all too often put over on all of
us, go and see “Tobacco Road.” (25 January 1934)
In this editorial, white southern rural poverty poses a
dangerous threat to the political interests of a northern
urban mddle class. Wiile this is an extrene response to
both the play and its subject matter, it nonetheless is
i ncluded in the Broadway production’s program proudly
reprinted as an exanple of the play’s nessage. O course,
this kind of newspaper attention was a great help to the
play’s publicity, and perhaps was included in the program
because of its inpact on ticket sales. Tobacco Road s
program cover also clains that it is “The Mdst Di scussed
Play in the H story of the American Theatre.” The play is
not, however, the nost discussed play in Anerican theatre
hi story.
Tobacco Road is barely nmentioned in Anerican theatre

history texts, aside fromits record-breaking seven years

190



on Broadway. G ven the play’s content, this is hardly
surprising, despite its record-breaking run. Wen the
Tobacco Road is noted it is typically in relation to
attendance. d enn Hughes' H story of the Anerican Theatre
(1951) includes Kirkland' s adaptation in a |ist of plays
from 1933-34, categorizing it as a play “which al nost
failed, then (after additional injections of profanity)
rallied and went on to a record-breaking run of seven
years” (431). Felicia Hardison Londré and Daniel J.
Waterneier’s The History of North Anerican Theatre (1999)
mentions in a list of long-running hits, “the sensational,
rural nel odrama, Tobacco Road, chal ked-up over three

t housand conti nuous performances” (300).

Bernard Hewitt includes a negative openi ng-ni ght
review of the play in Theatre U S. A (1959) as an exanpl e
of the effect the Depression had on Broadway tastes.
Hewitt, clearly puzzled by Tobacco Road’ s popul arity,
eventual |y states:

One would like to think that Tobacco Road
succeeded as a social docunent, as an indictnent
of conditions in the rural South. But Caldwell’s

social satire is well |aced with Rabel ai si an
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hunmor and, however the play was first perforned,

it soon was played for |aughs. Perhaps the

audi ences cane to | augh at Anericans even nore

depressed than thensel ves. (392)
Hew tt’s treatnment of Tobacco Road is significant, although
he relies alnost entirely on one review to support his
argunent. He is, however, the first theatre historian to
anal yze the play in the context of the larger Anerican
cul ture. John Anderson derides Tobacco Road s success in
The Anerican Theatre (1938), remarking that, along with
ot her popul ar plays featuring “sonmewhat raffish old nen,”
the character of Jeeter Lester conflicts with Arerica’s
“nation of alleged go-getting business nmen” by producing an
icon who “seens to be a worthless |loafer” (43).

More recent historical comentary on Kirkland' s

adapt ati on appears in Wlneth and Bi gsby’s Canbri dge
Hi story of American Theatre, Volune I|1: 1870-1945 (1998),
in sections witten by Thomas Postl ewait, Brenda Muirphy,
and Thomas Riis. Tobacco Road is listed by Riis as one of
several long-running hits (440), and Postlewait includes
the play in a discussion of country plays, anmong which

Kirkland’s is seen as a “satirical and critical
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representation . . . nasty and grotesque” which succeeded
“to the delight of urban audi ences” (149). Mirphy considers
Tobacco Road the “final decadence of the white folk
tradition” (310). She sees the Lester famly as a “cul tural
icon for a self-enclosed Anerican rural society,” one that
is seen as so absurd that audi ences are able to | augh at
how renoved they are fromthe bizarre culture presented on
stage (311).

Tobacco Road, however, while it energed out of the
fol k drama novenent, is significantly different from plays
of that genre. The majority of folk drama productions were
never intended as Broadway successes; rather, they were
presented in or around the conmunities represented on
stage. Al though The House of Connelly was produced by the
G oup, their concerns were nore artistic and social than
financial, connecting themto other folk drama interests.
And significantly for the purposes of this dissertation,
Tobacco Road is the first play to feature primarily
negati ve portrayals of poor whites. The play’ s presence and
success on Broadway, on tour, and in film ensured that
mllions of audiences would get to |augh, not at white

poverty per se, but specifically at white trash. Foll ow ng
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the popularity of Tobacco Road came simlar representations
of white trash: Lil/’ Abner, Ma and Pa Kettle, The Beverly
Hillbillies, and the Dukes of Hazzard, are just a few
exanpl es.

