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ABSTRACT

RITUALS OF REASSURANCE: STUDIES IN
WORLD WAR II AMERICAN DRAMA

By
Richard Lee Hasbany

This study investigates the American theatre during
World War II. It uses the texts of selected plays produced
between 1938 and 1945 and the contemporary reviews and
comments of theatre critics to provide a history of the
theatre's evolving reaction to this great and traumatic
historical-cultural event. Terminology and concepts are

largely suggested by Northrup Frye's Anatomy of Criticism

and such cultural historians as Henry Nash Smith. The
study's emphasis is on discovering the themes, images, and
motifs that became dominant during the period.

The first chapter is an historical survey of

Broadway 's gsearch for an appropriate role in a wartime

culture. A few people in and out of government felt that

the theatre should aid the war effort by producing propa-

ganda and education plays. A few felt that playwrights
should respond to the war with serious artistic, rather than

pPropagandistic. considerations of the war. But most
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Richard Lee Hasbany

observers doubted that theatre could or should fill any

role in a war culture other than that of public entertainer.
Chapter two focuses on three major playwrights of the
period, Maxwell Anderson, Robert Sherwood, and Lillian
Hellman, and traces their evolving dramatic and philosophic
responses to the war. All three moved from a philosophic
or dramatic vision in which the individual and his moral
experience was of primary concern to a vision in which the
individual moral destiny was linked to the communal destiny.
In the plays this identification of individual and communal
destinies is imaged in the figure of Christ, a figure
having a poignant similarity to the contemporary soldier
who also sacrificed his life to save the community.

Chapter three looks in depth at a single play, Thorton

Wilder's The Skin of Our Teeth. The play demonstrates the

sophisticated use of such culturally meaningful figures as
Adam, Noah, and Odysseus, to suggest concurrently Western
man's long cultural heritage and the survival potential of
man and civilized values. The chapter uses the tools of
literary analysis to probe how Wilder uses the figures of
Western myth and legend to create a dramatic form remi-
niscent of Brecht and a content that was topically relevant.
wilder's play and the Christ figure of Anderson and

Sherwood drew basically upon Western, Christian cultural

images and motifs. The World War II theatre also sought a

more specifically American image. The fourth chapter

traces the development of this American local color image,
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Richard Lee Hasbany

nurtured originally by the W. P. A, Federal Theatre project
and developing into the Americana-nostalgic images'of
wartime theatre. The fourth chapter notes as well the
increased popularity and prevalence of the historical play
during the war period. The increased incidence of such
plays seems related to the increased desire for dramatic
projection of American images and themes. The history plays
also provide convenient vehicles for Americanizing universal
or mythic hero-figures such as are described in Joseph

Cambell's The Hero With a Thousand Faces. The ancient

pattern of heroic adventures is shown to exist in the
dramatically rendered adventures of American legendary
figures.

The form that most successfully fused cultural myth
with popular Broadway fare was the musical. The musical as
exemplified by Oklahoma, flowered and reached a new peak
of artistic quality during the war. The fifth chapter
focuses on this musical genre, both as a theatrical form
and as the clearest and most popular expression of the
trends thus far noted. The musical after 1943 was dominated
by nostalgic projections of the American past, featuring
specifically American themes and figures. 1In the musicals
America is depicted as nearly a pastoral paradise, virtuous,
innocent, and strong against evil. The musicals identify
the individual with community destiny as did Anderson in
his Christ figure, but here the figure is identifiably

American, often bearing strong similarities to R. W. B.




ag's erican Adam £ic
#oe Trist mythcs are
nasirvey aproach t0
i, stifting from the ce
#itaze and looking more

%% and its sccial E!

Te study sugges

6 Profourdly to t:

oY

%Tssicn became att

ane

T awdience for pre

=3, pawerfy) herie

<3 arg Disicalg cf ¢
Hance, Subtly Cele

i, 1centity, and po




Richard Lee Hasbany

Lewis's American Adam figure, and the tragic implications
of the Christ mythos are absent. The final chapter returns
to a survey approach to show the theatre emerging from the
war, shifting from the celebration of American culture and
heritage and looking more satirically and critically at
America and its social problems.

The study suggests that the theatre did actually
respond profoundly to the wartime home front culture. 1Its
expression became attuned to the subconscious need in a
wartime audience for projections of images suggesting a
virtuous, powerful heritage and cultural identity. The
dramas and musicals of the war period became rituals of
reassurance, subtly celebrating American goals, character-

istics, identity, and potency.
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INTRODUCTION

The subject of the following study is the American
theatre during those years, 1938-45, when global war
threatened and engaged the American nation. The study is
primarily a literary history, though it is not an inclusive
history. It tries fo record such significant events and
trends as the opening of Oklahoma! on April 1, 1943, the
subsequent flowering of musical drama and its ascendency
during the war over the musical comedy and revue. The
central concern of the study, however, is an examination of
the recurrent themes and figures and the possible reasons
for their dominance in the wartime theatre.

I was introduced to the study of theatre as a
cultural phenomenon in a seminar with Dr. Victor Howard at
Michigan State University. The seminar's topic was World
War II home front culture. In my research on the American
musical theatre during the war years, I found what I thought
to be an intriguing relationship between literary or
theatrical works and non-literary events. The fact that
there was a war on did seem to influence what went on in

theatre in a more profound way than was represented by the
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very visible American Theatre Wing Service activities.
Significant as the Lunchtime Follies, free tickets to
servicemen project, and Stage Door Canteen may have been,
they were only the tip of the iceberg of theatre's response
to the wartime conditions. A more significant response
came in the very heart of the theatre, its dramatic and
musical events. In addition to the usual escapist fare
that made only the most superficial recognition that war
was on, I found trends emerging in the musicals that
signalled direct creative reaction to a wartime culture and
audience. Treatments of Americana themes abounded, and the
theme dominated the most successful musical dramas from
1943 till the end of the conflict. The nostalgic image of
a fresh, pastoral, confident America made a powerful appeal
to the wartime audience. Why these themes and images at
this particular time?

In this most public of the traditional literary
genres, what the audience wants or needs determines somewhat
directly what is produced. The eccentric play has less
chance of being successful than the eccentric poem or
novel. The poet or novelist writes for the individual
reader. If the eccentric poem creates a meaningful experi-
ence for a single individual, it is a success. If a play
creates such experience for only scattered individuals, it
is a theatrical failure. A playwright must keep an eye on
the crowd and its probable responses. Thus, the musicals

and plays of the war at least indirectly reflect and
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suggest something about the wartime audience that paid
money to see them. When certain themes and images recurred,
we may infer that those themes and images were especially
poignant or meaningful to the American wartime audience.

If those themes and images tended to dissipate after the
war, as they did, we might infer that the war milieu helped
create a rather unique cluster of tastes of needs in the
theatre audience, a cluster of needs and expectations that
changed as the war ended. An increasingly complex and
interesting relationship became evident between the
literary-theatrical event, the historical context, and the
audience psychology.