Al so notable is the timng of Tobacco Road’s Decenber
1933 opening in relation to the Depression. The begi nni ng
of the Depression is typically marked by the stock market
crash in Cctober of 1929, although econom sts agree that
this event did not cause the financial collapse. Between
1929 and 1933, the U S. experienced the nost dramatic
national and individual trauma in its history, with an
estimated twelve mllion workers losing their jobs at an
average of 100,000 per week. 1933 is marked as the worst
year of the Depression, although the crisis did not end
until the U S. entered World War Il in 1941. Farmincone
dropped from $12 billion in 1929 to $5 billion in 1933, and
i ndustrial production was cut in half, nost severely
affecting the Northeast and Mdwest. Sixty to eighty
percent of the industrial |aborers in these regions |ost
their jobs (Kurtz 57-58).

As the success of Tobacco Road continued during the

|ate 1930s, so did the nation’s econom c problens. In 1938
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the National Energency Council released The Report on
Economi ¢ Condi tions of the South, of which the advance copy
provoked President Franklin Delano Roosevelt to state:
It is ny conviction that the South presents right
now the Nation’s No. 1 econom c probl em+the
Nation’s problem not nerely the South’s. For we
have an econom ¢ unbal ance in the Nation as a
whol e, due to this very condition of the South
It is an unbal ance that can and nust be righted,
for the sake of the South and of the Nation.
(qtd. in Carlton and Cocl anis, 19)
Roosevelt’s statement, released to the press before the
report itself, produced controversy and hostility from both
the North and South. In the North, opposition believed that
the report blamed the economc crisis on industrial
projects that noved to the South for cheaper | abor;
sout hern resistance canme primarily from “New Sout h”
boosters who consi dered negative publicity an attack on
future business success.
Once the report was released, it circulated w dely,
with over half a mllion copies distributed by the end of

1938. Detractors, regardless of regional affiliation, were
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mai nly political conservatives who feared that Roosevelt
woul d use the docunent to shut down what some in his
adm ni stration considered unfair and unsafe industri al
centers. Supporters forned alliances, |ike the Southern
Conference for Human Wel fare, which turned out to be the
main followup to the report, as the governnment had no
intention of risking political capital through |egislative
prograns ai med at meki ng sweepi ng changes in the South
(Carlton and Cocl ani s 20-27).

In this climte, what purpose did a play |ike Tobacco
Road serve? Mark Fearnow believes that the play “perforned
the cultural work of reducing the trenendous ‘poverty
anxi eties’ of depression America” (107), but for whom how,
and at what cost? It is not realistic to assune that
unenpl oyed Northeastern factory workers could afford
tickets to Tobacco Road, just so they could | augh at the
j obl ess farmworkers in the South. Since those who could
pay the ticket prices were nore likely to be fromthe white
m ddl e and upper classes, it is nore useful to anal yze why
t hese audi ences m ght pursue Tobacco Road s social therapy.
Jeff Turner argues that the play “sinply marginalizes the

rural poor in order to bolster white m ddle-class privilege
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whil e al so reinforcing northern m sconceptions of southern
white identity” (11), which also indicates that the play
may have served as sonme sort of cultural rel ease val ve.

If so, at the center of that marginalization are
notions of poor white southern wonen as | ascivious, slow
wi tted pawns of degenerate nmen. The Tobacco Road st age,
littered with the bodies of wonen who have suffered at the
hands of cruel, inbecilic nmen, provided audi ences with
extrene i mages of femal e degradati on. Mal e spectators
could, as Jill Dolan argues, “identify with the active male
prot agoni st portrayed in the narrative through voyeuristic
and fetishistic view ng conventions” sharing in the
satisfaction of that character to “fulfill his desire for
the story’ s passively situated fermale” (Desire 121-122).
Wiere does that situate wonen in the Tobacco Road audi ence?
Fol | ow ng Dol an’ s anal ysis, these wonen have two options:
“identify with the active male and synbolically participate
in the female perforner’s objectification,” or “identify
with the narrative’'s objectified female and position
hersel f as an object” (124-125). G ven the cultura
position of the fenmale characters, how could a wonan

identify with one of themw thout feeling degraded hersel f?
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By the end of the play, the only woman in a renotely
positive position is Pearl, who, notherless and terrified
of her father, runs alone toward an unknown future in the
textile mlls. The likelihood that even femal e spectators
objectified the wonen in Tobacco Road suggests a hei ghtened
racial “othering” of white trash, and increased
fetishization of poor white southern wonen.