The present study allowed me to pursue this inter-
esting cluster relationship more extensively. The scope
has been broadened to include non-musical as well as
musical drama. The period under study includes the entire
war period rather than just the four years of United States
involvement that were covered in the seminar research. The
increased scope and time span provided a clearer sense of
context. The local color, Americana impulse was not unique
to the war period; it began in the W. P, A, Federal Theatre.
But it flourished and gained dominance only during the war
years. The musical revue and musical comedy had been
evolving into more sophisticated forms during the thirties,
and they achieved their apotheosis in Oklahoma! in 1943.
The theatre can more easily be seen in the broadened

context as an organic body, evolving according to its own



—

enic Leritage. B

woleaw

af
[

tcyres during th

In trying to

= e reasons for t

cage

2l apurely chronc
5 the follcwing

eren o

~tio.ogical order,

e
2w
L%

Fite studiesg erg

et €
"R 0% the culey

I8t chapteyr is a r

.
~£3¢

e's P
Seexlng ar

Bnd o
chapter focu:e

- 2t
S ad 1Y
~ed %w A
“‘-er's o~
-
-~ ¢
(SN ——

. ~ue1:a* .
N ‘lc
\‘.“3. c
Y Lo
R



genetic heritage. But as the dominance of certain themes
and figures during the war suggested, it was an organism
also responding to its environment.

In trying to identify those responses and speculate
on the reasons for those particular responses, I decided
that a purely chronological approach was inadequate.

Though the following chapters are arranged in a roughly
chronological order, they may make more sense if seen as
separate studies employing varying perspectives to view the
problem of the culture-audience-theatre relationship. The
first chapter is a basic historical survey of the American
theatre's seeking and adjusting to a wartime role. The
second chapter focusses on three major playwrights of the
period, Maxwell Anderson, Robert Sherwood, and Lillian
Hellman. The chapter tries to trace their evolving
resﬁonses to the historical crisis. The third chapter uses
literary criticism's tools to discuss a single play,

Thorton Wilder's The Skin of Our Teeth. The analysis finds

in the eccentric, integrative techniques of that play the
same impulses toward myth and culturally pregnant figures
that were found in the ideas and works of Anderson, Sherwood,
and Hellman. The fourth chapter looks at a movement or
theme, local color, and at the hero and historical figure

in war period drama. The fifth chapter traces the develop-
ment and thematic content of a theatrical form, the

musical. The final chapter returns to an historical

perspective in an attempt to describe the theatre's
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emergence from its wartime character, and to suggest the
possible nature of the cultural-audience-historical-
theatrical relationship.

The critic most helpful to me in considering the
relationship has been Northrup Frye and his Anatomy of
Criticism. Implicit in his theory of myth and genre is the
idea that literary expression is actually the expression of
profoundly deep human responses to the threats and joys of
existence. Narrative is the recounting of basic mythic
patterns that have their ground in man's dreams of power
and control, and conversely in his recognition of man's
always incipient defeat by natural and human forces. These
basic mythic patterns become displaced, i.e., are disguised,
made more credible and polite for the contemporary, largely
nmiddle class theatre audience, but the underlying patterns
remain recognizable because human dreams and fears remain
the same. Frye's premise and terminology seem to me
especially appropriate in a study which tries to investigate
the relation of literary expression to the subjective needs
of its audience. His work provides categories and terms
and a broad human and literary context with which to view
the theme and image patterns of World War II American
theatre. Frye's inclusive view of literature allows us to
see the popular musical, for instance, as essentially
ritual celebration of community, i.e., as the masque.

Using Frye, then, to help identify form and the deeper

subjective and communal implications of form, it may be
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possible to make tentative comments about the intriguing
cluster relationship I first noted in the seminar research.
If the masque, the folk tale and folk hero, and the Christ
figure are dominant in the theatre literature of the war
period, there is suggested a communal need for public,
almost ritual affirmation of the community's heritage, power
and righteousness. Also suggested is the poignant recog-
nition of the tragic need for sacrifice, and of the mythic
affinities and communal significance of that sacrifice.

Frye's methodology is not followed rigorously. 1In
fact, the methodology for the study may be fairly called
eclectic, using as the study does the various tools of
history, literary criticism, and cultural or anthropological
speculation. Such eclecticism may be accused of lacking
scholarly rigor. But it seems appropriate given the
multiple focus of the study, i.e., the drama, the audience,
the historical period and the relationship of all three.
Frye and his work remains the one constant critical strand
throughout, however, because he provides a broad human and
formal framework for looking at literature. Literary
history needs to be more than the history of plays or poems
in isolation. It must also take into account the historical,
psychological milieu of those plays or poems. The study of
structures without human context may lead to the acquistion
of truth without enlightenment. Literary history, to be

enlightening, should be the study of man exposing and
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expressing his deepest self. Literary history should be a
history of man. I hope that is what the following may in

some measure be.
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I. ELUSIVE JUSTIFICATION: THE

THEATRE SEEKS A ROLE

A Wilderness of Voices

All we need is to break out of the minuteness of the
modern drama into some of the big social themes that
the last decade has been grimly accumulating.
Brooks Atkinson, "New Forms for 014,"
February, 1941

I believe it is the solemn duty of producers of plays
these days to seek out such plays as would arouse the
public to the dangers and calamities that confront us.
I. Einstein, letter in the New York Times,
March 9, 1941

Whatever the judgment about them in a distant future
. « « these playwrights have had to face an almost
insurmountable problem.
Ernst Schwartzert, "Notes on the Theatre
during the War"

The war period began with at least one portion of
the American theatre being called on to justify its
existence. On the evening of June 16, 1939, Everett
Dirksen rose from his seat in the United States House of
Representatives. After making a preliminary concession to
the cultural value of the theatre, he decleared that "there
comes a time when the theatre can be prostituted by
suggestion and otherwise, and I think that has been done by

1

the theatre project under W. P, A." In his deep voice,
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using the dry irony for which he became famous, Representa-
tive Dirksen read through a list of the titles presented by

the Federal Theatre, including A New Deal for Mary, Up in

Mabel's Room, and A New Kind of Love. "I wonder what that
2

can be?" he asked. "It smacks somewhat of the Soviet."
Dirksen's attack was not the first nor the last as the
Congress debated whether or not to exclude the Federal
Theatre from the Work Progress Administration Art Project
appropriations. But his remarks, which his House colleagues
found highly amusing, were representative of political
attacks on the theatre project in particular and implicitly
on the theatre in general.

The assaults on the most public of literary forms
were a confusion of political, racial, and moral motives
and fears. The bulk of votes for denying the Federal
Theatre further appropriations came from Republicans and
Southern Democrats. The Republicans doubtless were not
opposed to discrediting the Roosevelt administration by
suggesting communist influence, while some Southern repre-
sentatives and senators were upset by the theatre project's
integration of blacks and whites. Senator Robert Reynolds
of Ashville, North Carolina spoke to his colleagues, when
the bill reached that body, of certain directors of a
W. P. A. theatre group who attempted to persuade a white
girl to date a negro man. In a curious amalgam of mixed
metaphors, Senator Reynolds was able to associate all the

contemporary devils with the theatre.
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10

The only persons who have been going to town have been
the communists who are disguising their red pills with
salacious coverings so as to lure, like a siren, all who
can hear. The titles [Up in Mabel's Room, etc.] speak
for themselves; and I judge that the only literature
ever read by those in charge of the W. P. A. theatre
project was written by Boccaccio or bore the name of
Cassanova- - . . Through such materials the cardinal
keystone of communism--free love and racial equality--
is being spread at the expense of the God-fearing, home
loving American taxpayer who must pay the bills for all
this dangerous business.

The Federal Theatre was not without support among
the Congressmen. It was defended by the New Yorkers--
Representative Sirovich, Senators Wagner and Cellers, and
also by Congressmen from such hinterlands as Florida
(Senator Pepper), and Nevada (Senator McCarran). Theatre's
spokesmen defended it for its aesthetic value. Senator
Henry F. Ashurst of Prescott, Arizona rose on June 28, 1939
to speak. "I hope the Senate will not go on record as
censoring art. The stage is art. Art is truth, and in the
final sum of worldly things, only art endures. . . ."4 But
most defenders felt their strongest appeal lay in pointing
out the project's practical role in society, i.e., as an
absolutely necessary relief function serving between 7,000
and 9,000 unemployed theatre people. Neither appeal could
carry the day. The Senate did allow continued funds for
the theatre project, but when adamant House members in
conference committee refused to permit the funds, the
Senate acquiesced. The Federal Theatre was dead.

Congressional opposition and the demise of the

project raises several interesting questions about the
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11

theatre's role in American culture. What, if any, is the
potential social value of the theatre to a culture in
crisis, be that crisis a depression, or, of more interest
here, a war? What, if any, is the responsiblity of art to
the culture in which it finds itself and from which it
springs? 1Is it to be a mirror to events or a proponent of
attitudes about those events? Hallie Flanagan saw the
Federal Theatre as a microcosm and mirror in its compo-
sition and functioning; it was an expression of the period's
liberal tendencies. "The Federal Theatre cost money; it
represented labor unions, o0ld and new; it did not bar aliens
or members of minorities. 1In other words, Federal Theatre
presented a small but graphic example of the adminis-
tration's characteristics, which were regarded, of course,
as defects by all enemies of that administration. It was
perhaps the triumph as well as the tragedy of our actors
that they became indeed the abstract and brief chronicles
of the time."5
Because it reflected the characteristics of a
particular outlook and administration, the Federal Theatre's
opponents could say it became politically and socially
functional; it could become a too valuable political asset
to whichever faction controlled it. The debate in Congress
demonstrated the apparent consensus among lawmakers
concerning the potential power and influence of theatre
over the minds of its audience. Observors commenting about

the threatre of the thirties have generally continued to
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see it as a truly formative influence on the opinion of the

general public. Caspar H. Nannes in Politics in the Ameri-

can Drama sees the anti-nazi dramas of the '30s playing an
important persuasive role. The anti-nazi plays, he claims,
"made a reluctant nation aware there was a demonic force
loose in the world and impressed upon audiences that this
satanic power was not content to remain overseas. . . .
Newspapers and magazine accounts, scenes in newsreels, and
even the hourly radio reports failed to bring home the
menace facing the world. . . . It remained for an evening in
the theatre, with the immediacy of footlight impact, to
awaken a somnolent America to the danger."6 It would seem
that Nannes overestimates theatre's power to persuade. The
public opinion polls of the period do not show the American
public ever really waking up to the alarms sounding the
Axis threat, whether those alarms were from the theatre or
some other source. In February, 1940 a Gallup poll
described 77% of its sample declaring that the United
States should not take up arms against Europe even if
England and France were 108139.7 Even as late as August,
1941, Gallup found 83% of its sample against sending an

8 If Americans were awakened,

expeditionary force to Europe.
they still were not ready to stir.

Within the theatre itself there was no consensus
either as to the correct role for the theatre in external

political affairs, or how potent the theatre might be in

influencing those external events. This state of internal
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uncertainty and division was demonstrated quite clearly in
the Finnish relief controversy.

On November 30, 1939, Russian troops invaded
Finland. The Finns made a remarkably strong resistence and
were able to hold out against the Eastern Goliath until
March 12, 1940 when a peace agreement was signed. There
was much sympathy for Finland in America. Herbert Hoover
lead the Finnish Relief Fund, Inc., a fund designed to give
aid to the 700,000 refugees. My January 17, 1940 Hoover
announced that 500,000 Americans had each given $1.00 to

9

the fund. The support, then, was broad. It included moral

and financial support from the American theatre community.

Robert Sherwood's There Shall be No Night, a play about the
Russo-Finnish war, appeared while the fighting went on and
was one of the most successful and sympathetically received
plays of the 1938-40 season.

On January 13, 1940, various producers and stars
including Katharine Hepburn, Tallulah Bankhead, and Eddie
Dowling, met at the Algonquin Hotel to plan for theatre's
help in aiding the refugees. Helen Hayes, chairman of the
fund's Amusement Committee, announced a goal of at least
$500,000. Lee Shubert pledged that any or all of his
theatres could be used for benefit performances. Shows
already promising such performances included The Phila-

delphia Story, Hellzapoppin, Pins and Needles, Du Barry was

a Lady, and The Little Foxes. Miss Hayes further announced

that she and Jean Hersholt hoped for a radio show in which
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Greta Garbo would overcome her aversion to microphones and

read a plea for Finnish refugee relief.lo
The mood at the Algonquin was one of confidence and

serenity; what the theatre folk were about to do was un-

qguestionably correct and beneficent. The serenity was soon

shattered. All involved in the ensuing controversy

implicitly felt the theatre to be a powerful and influential

medium. Such a medium must be very careful about the

impact of its deeds, even its good deeds. Consequently,

not everyone felt the theatre should get involved in the

Russo-Finnish War. Conflict broke into the open when

producers Oscar Serlin (Life With Father) and Herman Shumlin

(The Little Foxes) refused to allow benefit performances of

their productions. Shumlin and Lillian Hellman, author of
Foxes, became spokesmen for those against the performances,
and their rationale attested to their belief in the
theatre's power as an attitude influencer. Shumlin said
the benefits demonstrated a "war hysteria" to which the
theatre should not contribute, and further suggested an
"unneutral attitude" at odds with the government's official

11 If relief went anywhere it should go to needy

policy.
Americans, especially stage people.

Charges arose that Shumlin and Hellman's and others'
reluctance to help the Relief Fund came not so much from a
desire to keep the theatre neutral and aloof as from

sympathy for the Russian invaders. The Amusement Committee

of the Fund issued a statement signed by John Shubert,




3
g swaing, Joan Gol
m—rist cunning mask

= ¢ tanner of the Ge

uwntroversy that ha

o
pest

wsils performances f:
il Bankhead, whn
2420 had refused to

h
i for Spanish Loyal

Yeeyn

vy
el

VeISy with her i

#-Soviet biag . Kell

LA
< 2 pre-way Tovene

Wd aga to the war g

D 4o aig Spanie
i, she hag Teascr,
3 3

T Now that the wary
&

& .
"a“ng War Syrpat=n

[ e

Whethey One 4
l:'.:i:at
& l’easoning
i'.i: [

Tfatre Pecple
Tene

sati
R (0deyg ,
"“f-ebb

eref;

DA Sreo-;
era] e~
“Ratre to .
. é
T ’-Gt Y
- o Ohr.ec*
Tange
© aja .
In .
. thls Iy
“eita ~
= ar



15

Eddie Dowling, John Golden and others, charging that
"Communist cunning masked in the phoney cloak of Americanism,
in the manner of the German Bund, is solely responsible for
the controversy that has arisen in the theatre over the

wl2

benefit performances for Finnish non-combatants.

Tallulah Bankhead, who played Regina in The Little Foxes,

and who had refused to play a benefit performance of that
play for Spanish Loyalists, added further heat to the
controversy with her intimations of Hellman's and Shumlin's
pro-Soviet bias. Hellman answered that such aid might
"mask a pre-war movement in the United States,”" and that it
could add to the war spirit. She went on to explain her
attempts to aid Spanish Loyalists. A Republican victory in
Spain, she had reasoned, would forestall a general European
war. Now that the war had come, her hope was to keep from
enflaming war sympathies in the United States.13

Whether one accepted Miss Hellman's somewhat
intricate reasoning or not, one could not help but note
that theatre people generally known to be leftwing in
orientation (Odets, Clurman, Shumlin) were creating a
counter-benefit group urging restoration of the W. P. A.
Federal Theatre to aid needy theatre people.14 It was
hard not to connect liberal/leftist sentiments with
reluctance to aid Finland's refugees.