That Tobacco Road opened at the height of the
Depression, and closed just as the econom c crisis ended,
suggests that the national trauma was critical to the
pl ay’ s success. Perhaps the nmal nouri shed Lesters woul d not
have been so funny if so many Anericans were not al so
starving. Reviews of the Broadway production display a
| evel of disgust that m ght conpel a potential audience to
attend sinply for the grotesque display. Percy Hammond, in
t he New York Herald Tri bune, describes Tobacco Road as
“relentless, brutish, and unclean,” suitable for “those who
get a naughty thrill fromstark disclosures of the
primtive human animal while withing in the throes of
gender” (5 Dec. 1933). Joseph Wod wote in the Nation that
the play was “beyond all norality and all sense of dignity

and shane” (20 Dec. 1933), and Brooks Atkinson’s New York
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Tines review called it “one of the grossest episodes ever
put on stage” (5 Dec. 1933). These reviews consistently
focus on the sexuality of the fenmale characters,
specifically pointing to Ellie May’'s seduction of Lov. For
these critics poverty in the South, as seen through Tobacco
Road, is nore about norality than econom cs, despite the

i nsi stence by Cal dwell and others connected with the
production, that the opposite is true.

Harold Curman’s revi ew recogni zes the conplications
of the play for audi ence nenbers synpathetic to the
econom c crisis experienced by many famlies, in the North
and South. He acknow edges that, “to nost of the yellow
press,” the play provokes | oathing, although Henry Hull’s
performance as Jeeter Lester is routinely viewed as
exceptional acting. Curman does not identify which
newspapers, journals, or witers he is referring to, but he
makes it clear that, in his interpretation, Tobacco Road
had been judged too harshly. He also states that, “to the
| i beral opposition Tobacco Road is a racy fol k study that
contai ns the pathos and hunor of everyday |ife anongst the

out cast poor white of the South” (1035). Curnman di sagrees

with both views. He all eges that Tobacco Road is a
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di shonest play, one that appalls himthrough its slick
presentation of rural poverty:
.it arouses neither sorrow, pity, or anger.

It | eaves one coldly anmused, and when one

realizes that one is |aughing at unfortunate

human bei ngs one | eaves the theatre with a

| onered sense of one’s humanity or a suspicion

that the authors have not told the whole story,

have in fact cheated us with half-truths. (1036)
Wt hout the benefit of seeing the performance that C urnman
reviews, his analysis of the play coincides with ny own
reaction to the text. Curman’s analysis, witten at the
begi nning of the play s seven-year run, suggests the
negati ve i npact of conedic popular culture stereotypes. If
t he audi ences that flocked to Tobacco Road performances
reacted simlarly to the magjority of reviewers, their
perception was either one of revul sion or righteousness.
Based on “half-truths,” characters like the Lester famly
becone cultural icons — representations of an entire cl ass

and regi on (Fearnow 107).
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Critical Challenges in the South

Had | been nore alert, it mght have occurred to ne that
somehow a group of white Al abama farm fol k had | earned of
ny presence in New York, thrown together a theatrical
troupe, and flown north to haunt ne.

—Ral ph El'li son

Novel i st Ral ph Ellison sat in the audi ence of Tobacco
Road in 1936, soon after he had noved to New York. Hi s
response to the play was visceral, and his comment on the
producti on shows the inpact that the play often had on
audi ences. As Tobacco Road broke box office records, the
perception that it was a “true” representation of the rural
South grew. To many southerners, this reading was a sign of
the North’s m sunderstanding of the region’s culture. Yet
southerners like Ellison found the play all too real.
have no interest in arguing that one southerner’s response
to Tobacco Road is nore correct than another’s, given the
differences in comunities throughout the region. It is
nore useful to view these differences as indications of how
conpl ex perceptions of race and class were in the 1930s
Sout h.

Advertising for Tobacco Road clained that its comc

draw had an equal effect on all audiences, as “Its lusty,
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often lewd, |ines evoked gales of |aughter North, South,
East, and West” (Mbontgonmery Advertiser 3 June 1941).
Despite this claimto universal appeal, reception of the
st age version of Tobacco Road shows a divide between the
North and South, as it becane a synbol of the nation's

cul tural and econom c problenms. In the South, Tobacco Road
was considered by many to be a malicious m srepresentation
of a real economc crisis, and the national touring
production of the play was protested in several southern
cities (Mxon 60). Al though sone of the criticismdirected
at Caldwell and Kirkland centered on the sexual content of
the play, southerners primarily conpl ai ned of the nockery
made of sharecroppers and of the region.

The nost vocal of the southern critics belonged to the
Vanderbilt Agrarians, a twelve nenber group that included
Robert Penn Warren, John Crowe Ransom Allen Tate, and John
Donal d Wade. The Agrarians, based at Vanderbilt University,
grew out of a few nmen who started gathering in 1915 for
phi | osophi cal discussions. After Wrld War | the group
grew, and their focus turned to poetry, publishing the
mont hly journal The Fugitive from 1922 through 1925 (Conkin

16-20). By the late 1920s, the Agrarians were using their
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poetry, plays, and essays to chall enge what they saw as
Northern industrialismintent on dislodging the rural
culture of Anerica in general, and of the South in
particul ar.