In this controversy, which grew so hot that back-

stage arguments even began to affect performances on

stage, Equity decided to stick with democracy, hoping
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thereby to please the majority. The Association's council
stated that any actor could refuse to perform in a benefit,
and individual casts could decide for themselves if their
show would give such performances. If a minority felt they
wanted pay, they might get their regular wages.15 So the
benefits began after a picture was circulated of Alfred Lunt
(of Taming of the Shrew) putting the first contribution into
a jar held by Gertrude Lawrence (of Skylark). Finnish

women dressed in native costumes solicited relief funds in
the lobbies. With some bitterness, name calling, and
anxiety, the American theatre had made its first stand
during the war, a stand more of good will than of ideological
clarity. To an extent this stand would prove prophetic of
theatre's role throughout the war--a role always poised
tenuously between, on the one hand, purely professional
concerns, great good will, and devotion to the cause that
was to become clear after December 7, 1941, and on the other
hand, an uncertainty whether it should discuss ideology,

and if it should, how it should.

But there was another side to the theatre's problem
of finding its role in American culture in these war years
of 1939-1945. Broadway, though convinced of its propa-
gandistic powers, i.e., its ability to plead a case, create
a sympathy for a particular cause, saw itself primarily as
an entertainment rather than an educational medium. The
debate that ensued as 1940 turned into 1941 and war drew

ever closer became less specific than the Finnish Relief
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\
rhubarb. The issue became to what extent theatre should |

put aside its established personality and serve as an
educator, a propagandist, a commentator. Was serious
comment and instruction its role, or was it to serve as an
escape, a refuge of gags, color, pretty girls and happy
endings in the American's world of unendingly reported
violence and lqng hours on the defense job? Would it serve
best by forsaking its childish ways, or by doing exactly
the reverse and emphasizing them? World War I theatre
provided no real answer. It had spawned, said Rosamond
Gilder in 1939, "A spate of war-tinged plays of no intrinsic
value,"” and provided as spectacle the warrior-chorus girl
and the patriotic tableaux. The hits of that war were the

usual comedies and melodramas, such as Daddy Long Legs and
16

Elmer Rice's On Trial. But much had happened in the
American theatre since then--O'Neill, Freud's arrival on
Broadway, The Theatre Guild, the Group Theatre with its
superb acting. Broadway had matured. So World War I
theatre's response was not really relevant. Certainly post-
Depression theatre's greater maturity should be reflected
in its responses to this second war crisis of the century.

In early 1942 the role of the theatre in American
life once again became the subject of Congressional debate.
Though inspired by such mundane matters as draft deferments
and Melvyn Douglas's salary at the Office of Civilian

Defense, the debate's scope encompassed the profession's

total value to the nation in time of crisis. The threatre
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was a highly visible institution with well known figures
who would, for better or worse, be watched and noted by
citizens in New York City and across the nation. Here was
a reservoir of talent and competence capable of producing
spectacles that could, perhaps, influence a people's
feelings and opinions. And it might be capable of even
greater influence during a war than before, for there would
probably be the usual wartime seeking of amusement, and
certainly there would be more money to enable people to go
to the theatres. What was the nature of the influence to

be then? More Tobacco Roads, murder melodramas like Angel

Street, fast moving, somewhat bawdy revues and nonsensical
musical comedies? Or an unofficial arm of the government
to be used for propaganda and "education?"

As usual when Congress started discussing the
theatre's priority and value, the debate grew warm, the
polemics and rhetoric rich and bitter. Recreation is
essential, said Roosevelt. How essential? asked Congress.
Some members of the House were upset at what they felt was
preferential treatment afforded members of the entertain-
ment industry. The nation had to settle the question of
who was to be deferred from serving in the armed forces.

As far back as December, 1940, theatre people had asked for
special consideration. At that time New York City Selective
Service director, Col. Arthur V. McDermott was asked to

grant several performers in Hellzapoppin a deferment until

the show closed.17 Prospects were that each case would
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have to be decided by individual draft boards. But that
was 1940; the United States was not at war, and the numbers
getting preferential treatment were few.

It was now 1942; the United States was at war, yet
it had taken Brigadier General Lewis B. Hershey, director
of Selective Service, only four days after the request was
made to sanction draft deferred status for actors, writers,
directors, producers, cameramen, sound engineers, and other
technicians. Why, demanded Representative August H.
Andersen of Minnesota on February 9, 1942, could not Hershey
move on a six month o0ld request to get deferments for

farmers?l8

Andersen's question was echoed bitterly by
Rep. Clevenger of Ohio, who raised again in his attack the
traditional spector of theatre's immoral influence. "May
not sugar," he asked, "milk, canned fruit, and vegetables,
meats, and grain be more essential than a lot of this
salacious bedroom drama, low comedy, and propaganda so
generously interlarded into legitimate entertainment?"l9
The question of entertainers' relative wealth became
an issue in the 1942 debate. On February 6, 1942, Rep.
John Taber of New York spoke against the parasites on the
Federal payrolls, and noted especially actor Melvyn
Douglas's $8,000 a year appointment in the Office of
Civilian Defense. Rep. Charles Fabbis of Pennsylvania drew
a comparison that is illustrative of the attitude held by

many about the relative value of the entertainer in a war

culture. The salary drawn by Douglas would be, Fabbis
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began, "as much as we are paying that matchless and heroic
soldier, General Douglas MacArthur, when he is battling in
the forests of the Philippines everyday, every hour--yes
even every minute--in danger of his life, to preserve the

fate of the white race in the Orient."20

Douglas' leftist
political reputation of the '30s certainly helped provoke
this attack, and hovering in the background of the debate
remained remnants of suspicion about actors' political and
national loyalties.zl
After a considerable amount of such rhetoric and
sentiment, the bill under discussion, the Deficiency
Appropriations Bill, was passed on February 9, 1942 by a
margin of more than two to one. The bill included an
amendment forbidding the Office of Civilian Defense from
spending money for "the employment of persons, the rent of
facilities, or the purchase of equipment and supplies to
promote, produce, or carry on instruction or to direct
instruction in physical fitness by dancers, fan dancing,
street shows, theatrical performances, or other public

22 What the amendment amounted to was a

entertainments."
refusal by Congress to have any official relations with
the theatre, a refusal to recognize any serious contri-
bution that the theatre could make to the nation at this
period, even if the suspect profession was disposed to do
so. Yet, even with this financial hand-slapping, the

watchful and hostile attitudes in Washington were probably

less pronounced in World War II than they had been in
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World War I. During that war Attorney General A. Mitchell
Palmer investigated the Broadway theatre to make sure no
German propaganda would be disseminated through plays and
that no income could go indirectly into German hands.23
But whether the attacks were less blatant or not,
actors responded with anger to the attacks on the loyalty
and good will of the theatre industry. Eddie Cantor, Ole
Olsen, and Chick Johnson sent a telegram on February 9,
1942 to the heads of the A. F. of L. and C. I. O. asking
them to lend the actors their prestige against "any attempt
to segregate [actors] from the rest of labor's energetic
role in the war effort and thereby help achieve the unity
of all sections of the population, which is essential to
final victory." The telegram went on: "Need we remind the
politicans that only a week or so before this malicious
attack upon the entertainment profession the United States
Congress lowered its heads in mourning for our dearly
beloved Carole Lombard, killed while returning from a

n24 The telegrams that flowed from

government mission.
enraged theatre people in response to the Congressional
sentiments and actions suggested two roles for the pro-
fession and its workers in a wartime society. Both are
seen in the Cantor-Olsen-Johnson telegram. There was first
the personal effort of stars like Carole Lombard, adding
visibility and glamor to certain government activities.