The Agrarians’ 1930 book, /’'/Il Take My Stand: The
South and the Agrarian Tradition, (New York: Harper and
Brot hers) contains twelve different essays, each of which
is witten by one of the Agrarians on his particul ar area
of interest. These men —primarily poets and historians —
saw t hensel ves as public intellectuals who shared a duty to
think and talk on the national stage about culture and
community. Their ideas are largely conservative and anti -
noder ni st. The Agrarians, however, are a perfect exanple of
the conplexity of southern culture in the 1930s. Donal d
Davi dson and Frank Owsl ey were the only two who fully
uphel d the practice of segregation; Robert Penn Wrren,
John Crowe Ransom Allen Tate, and John Goul d Fl etcher
believed that the agrarian cause should not address issues
of race (though they largely supported equal rights for
bl acks); Herman Cl arence N xon openly argued for
integration and equality (Conkin 73). So while they al

wote in defense of “traditional southern values,” they,
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I i ke many ot her southerners, were unable to comunicate
t hese i deas cohesively.
To underestimate the inportance of the Agrarians in
early twentieth-century Anerican thought elimnates a
critical elenent in the culture wars of that tinme—
specifically the shift fromrural to urban and regional to
nati onal perspectives. A key elenent of the Agrarian
argunment was abhorrence of what they saw as “tainted”
pr ogr ess:
If a cormunity, or a section, or a race, or an
age i s groaning under industrialism and well
aware that it is an evil dispensation, it nust
find the way to throw it off. To think that this
cannot be done is pusillaninous. And if the whol e
community, section, race, or age thinks it cannot
be done, then it has sinply lost its political
geni us and dooned itself to inpotence. (/’/Il Take
My St and, XxXx)

This statenent clains that Americans have an inability to

recogni ze the long-term dangers of industrialized culture,

whi ch the Agrarians, along with other Anericans arguing the

i nportance of rural values, saw as bad for both |Iand and
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comunity. Alnpost all of the Agrarians disregarded,

however, notions of difference in both class and race which
m ght i npact southern perceptions about industrialism
Largely upper-m ddl e class, the Agrarians could not
identify with southerners whose need for work overshadowed
t heoretical disputes about that work’s cultural effects
(Hal e 143-144).

The i mage of Jeeter Lester lazily acknow edging his
worl d noving away fromfarm ng and toward industry,
regardl ess of how nuch he may resent it, represents sone of
the Agrarians’ fears for the new South. In Tobacco Road,
sharecroppers unable to farm becone degenerates, driven by
carnal desire and consunerism and the younger generation
of Lesters is not concerned with protecting either the | and
or rural culture; they are concerned wth shiny new cars,
sex, and getting to the textile mll in Augusta. These
el enents of Caldwell’s work troubled the Agrarians on two
counts: first, that the South mght follow this path to
i ndustrialism and, second, that the South’s rural i nage
was based on representations |ike those found in Tobacco

Road
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The Agrarians expanded their anti-industrialist agenda
in individual witings, some of which singled out Caldwell,
chastising himfor his representation of the rural South.
In “Sweet Are the Uses of Degeneracy” (1936),” Wade cl ai ns
that Cal dwel | *“apparently persuaded hinself and many
ot hers, among themthe editors of the intellectual weeklies
in New York, that Jeeter Lester and his kind are fairly
typical of twenty mllion Southern countrynmen” (182). Wade
does not reprinmand Caldwell for a l|ack of talent, but for
the way in which he chooses to use those abilities,
insisting that his work would be nore inpressive if “he
were not as plaintively anxious as he is to please the kind
and cl ass of people that he has cone to be affiliated with
—the detached, nervous, thrill-goaded netro-cosnopolitans”
(192). On the one hand, Wade’'s urban castigation is as
extrene as sonme of the Northern attacks on the rural South.
At the sanme time however, his irritation surrounding the
“intellectual weeklies” is supported by a willingness by
many Northern journalists to accept the characters and
action of Tobacco Road as docunentations of southern |ife.

Unfortunately, while both the North and South acknow edged

60 originally published in The Southern Review, | (Wnter 1936), 449-
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that rural poverty was a problem public intellectuals in
each region nmanaged to | ocate blame and suspicion with the
ot her.