Second, there was a useful, ideological, attitude-creating

function that even the mere entertainment industry could
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perform. Congress seemed to have ignored the possibility,
dominated as it was by suspicions that theatre and movies
were at best frivolous and perhaps immoral, and at worst an
industry packed with people who would gladly use its power
in politically dangerous ways.

In this atmosphere of mutual hostility, Emmanuel
Celler rose to suggest the useful function that the theatre
could serve. The date, July 7, 1942; the occasion, a
Broadway soldier production. The show was This is the Army,
a revue produced and cast entirely by soldiers, with words
and music by Irving Berlin. Celler's enthusiasm was almost
embarrassingly intense. "It [This is the Army] is a sheer
pageant of patriotism. . . . You are lifted out of your
seat with enthusiasm. You feel like throwing your living
arms around our army. Do not fail to see it. It is a great

25 Celler's remarks included more than

gloom antidote."
praise for that specific show alone, however. He suggested
that Athens, a symbol of democracy, had been helped during
its war with Sparta by one of Euripides' plays.26 Here was
another side to the coin. The theatre might not be just a
parasite sucking the enriched blood of the fully employed
home front; it might even be of some indirect value to the
war effort.

There was a party to the debate that saw a potential
in the theatre for patriotic excitation and information.

This party, which included theatre and non-theatre people,

wanted to see a conscious development of a patriotic,



goaional theatre.

4t deals behind the
raticle in the Dec:
#ger, Flrst, the o
= for pblic educar
lilved basic issue.
Thevar and a sett
8] not tog soorn
= attention in his
% 0ffioe of War In¢/
Etiven some Start;
frzent ore-thirg ¢

s

e at thyy time

SHarg,

k‘.\ericans w

8, g the real

Litvens

Cent represented

En
ST of the Rnerj.

% far ¢ .
Imormtlon C

Newmn
e j

qy Conscious:es




23

educational theatre. The argument for a theatre expressing
the ideals behind the Allies' war effort were summarized in

an article in the December, 1942 Current History, by John

Gassner. First, the advocates of a war theatre cited a
need for public education. Unlike World War I, this war
"involved basic issues essential to a victorious conclusion
of the war and a settlement of past-war problems for which

n27 Gassner

it [was] not too soon to educate the nation.
drew attention in his article to a statement released by
the Office of War Information in the summer of 1942 that
had given some startling statistics. According to the
statement, one-third of the American people would have
accepted at that time a negotiated peace with German army
leaders. Americans were not sensitive, the statement
implied, to the real evil that the German nation and
movement represented and that must be destroyed. Fifty
percent of the American people admitted that they were not
sure what the war was about, and so it was necessary, said
the War Information Office statement, to "carry into the
everyday consciousness of every citizen the realities, the
horror and menace of which they are so dangerously
unaware."28

The logical result of such a demand for a patriotic
and educational treatre would have been, of course, a
government inspired, directed, and produced theatre, and

certain critics did at times draw attention to the effective

government theatres of Russia and China, both of which were
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producing anti-fascist dramas for civilian and military
consumption. As far as is known, no one actually suggested
that the United States government either dictate to the
American theatre industry or get into the sponsorhip and
production of dramas itself. Even the plans for a national
theatre advocated by various people, such as Robert Sherwood,

Brooks Atkinson, and Edith J. R. Isaacs of Theatre Arts,

called for a theatre safely protected from any direct
government dictation.

Of course, service productions, such as This is the

Army, may be said to be indirectly government productions.
In fact, the government did send three shows out on the road
in 1942 to, as Variety put it, hypo "U. S. morale to a fever

fighting and production pitch." Stars of the first show,

United Nations Hero Parade, were military figures such as

Bigadier General James Doolittle, British fliers, and eight
American soldiers and sailor cited for bravery. The men
were to tell about their experiences before big rallies.

The second show, The Army War Show, was to include exhibits

of equipment and 1,200 enlisted men and officers sfaging a

29

"battle" every evening. The somewhat epic affairs were

similar to the Nazi-produced Thingspiel (from Thing, a

Teutonic tribal assembly). In Thingspiels citizens watched

S. A. or Hitler youth battalions stage battles, saw other

examples of military skills displayed, and heard choric

30

declamations. But the U. S. government's involvement in

theatre spectacles was short-lived, somewhat to the chagrin
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of people wanting a perhaps less epic, but more relevant
and idoelogical theatre than appeared in the offing.
"If America is the leader of the ideological war," they
asked, "why is it not taking steps to use theatre's powerful
arsenal in the struggle."31
Without directives coming from a central, powerful
agency of some kind, the theatre was left to find its way
in the encircling gloom of dimmed-out midtown Manhattan.
The issues surrounding theatre's wartime role were very
real to theatre people, but were often necessarily reduced
from such grand conceptions as the power of art and enter-
tainment to strengthen and idealize democracy to the more
immediate problems of which shows would first get investors
and then audiences. Producers had to live with the fact,
and probably were grateful, that American theatre was not

government subsidized as was the Russian. As Rosamund

Gilder noted in Theatre Arts in 1943, the American Broadway

show must pay its way first. It must get people into the
theatre and then do what patriotic thing it could.32
The rule of economic necessity on Broadway has long
been lamented and continued to be so lamented during the
war years.33 The first problem for a producer to settle
was what would attract enough people into his theatre and
grosses into his till. Thus, among practicing theatre
people (as opposed to critics and treatre columnists), the

debate about the theatre shifted from what it should do to

what it must do. In 1943 Martha Dreiblatt of the New York
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Times went to several theatre veterans to discover their
views of what the theatre must do. Often the categories of
"must” and "should" merged, and a neat metaphysical propo-
sition was formed: necessity (wﬁat Broadway must do)
equalled goodness and virtue (what Broadway rightfully

should do). John Golden, producer of Claudia, reported to
Miss Dreiblatt: "In my experience people don't want the war e
in their theatrical entertainment. They want escape. Also,
the best war plays are written after the perspective comes,

not during the heat of battle.”34

Golden's second comment
displays a commonly held explanation of £he lack of good war
plays during World War II. F. Hugh Robert, author of Kiss
and Tell commented. "The majority of war plays so far
produced have met with the general opinion that the things
they say are trite and obvious. I still think the function
of the theatre today is to provide not sheer escapist
entertainment, perhaps, but entertainment. The crowds
milling around on Broadway these evenings at showtime want
to spend the money in their pockets to buy entertainment and
forgetfulness of the day's work."35 So, often the theatre
audience was envisioned as a crowd wistfully seeking a

lotus land behind the dim marquees.

Did the audience want only escape? Would it accept
war dramas? Coe Ladd concluded in 1942 "that the nearer a °*
country comes to getting into war the less threatregoers
are attracted to plays having to do with international

n36

conflict. In the allied industry of motion pictures,
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executives of Warner Brothers wanted to do more than guess
about what the public wanted and would pay for, so it took

a straw vote in 1942 of film editors in forty U. S. cities.
Votes tallied indicated that the studio should schedule more
comedies, fewer serious dramas, and fewer war pictures for
production in the coming year.37 Variety reported on

March 18, 1942 that there would be fifty "filmusicals"
during the year and that this number would top even those

38 The mood of the

vintage years of the early thirties.
American audience seemed evident, and in response the
entertainment industry seemed definitely pointed in the
direction of melody and sweetness.