The Agrarians held rural culture as sacred, and
per haps what goaded them nost about Caldwell’s work is
their perception of that culture’'s defacenent. If the South
of the 1920s and 1930s was conmitted to positioning that
region as culturally devel oped, then the presentation of
white trash on a Broadway stage as an “authentic” view of
the rural South suggests that attenpts to inprove the imge
of the region was irrelevant. Taussig states that “thanks
to defacenent, images nmay beconme real” obscuring
di fferences “between the representation and that which the
representation represents” (53). Al though the nost
degradi ng el enents in Tobacco Road invol ve representations
of wonen —it is their bodies nore so than a concept of the
rural South which are truly defaced, even in nonents of
explicit power and binary terror —the Agrarians do not
argue for the honor of poor wonen, instead ignoring issues
of gender entirely, making their critique conplicit in the

defacenment. For the Agrarians, wonen, and representations

466.
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of them had little to do with critical issues facing the
Sout h.

Cal dwel | continued creating representati ons of poor
sout herners through his collaboration with then-wfe,
phot ogr apher Margaret Bourke-Wite, on the book You Have
Seen Their Faces (1937). Caldwell and Bourke-White travel ed
t hroughout the South, taking photographs of the rural poor.
The text of the book was witten by Caldwell, who took it
upon hinself to wite captions for the photos and put them
in quotation marks—which could easily be interpreted as the
subj ects’ own words by readers who skipped the
i ntroduction. The inside of the book jacket clains that
readers will see “the heartrending story told with self-
consci ous candor by the living actors in this book,” but
both the photos and captions were doctored by Cal dwell and
Bourke-Wiite to present the imge of sharecroppers, both
bl ack and white, that they wanted Anerica to see. In terns
of intention their work is not offensive —sharecroppers in
the South were generally destitute, and the book was
intended to draw national attention and synpathy to their
struggl es. But good intentions do not validate m sguided

representation. Bourke-White, however, arranged the
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subjects and their honmes to nake them | ook as pathetic as
possi ble —re-arranging furniture, insisting that subjects
wear their worst clothing, and taking decorations off of
the walls — “making pictures that seenmed to verify
Caldwel | s fiction” (Kirby 59).

More disturbing is Caldwell’s witing. The now wel | -
known phot ographs are captioned by words like “I’ve done
the best | knew how all ny life, but it didn't anount to
much in the end,” “It ain’t hardly worth the trouble to go
on living,” and “Snuff is an al m ghty hel p when your teeth
ache.” Caldwell and Bourke-Wite provide no sense of
famly relationships that are not burdens, and smling
subj ects appear as either sinple, or religiously fanatic. A
review of the book in The Nation declared the South “so
sick fromits old infections of prejudice and poverty that
it is a nmenace to the nation” (qtd. in Kirby 60). You Have
Seen Their Faces’ photographic “evidence” becane, for this
reviewer, a representation of a dangerous, nythical “other”
fromwhich the rest of the country needed protection.

White southern “degenerates” are still ridiculed

today, but after 1933, the country |learned a new slang term

for their disapproval. Tobacco Road s influence on
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contenporary Anerican popular culture is attributed nore to
the play than to the novel, which is echoed in the belief
t hat “peopl e who have never read a line of Cal dwell know
all about Jeeter Lester, and apply to the form of
degeneracy to which it is appropriate the slur, ‘tobacco
road’” (Frohock 213). In 1939 Sheilds Ml | wai ne wote The
Sout hern Poor-White: From Lubberland to Tobacco Road, in
whi ch he insists that “Jeeter Lester is to the poor-whites
what Uncle Renus is to the Negroes—a nane for his class”
(240). Hartigan’s research of poor white Detroit
nei ghbor hoods in the early 1990s found the term “tobacco
road” used to describe particularly poor and idle
sout herners who noved North to the city | ooking for work. A
poor white woman in Detroit interviewed by Harti gan was
relieved when a “tobacco road” famly noved to a different
nei ghbor hood after their home burned (35). Hartigan’s
interviewee may live in one of the poorest nei ghborhoods in
Detroit, but at |east she is not "tobacco road.”

The use of the term “tobacco road,” like “white
trash,” reinforces a negative inmage of poor white
sout herners, and the connection between the Lesters’

behavi or and cul tural understandings of “white trash”
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ultimately deni es any redenptive possibilities for the
characters. “White trash,” as Hartigan argues, represents a
public position not easily redeened because it “continues
to serve as an irresistible referent to those that rupture
white social etiquette” (“Unpopular” 327). Kirkland' s
adaptation of Caldwell’s novel presents the wonen in the
Lester famly as either ridicul ous or shocking, but at the
core they are all desperate to get a hold of cultural power
and stability. By pronoting the stereotypes in Tobacco Road
as mrrors of southern poverty, producers both encouraged
the white trash nyth and reinforced cultural tensions

bet ween the North and the Sout h.
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Concl usi on

In six nonths no one will say “white trash” . . . it’s the
I ast racist thing you can say and get away wth

—John Waters, 199461

My peopl e were not remarkable. W were ordinary, but even
so we were nythical. W were the they everyone tal ks about
—t he ungrateful poor.

—Dorothy Allison

Witer Dorothy Allison’ s work, rmuch of it based on her
chi | dhood as southern rural white trash, evokes the pain of
being trapped as “less than” in a nation obsessed with
being “the best.” For ne, books like Allison’s Bastard Qut
of Carolina (1996) stir nmenories of my own childhood in the
rural South, rem nding me of how lucky I was to find the
theatrical and academ c worlds. Both of my parents dreant

of being teachers, but, discouraged fromcollege by their

61 As quoted in Wiite Trash: Race and O ass in Anerica, edited by Matt
Way and Annal ee Newitz. This conmment was originally quoted by Tad
Friend in the New York Magazine article “Wite Hot Trash.”
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respective famlies, settled for working-class lives. Their
| ove of books saved ny sister and nme fromthe hard |ives
that my cousins experience in construction, fast food, and
gas stations, but did not shelter us fromthe bl eak
realities of class difference in the United States. In many
ways, | becane interested in the plays here because they
affected me in the sane way as Allison’s work, bringing
back nmenories of the world I grew up in.

Allison’s fiction mrrors a certain elenment of each
play studied in this dissertation —a wonan’s struggle to
get out of a destitute situation and inprove both her
econom ¢ and cultural standing. For Lily in Fixin s and
Pear| in Tobacco Road, there is no clear sense of what
their futures may hold, or if they will even be better off
in the towns they are running towards than on the farns
they are running from In Peggy, the dreamof a better life
is gone by the end of the play, and Peggy, soon to be
saddl ed with a husband she does not want, faces a future
that, initially at least, is full of dread. The House of
Connel ly’s Patsy is the only character whose life is
drastically inproved through her efforts at noving up and

out of the tenant farmlife, based on the ending that was
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produced by the Goup. But her success results from her
skills and know edge of farm ng. Patsy does not try to
per suade anyone that she is above agricultural work; in
fact, her relationship with WIIl Connelly bl ossons while
she teaches himhow to organize and run the Connelly

Pl ant ati on.

None of the female characters in these plays are able
to escape the effect of presunptions that they are sexually
| oose. Lily and Peggy are both unrightfully accused of
prom scuity by famly nmenbers, and those accusations
overshadow their argunents for better standards of I|iving.
Patsy continually fights off Uncle Bob who, despite her
relationship with WIIl (or perhaps because of it), believes
that her body should be at his disposal. Pearl and her
sister Ellie May m ght have different attitudes about nen
and sex, but they are both considered their father’s
property and therefore nmust go with whatever man makes him
t he best offer.

In 1941, Tobacco Road cl osed on Broadway, but popul ar
culture use of the white trash stereotype in nore w de-
rangi ng nedia fornms, such as television and film

continued. |mages of poor whites in comc strips like Li’l
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Abner (1934-1965), the Ma and Pa Kettle filnms (1950-1957),
and television sit-com The Beverly H Ilbillies (1962-1970)
flourished. Li’l Abner was adapted froma comc strip to a
musi cal in 1956, and was made into a novie in 1959. In the
musi cal, the federal governnent determ nes Dogpatch to be
“the nbst unnecessary, no-account” town in the United
States, and plans to level the town and use the land for
nucl ear testing. The show s conedy centers on attenpts by
Dogpatch residents to prove that they are in fact usefu
citizens of the nation. As a subplot, Daisy Mae plans to
“catch” Li’l Abner on Sadi e Hawki ns Day, therefore obliging
himto marry her.62 The obliteration of Dogpatch, however,
woul d el i m nate Sadi e Hawki ns Day, ruining her chances of
marri age.

The nusical Li’l Abner reflects changes in the comc
strip during World War 11, in which, according to Anthony
Harkins in H/Ibilly: A Cultural Hi story of an Anerican
I con (2004), creator Al Capp’'s work took an “accel erating

shift away from presenting Dogpatch as an even renotely

62 Sadi e Hawki ns Day was started by prom nent Dogpatch resident

Hekzebi ah Hawki ns, who worried that his daughter Sadie, “the honliest
gal in the hills,” would never find a husband on her own merit. The
event was a footrace, in which all the town’ s bachel ors were chased by
all the single wonen. If caught, the nen were forced to marry their
captors.
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realistic nountain community and toward a pure fantasy
real m of sexually charged grotesques and nonsters” (Harkins
135). Harkins outlines the status of Dogpatch residents as
culturally and racially “othered,” unable to pass as
menbers of the white m ddl e-to-upper classes (128-135), but
overl ooks the significance of gender in the comc strip.
Capp created femal e characters who are either hideously
animalistic or statuesque beauties. Both groups of wonen
are routinely disregarded by nmal e characters, and even
Dai sy Mae, the nost beautiful woman in Dogpatch, nust beg
for a husband.