But for individual playwrights serious about their
work and the implications of its content, acceptance of
role of entertainer often came hard. As the next chapter
will show at some length, the war period forced playwright
after playwright to define for himself the role he should
play, forced him to balance somehow the demands of artist,
entertainer, and citizen, and to find a content which would
be both congenial to his individual talent and relevant to
the world realities outside him.

Perhaps no clearer expression of role uncertainty

exists than S. N. Behrman's No Time for Comedy. In this

1939 play starring Katharine Cornell and Laurence Olivier,
Behrman seems to have been writing autobiography of a kind,
though the playwright made no claims of being the model for

his character. The play concerns Gay Esterbrook, a writer
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of fashionable social comedies. Suddenly, with the help of
Amanda, a woman angling for both an affair and distinction
by bringing him to serious achievement, Gay grows disgusted
with himself for not having faced the real and horrible
world. He says to Linda, his wife and the star of most of
his successful comedies, "you expect me to sit in my room
contriving stage situations for you to be witty in! Or I
go to Hollywood and sit in endless conferences agonizing
over novel methods for boy to meet girl. I tell you it's
all an irrelevance, an anachronism, a callous acqui-

escence."39

Amanda does inspire Gay to write a rather
absurd play about immortality, but by doing so seems to
force him into betraying his own best talent. Behrman
appeared to be dealing with the conflicting forces within
the psyche of the comedy writer. Amanda, on the one hand,
suggests and stirs in him the vague but profound feelings
that respond to the ugly realities. Under the influence of
Amanda and these sincere but vague emotions Gay rejects his
previous mode of drama in one of Behrman's most strongly
felt speeches. "No I'm sick of it, sick of my work, sick
of myself. I want something clear and outside myself to be
enlisted for. I'm sick of the triviality, sick of ringing
changes on what I've already written, sick of the futility.
I swear to God, I want it shot out of myself" (p. 189).
Opposed to the deeply felt need to respond

emotionally to the immediate world stands Linda, suggesting

the hard and objective parts of Gay's psyche, those parts
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that allow him to write sharply observed and witty comedy.
She begs him not to ignore his natural comic talent, and
she states what may be seen as an attempt by Behrman to
justify the social comedy he had written, and what could
become justification for Broadway's wartime emphasis on
escape. "I gather," she tells Gay, "the besieged Spaniards
love the American films. If they enjoy seeing our glamor
boys pursue our glamor girls before they're knocked to bits,
why grudge them? . . . The eternities are a bore. They're
inhuman. You can't take them in. We can only laugh at our
plight. That's what distinguishes us from the animals and
from the savages you're so excited about. They can't
laugh" (p. 49). The playwright is poised between the two
women and the two sides of his mind. He opts for wife and
natural gift. To deny that is to create a false art,
flatly untrue because dramatically unembodied. The play

ne #vrote under Amanda's influence, he later judges, "was

Sssdequate to its idea. . . . I wasn't equipped to do it--

‘43537=‘i;;&,4gnation without form--passion without authority--. . .
— -
= _-na+_tragic but thin and petulant" (p. 188).

T Behrman was apparently forecasting his own dramatic

direction, and it was to be a direction similar to if not
exactly the one he had been traveling in. But the forecast

was wrong. The Talley Method, 1941, shows Behrman attempt-

ing less detached characterization--he more clearly takes
sides and allows only the morally suspect to be foolish.

The sensitive and good are very sensitive and very good;
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they are never foolish. Dr. Axton Talley, renowned surgeon,
is the scientific man, precisely rational to the point of
inhumanity. He is the kind of figure Behrman's Playwright's
Co. associates, Maxwell Anderson and Robert Sherwood,
suggested as prototypically fascist. Indeed, there are
unmistakable suggestions that Dr. Talley is a Hitler in
attitude. He is scornful of Manfred, a German refugee who
had been imprisoned because he had lacked the brutal energy
necessary to kill and thereby effect a successful putsch
against the nazis in Bavaria. When Talley converses with
Manfred, he displays both the lack of understanding that
isolates him from people, including his children, and the
near obsession with rigorous pursuit of a goal that deprives
him of any moral base. "When you are undertaking a job that
require ruthlessness--you must be ruthless," he tells the
less rigorous Manfred.‘o
Enid, a former patient of Dr. Talley's and a
_=sysitive poet, often unsure of personal direction and
.yo0se, is attracted to the doctor's assurance and
;;:;ength, that is until she sees how that strength and
o;sessive rigor has sapped his human sympathy and under-
standing. In Dr. Talley she sees the implications of the
man so obsessed by efficiency that all human weakness,
opposition, and simple slackness must be eliminated. Seeing
this she refuses to marry him. The play has a thematic
seriousness perhaps lacking in earlier plays, and a structure

of character analogies that are both somewhat obvious and
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destructive of convincingly full characterizations. Dr.
Talley is the totalitarian type; Manfred, the sensitive,
martyred victim of a Talley dominated world; Enid, the
thoughtful person, perhaps the America of 1941, who must
make the morally weighty choice between the two. Oh, where
is the Behrman of yesteryear? Broonks Atkinson found him
hiding behind the mask of a "writer of diffuse platitudes
about human nature."*!
In reviewing The Talley Method, Atkinson praised
No Time for Comedy as a serious but funny study of the
comedy playwright's dilemma. He regretted that Behrman
had decided to take Gay Esterbrook's need to be relevant
so seriously. In doing so the playwright had abandoned his
talent and had, in fact, written a play (Talley) of "indig-
nation without form--passion without authority." In the
review, Atkinson finds a real rationale for comedy in
q’a;ﬂtime. "As our foremost writer of the comedy of manners,

-~ _Behrman has talent that is sorely needed. Although the

L/

= ,:and expressions of tragedy are outside his orbit . . .
s =

— fEE us not underestimate the therapeutic value of comedy
today." He nearly echoes Linda of No Time for Comedy.

"It [comedy] represents the application of intelligence to
a world that is engulfed in anger and despair.“42 Whether
Behrman was influenced by Atkinson's comments, or by The
Talley Method's relatively short run for a Behrman play

(only fifty-six performances), is uncertain. His next

play, however, abandoned any pretense of weight and
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relevance. The Pirate, opening in November, 1942, was a
light comedy, full of colorful, pseudo-Caribbean costumes;
it was a vehicle really for Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne.
It ran 177 performances.