The first season of The Beverly Hillbillies (1962)
of fers unm stakable links to theatrical ideas about gender
and class. In the tenth episode, “Pygmalion and Elly,”
Sonny Drysdal e (bank president M. Drysdal e’ s stepson)
decides to teach Elly May O anpett proper social habits. He
calls her his Pygmalion,8 and refers to her and her famly
as “barbarians from Tobacco Road.” Describing hinmself as
Cesar, he details how he will take the “savage” Elly My

and train her as his “love slave.” Drysdal e brags about his

63 George Bernard Shaw s Pygnalion (1916), centers on phonetics
professor Henry Higgins' attenpts to turn cockney flower girl Eliza
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theatrical training at Yale, Harvard, Princeton, and

Dart nout h, and nakes repeated literary allusions neant to
showcase his prestigious education. Elly May does not grasp
his references, and the conedy in these nonents relies on a
tel evi si on audi ences’ cultural, and specifically
theatrical, know edge. Despite Drysdale’s attenpts to
transformEl |y May, she rejects his notions of civility,
and her unsophisticated perceptions point to his
prej udi ces.

The dial ogue in this episode of The Beverly
HiIlbillies indicates that the stereotypes in Tobacco Road
had a lasting inpact on popul ar cul ture perceptions of poor
sout hern white wonmen. The 1960s were culturally different
than the 1930s, however, in regards to both wonen and rural
identity, shifting character and plot elenments of white
trash representation. The conedy in The Beverly H Il billies
is based on the C anpett’s status as white trash with
nmoney, disrupting sacred social binaries of wealth and
class. This confusion leads to binary terror, as the multi-
mllionaire Canpetts refuse to change their backwoods

lifestyle. The upper-class sense of respectability in

Doolittl e’ s speech and manner into that of a proper English |ady. The
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Beverly Hlls cannot entirely trunp the C anpett’s rural
sinplicity, and vice versa. Through this binary chaos, the
sit-com sinmul taneously supports white trash stereotypes and
critiques mainstream cl ass and regi onal biases.

| mmges of poor southern whites in popular culture,
like Li’l Abner and The Beverly H Il billies, suggest that
they continue to be |oathed and feared, yet are al so
consistently objects of conedy. Tal k show host Jerry
Springer and fil nmaker John Waters of fer popul ar i mages of
white trash that vary frombizarre to crimnal to idiotic
but always universally |laughable. Filns |ike Poor White
Trash (2000), Natural Born Killers (1994), Kalifornia
(1993), and Raising Arizona (1987) also feature characters
that fit the stereotype of the dunb, crimnal, sexually
depraved white trash, indicating that negative
representation of poor whites is still part of popul ar
cul ture perfornmances.

In Peggy, Fixin's, The House of Connelly, and Tobacco
Road, the heroines are those wonen willing to conformto
mai nstream notions of femninity, becom ng, in effect,

“good girls.” The performance of the white trash fenale

play was made into the nusical M/ Fair Lady in 1964.
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stereotype through Dolly Parton’s performance of Dolly
Parton (1967-present), and Jennifer Reeder’s video
performance of Wiite Trash Grl (1996, 1997) offer
alternate possibilities. Both present characters and/ or

i mages that reject ideas of m ddl e-cl ass-assim| ated
behavi or. Granted, Parton and Reeder do not acknow edge any
awar eness of the characters devel oped in the previously

di scussed plays of the 1920s and 1930s, but their use of
stereotype at once rejects and accepts the images of white
trash seen in these scripts and productions, suggesting
that these representations have been fully integrated into
Ameri can popul ar cul ture.

Parton and Reeder take the white trash stereotype and
turn it on its head, refusing to take the bait of “good
girl” salvation, while sinultaneously representing good
wonen who prevail over the evils of poverty and sexism By
claimng the |label “white trash,” both of these perforners
i nvoke the binary terror of white/trash. If binary terror
surfaces, as Rebecca Schnei der argues, with “the
di ssolution of a binary habit of sense-making and self
fashioning” in a way that is “directly proportionate to the

soci al safety insured in the maintenance of such apparatus
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of sense” (13), then Parton and Reeder’s work suggests the
conti nued dom nance of the sacred social binary that
separates whiteness and poverty.