What we see in Behrman's experience and Atkinson's
comments on that experience, is in miniature the debate
that went on explicitly and implicitly throughout the period
of this study--1938-45. A congress sceptical of both the
theatre's possible value to a nation at war and even, at
times, of its ideological soundness, serious playwrights
who questioned the value of their own art, critics and non-
professionals who charged the theatre with missing its
great missions, all these tended to make the American
theatre introspective and defensive. On the one hand there
were the voices suggesting perhaps impossibly grand roles.
Maurice Schwartz, director in the Yiddish Art Theatre: "As

an &sthetic and moral guide [theatre] stands as path-

n43 On the other

_~>>=der for humanity at the crossroads.
there were the indictments. Private citizen P. W. T.
”:E;;s in a letter to the New York Times: "The reason the
theatre is not the propagation of thought and controller of
decisions . . . is that, owing to the undemocratic and
commercial hands it has got into, it is no longer a temple
of cultu:e.”44
Into the confusion came the voice of Brooks

Atkinson, reviewer for the New York Times and probably the

foremost critic of the period. Atkinson, in a series of
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articles appearing at various times from June, 1940 to
September, 1942, attempted to speak to the theatre as a
teacher and guide. He tried to define the essential and
creative role it should take in response to a world falling
to shambles. He, like John Gassner and others, demanded a
socially relevant role. But he, as many others did not,
sought to recognize both the theatre's natural proclivities
and its diversity. 1In short, he took both the times and
the theatre seriously and sought to find a suitable
relationship between them. He felt the fall of France in
1940 to be the great crisis that would force the nation
politically and culturally to find direction and commitment.
"None of the other victims of conquest . . . has cracked
the structure of democratic thought gquite so deeply as the

"45  he

quick collapse of this great and venerated nation.
crisis of democratic culture was at hand, and people would

Xiavéa to turn from their individual pursuits and develop a

B;Linqness to serve the few states left fighting tyranny.
~neatre was one of the "active forces of culture" and the

_ 2zath of creative theatre in Italy, Russia, and Germany was

"a symptom of cultural death that democracy cannot
survive.“46 In other words, Atkinson saw cultural vitality

and democracy as inseparable. Thus dramatists had a
mission to keep alive an active and innovative theatre.
Such a theatre, Atkinson pointed out in this attempt to
suggest the theatre's place in the contemporary situation,

need not eschew its role as entertainer. "There is no
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reason why that cheerful function . . . should ever change.
Nor need it be contemptuously dismissed as an escapist
retreat from maturity. . . . To regard unpretentious
amusements like comedies and musical shows as forms of
escape is to be sophomoric and to turn cultural morality

n47 Apparently he felt in 1940 as Linda

upside down.
Esterbrook had in 1939 that the ability to use hard
objective consciousness to laugh at oneself and one's
state was a civilized trait, one necessary to save a
culture from barbaric self-seriousness. By December 14,
1941, the Sunday after the bombing of Pearl Harbor,
Atkinson had shifted a bit. The role of entertainer for
the theatre? "Although it is not dishonorable, it is not
sublime," he said.48
The June, 1940 article was hopeful; Atkinson felt

+h American theatre could and would respond creatively.

9‘}e the article was also vague. The subject of theatre's
was dealt with in only the most general terms. Later
::;;cles attempted to be more specific--first dealing with
/J_Eeggxal problems of subject matter, but by March, 1942 with
specific problems of composing war plays. In December,
1940 he declared the relevant subjects for dramatic
treatment to be "Man and the hopes of his soul. . . ."49
In the article he asked only for dramas of integrity and
insight no matter what their subject. "The dramatist need
not snatch his topic out of the current whirlwind and his

characters need not wear uniforms or pick up shell fragments
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in a home bombed from the skies. . . . To regard [the war]
as a self-contained conflict between the military machines
of Germany and Great Britain is to underestimate the
staggering size of the battle. The total warfare is . . .
against man and the hopes of his aoul."50
After the United State's entry into the war in 1941
and doubts about theatre's value to the American effort
were heard from Congress and elsewhere, Atkinson continued
to defend the theatre, but he began to define theatre's
role a bit more narrowly. He never denied the validity and
cultural value of good dramas no matter what their content,
but he increasingly called for dramas that somehow created
meaningful images of the contemporary conflict. 1In a
September 6, 1942 article he affirmed that "art has a
practical function in wartime. It works in the common
cause. [The artist] can pull together all the scattered
dachill of war-making and give them an eloquent meaning."51
_Smsreasingly he suggested a direct dealing with the war.
In this Atkinson represented a trend in wartime
_~viticism. On Broadway there were few enough war dramas,
and the number, and to some extent, the quality of those
dramas was the criteria used by critics and commentators
to gauge the moral and social health of the threatre. The
critics and columnists did not accept Broadway producers'
identification of economic necessity with social and moral
responsibility. Reading through the columns in which

observors discuss war drama production during the four
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years of the war is a bit like examining a hospital patient's
chart. Disregarding the occasional musical revues with war
themes, such as This is the Army and Of V We Sing, the
diagnosticians could see little progress toward social
relevance and health in their patient.

In November, 1942 Brooks Atkinson left for Africa
to fill a new role as war correspondent. He was replaced
on the Times for the duration by Lewis Nichols. Immediately
after Atkinson's departure, December, 1942, Nichols surveyed
the Broadway scene for productions that dealt seriously with
the war. He found that only two of the twenty-nine shows

open "thoughtfully considered the times.“sz

Though he
found the statistics for that date "curiously bad," he took
heart in the fact that Maxwell Anderson's The Eve of St.
Mark was coming up for production, and further, that if one
looked back to the previous war he would find the statistics

“oc much better. 1In April, 1918, at the end of the first

of American involvement, only six of forty-six shows

221t with war. Nichols seemed in this 1942 column to have

escape, but it would not accept war plays unless they were
good.

It is interesting, then, to compare this momentarily
embarrassed but hopeful column of December, 1942 with one
of Nichol's written just before the end of the war. The
hope has disappeared and the embarrassment has modulated

into bitterness. "The war was affecting everyone last
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week--" he writes on March 11, 1945, "everyone except the
theatre. That was retaining the position, now grown a
little undignified, that its sole function was to entertain,
and neither to report the facts of the present nor discuss

»53 je feels justified in his original

plans for the future.
faith in the public; they support such good war plays as A
Bell for Adano. But the theatre. . . . He has become a man
of little faith. If it failed in wartime to take part in a
"news symposium of the time," it may fail to establish
relevance after the war. He writes shortly after the end
of the war: "The world has had enough of war and warriors
and the threatre admittedly should offer its best efforts on
behalf of peace and a decent society. But just as it sat
out the war, it may through caution and inertia decide to
sit out the new wc»rld."54 Broadway, as judged by its
closest watchers, had done little except entertain, and to
6,,&ertain was, according to the critics, a subordinate role
a»xing wartime. Refusing to approach the world crisis in
/Attitude of high seriousness earned the industry the
,<ﬂ.sappointment and disillusionment of its professional
‘:;itics and commentators. It was just a public enter-
tainer, and as for the role of public entertainer, most
critics would concur with Brooks Atkinson's 1941 evaluation
--"although it is not dishonorable, it is not sublime."
So the American theatre stood generally condemned
for its lack of social awareness and ideological guidance--

for its abundance of Junior Misses and Claudias and By
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Jugiters and its dearth of A Bell for Adanos and Winter

Soldiers. But others were ready to condemn the theatre if
it resorted to high seriousness. Note, for instance, the
letter from "theatregoer" in December 1, 1940's New York
Times. "Must a play always be a smash hit full of this and
that significance and written on high? Or might we not have
just an attractive offering with no pretensions to being an
exercise for a critic's undoubted learning, but merely . . .
to being a 'amusing evening.' It used to be like that when

n33 And the same newspaper, in

the theatre was something.
a November 6, 1940 editorial noting the escapism of the
1940-41 season, suggested that the absence of socially
relevant and significant plays might be a natural,
"desperate and successful attempt at escape from plays of
social significance.”56

Here and there even critics defended theatre's
propensity for froth. George Jean Nathan spoke with his
usual vociferousness against the critical demands for a

theatre of "soapboxes full of grease paint."57

Nathan, who
could applaud the unpretentious fun of a song and dance
show as well as applaud superb tragedy, found the critical
demands for discursive relevance a malignant force in
Broadway theatre, possibly one that would halt the advance
of American drama. He praised 0O'Neill for standing aside
and not being pushed into writing the kind of play he

considered "dubious journalism,"” and felt in Anderson's

analogies in Journey to Jerusalem, Rice's discursive
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discussions of ideologies in Flight to the West, and

Sherwood's race with the headlines in There Shall be No

Night a deterioration of American playwrighting. And to

what avail, this artistic deterioration?