Parton, one of the nost successful and adaptive
nmusi ci ans of the |last four decades, pronotes an engagi ng
i mge and personality, relying heavily on her body’s al nbst
unreal proportions to buttress public interest in her
career. Chris HolmMund, in Inpossible Bodies: Femninity
and Masculinity at the Myvies (2002), discusses Parton as

t he queen of “inpossible body,” defined as stars whose
“bodi es were—and often still are—inpossible because they
exceed the paraneters within which we think of ‘ideal’ or
even ‘normal’ physiques” (4). Parton, in Holmund s view,
is essential reading in American popular culture analysis,
the “epitonme of a tineless ‘South’ yet oddly ‘world,’
thoroughly ‘retro’ and quintessentially ‘ponpo,” with a
nostal gi c appeal that easily tippy toes over into canp”
(12). HolmMund s reading of Parton’s influence illum nates
the star’s broad range of appeal; her use of the white
trash stereotype touches a cord with a culture all too

famliar with its usage and sinul taneously chall enges the

power associated with that stereotype. Critical to Parton’s
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success is her ability to play “white trash” for hunor,
whi | e avoi ding the scandal s and gossip that plague many
celebrities.

On the opposite end of mainstreampalatability is
video artist Jennifer Reeder’s series, The Adventures of
Wiite Trash Grl, based on a superhero whose nost powerful
weapons are natural elenments of the fermal e body. Wite
Trash Grl has a southern twang, although she is not
connected with any specific region, reinforcing the idea
that white trash is always al ready rooted in stereotypes of
the South. The White Trash Grl video series, created while
Reeder was a graduate student at the Art Institute of
Chi cago, nade Reeder an international nane in art
gal l eri es.

The Adventures of Wiite Trash Grl is explicit and
violent, with graphic imges of bodily functions and
physi cal brutality. Reeder conbines violence and sexuality
to magnify stereotypical concepts of what white trash | ooks
li ke and does with the intention of exploding those
stereotypes. Reeder integrates filmclips of explosions,
bonbs, and police footage to suggest destruction, with

i mges of nenstrual blood flowing fromthe uterus, feces
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pushi ng through the intestines, vagi nas ejacul ating, and
nmout hs spitting out nucus as visual rem nders of what we
ei ther cannot or will not see.

Reeder enpl oys her critique as defacenment which, using
M chael Taussig's analysis, literally “engages internally
with the object defaced” (43) through her perfornmance of
desirable fem ninity. The defacenent of that femninity
occurs when she teases the public secrets of the body
(menstrual bl ood, feces, oral and vagi nal nucus) disrupting
categories of desire and disgust. Through Reeder’s acts of
def acenent she increases the power of the object defaced
because she never fully reveals the public secret; her
vi deos offer clinical views of internal sexual organs, but
the external organs are only hinted at. This engagenent
with the public secret mrrors Taussig s view of defacenent
as an action which “brings insides outside, unearthing
know edge, and revealing nystery,” but which may al so
“animate the thing defaced and the nystery reveal ed may
becone nore nysterious”(3). The Adventures of Wiite Trash
G rl does not transform stereotypes and obscenities into
commonpl ace cul tural objects; instead Reeder injects these

obj ects with superhuman power.
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Parton and Reeder’s performances, though not
specifically theatrical, are significant as they
si mul t aneously i nvoke and deface the white trash
stereotype, and their work indicates the continued
i nportance of the white/trash binary in American popul ar
culture. Wth both wonen it is easy to be drawn into their
physicality, but to do so m sses the sharpness of their
cul tural commentaries. Parton and Reeder are able to
mani pul ate the stereotype of poor white trash to their own
ends, juxtaposing excessive fenmal e bodies with power based
in a resistance to class biases. The explicit bodies of
Parton and Reeder are fem nist references to the explicit
nodes of binary terror that becane part of American popul ar
culture through the white trash femal e character of the
1920s and 1930s. It is not necessary to know t hese pl ays
specifically to be famliar with the kinds of wonen they
produced on stage, as they are reproduced continually
through television, film and stage performances. |In many
ways white culture continues to need the conti nuum of
propriety that inmages of white trash are measured agai nst.
John Waters’ prediction of the death of the termwhite

trash never cane true. Perhaps because the idea of a
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specific, stereotyped white trash, a representation able to
stand for an entire class and race, points to the need for
a white other, a nythical bad seed. As Harkins suggests,
such stereotypes “contain nultiple possible |ayers of
meani ng that divul ge as much about the ‘mainstreami culture
as the groups and custons they ostensibly depict” (211).
The position of poor white rural southern wonmen in this
amal gamati on of class, region, race, and gender is one of
uncertainty, as stereotypes of white trash wonen shift

bet ween notions of salvation and degradati on. Wat these
representations do provide is a view of how, historically,

t heatrical stages have reflected both regional and national
perceptions of “others” within the white majority, altering

definitions of racial, gender, and cl ass-based identity.
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