Why . . . this belief that there is no place in the
world today for men and women who steadfastly hold
themselves professionally, if mayhaps not personally,
aloof from the current confusion and who steadfastly

hope and try to keep alive the inspiriting old artistic
traditions. . . . Noone . . . wants to see Naziism
beaten and liberty and democracy preserved more than I
do . . . but I'll be good and bedamned if I can see how
it is going to be done, or even helped to be done, by
the simple grocess of converting the fine arts into PM
editorials.>8
It was Nathan's "so there"” to Dorothy Thompson et al. and
his plea for artistic integrity and Wordsworthian tran-
guility. For he felt, as did many others, that the war
could be dealt with really only after the emotional upheaval
of fighting had dissipated. "Meditation and reflection
have thus distilled [in previous wars] what was mere stark
propaganda into the tincture of philosophical dramatic
literature. Heat makes reporters; calm makes poets."59
Everybody wanted to make or remake Broadway.
Broadway was caught in the middle, self conscious and
feeling a little guilty in this wilderness of accusations,
suspicions, pleas for mission, economic realities, and war

realities to which everyone expected it to respond.
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The Practical Response

The theatre is mighty slow in settling its own private
critical problems, but come disaster, pestilence, hell
and high water and German or Jap, and it is the first
to knuckle down and do a job.
Edward Raquello, head of survey for the War
Production Training Committee

The Broadway theatre responded in two ways to its
American wartime environment. First, theatre people
devoted hours of their time to patriotic activities such as
fund drives and U. S. O. shows. The second, the creative
response, was more obligque, more diverse and more difficult
to trace. Each playwright, producer, each genre of Broadway
production, such as the musical comedy, reacted to the war
in ways determined by a complex relationship of historical
event, personal philosophy, an intuition of audience taste,
and in the case of the musical, its own point of development
as a theatre form. An examination of this second, creative
response will constitute the bulk of this study. But a
brief survey of Theatre people's practical service activi-
ties during the war years must be included if a full
picture of World War II American theatre is to be drawn.

As if to refute Congressional innuendoes concerning
the patriotism of the profession, actors, producers,
stagehands, and others engaged in ligggg;;g_dnzegg_gf

patriotic projects agg.jobs. Maxwell Anderson became

involved in local civil defense, and in 1942 he toured

parts of northern Africa in preparation for a play on the
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war front there. Moss Hart traveled 28,000 miles getting
ready to write his documentary-like play of becoming a

flyer in the Air Corps, Winged Victory. Robert Sherwood

immediately became a speechwriter for President Roosevelt,
then served as assistant to the Secretary of the Navy, and
finally acted as overseas director of the Office of War
Information.

For those willing to work in cooperative projects,
the coordinating agency was the American Theatre Wing, which
had been active even before the United States entered the
conflict. On February 21, 1941, the Wing, at that time a
society of stage women only, staged a Radio City Music Hall
spectacular for the benefit of the British War Relief Fund.
During the first hour a radio hook-up with London brought
American listeners the voices of Laurence Olivier and Viven
Leigh, Leslie Howard, Beatrice Lillie, Maurice Evens reading
Shakespeare, and Gracie Fields singing "There Will Always
be an England."” American performers in the Music Hall
itself included Ed Wynn, Ethel Merman, Burns and Allen,
Victor Moore, George M. Cohan, and Olsen and Johnson.60

By July of 1941, The Defense Recreation Committee,
a part of the Wing, started a program that continued
throughout the war, providing servicemen with free tickets
to Broadway shows. The idea came to producer John Golden
when he spotted five servicemen standing under the marquee
of the St. James Theatre. He approached them and found

that they had no money and no place to go. Golden, recalling
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Mayor La Guardia's campaign to make New York City a good
experience for servicemen spending time there, took the
men to this current production, Claudia. Four of them saw

the show free; the fifth was a movie lover and refused to

61 The idea of free tickets

enter the legitimate theatre.
to shows was approved by the committee and on July 16, 1941

over a thousand soliders saw Claudia, Hellzapoppin, My
62

Sister Eileen, and Separate Rooms.

The list of Wing sponsored activities grew in number
and ambition. The Wing provided a workroom where threatre
people with the appropriate skills could make clothes for
children. It organized Red Cross blood donor drives among
entertainers. It established a speaker's bureau that
trained entertainers to use their visibility and influence
for the promotion of war projects. The Wing's Manpower
Conversion Project started by sending out 27,000 question-
naires to people in the theatre industry in an attempt to
get information on the skills and resources within the
industry. The information helped place hundreds of un-
employed, overage and draft exempt theatre people into war

production work.63

The project had its benefits to the
theatre just as had the free ticket project. Getting
servicemen into the theatre might help create a new
audience for the stage after the war. Putting show people
in war production plants, in additions to helping the war

effort, was said also to dispel the stereotype of the lazy

and weak actor.
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For projects using specifically theatrical skills,
the United Theatrical War Activities Committee was set up.
The Committee helped direct the dancer or comedian to the
touring camp show whose dancer had just sprained an ankle
or comedian had come down with the flu. It assigned the
people to the Lunchtime Follies program where singers,
comedians, and musicians went into various war production
Plants in their area to give brief revue-like shows to
workmen during their lunch break. For this particular
program the performers were paid by the theatre organi-
zation. The program hoped to become self-supporting by
proving so valuable in maintaining factory morale and in
promoting production that owners would pay to have the

Follies presented at their plants.64

And, of course, there
were the U. S. 0. shows and canteens where show people
served to help entertain and sustain allied military
personnel.

This is the Army proved the ability of a show
business venture to earn money for the war. The show was a
reworking by Irving Berlin of his popular World War I show,
Yip Yip Yaphank, and included Berlin singing his famous
song from that earlier production, "Oh, How I Hate to Get
Up in the Morning." The cast for this revue consisted
entirely of soldiers, 60 percent of whom had never been on
stage before. Others, however, had been enlisted from

their jobs in show business. The soldier-actors were

assembled at Camp Upton where they were directed by



#rgeant Ezra Stone,
firich Family radio

The show may
ant in the war effo
Zriin, himself, wou
i he ultimately g
e and his patriod
“eeived much presg
baze a way for pr
Iate their patrie
W tickets tq the

1y and Jegs v

=3t seats,




44

Sergeant Ezra Stone, better known as "Henry" of the

Aldrich Family radio series.

The show may not have been ideologically signifi-
cant in the war effort, but it was financially viable.
Berlin, himself, would accept no money from the proceeds,
and he ultimately gave over $1,000,000 revenue from the

65 The show

show and his patriotic songs to the government.
received much press ballyhoo. Supporting the production
became a way for prominent and famous citizens to demon-
strate their patriotism. Kate Smith sent in $10,000 for
two tickets to the opening night performance.66 Less
wealthy and less visible folks paid $27.50 top for opening
night seats. A total of $45,000 came into the till that
first evening. Later Warner Brothers paid $250,000 for
movie rights. After its stint on Broadway, and<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>