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ABSTRACT

AN INVESTIGATION INTO THE CONCERNS
OF SELECTED NEW YORK THEATRE CRITICS
AS EVIDENCED IN THEIR REVIEWS OF
'THE BEST PLAYS' FOR THE SEASONS
1956-1960

by Kenneth Regenbaum

The purpose of this study was to describe the concerns that selec=
ted New York dramatic critics have shown in the theatre reviews that they
have written for the major New York City daily newspapers, during the per=-
iod 1956 to 1960.

To accomplish this purpose an objective evaluation of a selected
number of Broadway reviews was undertaken. One~hundred-fifty reviews
(for twenty-five productions, over the five=-year period, by six newspaper
theater critics: Brooks Atkinson, John Chapman, Robert Coleman, Walter
Rerr, Richard Watts, Jr., and John McClain) were carefully read to deter=
mine the critics' "concerns", that is, the subjects--such as the Script,
the Acting, etc.-=that they were writing about.

It became apparent as the analysis of the reviews was conducted,

that some concerns of the critics were broader and more inclusive than

others. For le, critical y upon the "Theme", or the

“Characters", or the "Plot", was idered of the of

the "Script." This, the concerns were ordered into "general" (inclus=

ive) and "specific" (subsidiary) classifications, with all synonomous

concerns classified together. 1ly, all mentioned by the
critics were included in a consolidated list consisting of six "general
concerns": Script, Acting, Production, Directing, Technical Theatre,

and Audience, which were further subdivided into twenty-eight "specific
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After each review was read, the number of words that was devoted
to each concern was counted. (The total number of words recorded for
each general concern equalled the sum of all the specific concerns sub=
sidiary to it. For example, the total for Acting equalled the combined
totals for the specific concerns: General Acting Technique, Technique
of the Individual Actor, Background of the Actor, and Comparison With
Other Work.) These words were then subdivided, within each concern for
each review, according to the "favor'-=positive, neutral, or negative==

as d in a jud the critic made about that concern.

From the objective data so gathered, it was possible to posit

answers to the following questions:

==What do the critics, as a group, look for in a production?

e=How much attention do they, as a group, devote to the con=
cerns?

==Is each critic equally concerned with the same concerns?

~=What is the amount of favor, neutrality, and disfavor that each
eritic shows per concern?

==Is the amount of attention and the amount of favor directed
by the critics toward the same concerns or toward different concerns?

==During the five-year period of the study, do the critics de=~
vote the same amount of attention year by year as they do production by
production?

It was found that all six critics spent the greatest amount of
the space in their reviews on the concern of the Script (63.3%, in mean
percents). This large amount of Script space was distributed among the

specific concerns of Script: the Playwright, Character, Plot, Structure,
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Abstract = page 3 Kenneth Regenbaum

Theme, and Script Style, with Character and Playwright emerging as the
most important determinants of the large concern for Script.

All the critics gave the concern of Acting the second largest
amount of space (23.0%).

The remainder of their attention was distributed, on an average,
in the following order: Production (6.8%); Directing (3.4%); Technical
Theatre (2.6%); and Audience (1.0%).

In spite of the over-all consensus in regard to the ranking of
the concerns, the individual critics showed differences regarding the
attention given each concern, as well as in both the amount and the kind
of favor that they ascribe to that concern. Walter Kerr evidences a high-
er concern for Acting than any other critic, and shows both highly posi-
tive and negative indices of favor for that concern. Richard Watts has
the highest degree of concern for Script of all the critics, and is high-
1y concerned, both positively and negatively, with the specific concern
of the Theme. John Chapman and Robert Coleman evidence high concerns for
the Script, but theirs is the highest positive favor for the specific con=
cern of the Plot. Brooks Atkinson expresses a high degree of concern,
with high positive and negative dispositions with regard to favor, for
the specific concerns of Structure, Theme, and Character within the Script.

It was found that the large amount of space devoted by the critics,
as a group, to the Script included a higher degree of neutral and negative
favor than it did positive favor. On the other hand, the attention given
the Acting by the critics was overwhelmingly positive. Thus, the con=
clusion was drawn that the Acting was accorded the most favorable atten=

tion by the critics.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE INVESTIGATION

The Purpose of the Study

The study aims to describe the concerns selected dramatic critics
of the Broadway scene in New York City have shown in the theatre reviews
they have written for the major New York City daily newspapers, during

the period 1956-1960.

The Approach of the Study

To accomplish this purpose, an objective approach is employed in
the study. Each review for each critic over the five-year period was sub-
jected to content analysis to determine: first, the amount of attention
devoted to each concern, and second, the degree of favor accorded each
concern.

From the objective data so gathered, it has been possible to de=

termine:
1. What the critics, as a group, look for in a production.
2. How much attention they, as a group, devote to each of their

3. Whether each critic is equally concerned with the same con=

4. The amount of favor, disfavor, and neutrality that each crit-

ic shows per concern.

5. Whether the amount of attention and the amount of favor are di=
rected by the critics toward the same concerns in the same proportions,
or whether attention and favor are directed in different degrees to

different concerns.




Y

vy




The Need for the Study

There is no question that the dramatic critics for the New York
City newspapers exercise an influence of considerable weight upon the
Broadway scene. Margaret A, Leitner, Sanford Moss, and Percy Tannen=-
baum, writing in a study that was part of the research program of the
Mass Communications Research Center at the University of Wisconsin com=
mented on this influence:

Dramatic criticism is readily accepted as a legitimate

function of the press in reporting events seeking public

patronage and offering fair comment and criticism. To

some authorities, h , the pr re specifically,

its principle representatives in this area, the drama

criticse==-is seen as exercising an inordinate influence
on how a given theatrical venture may fare. 1/

Since the dramatic critics do exert an influence upon the Broadway theat-

rical scene, it is important to study the that is, the exp
ed interests of the critics, or what they write about when they review
a production. Further, it is important to examine these concerns with=

in a systematic framework that will enable the examiner to pursue such

a study in some breadth: to describe the concerns within each review
for each critic; to compare critics and their reviews for similar pro=
ductions; to compare productions for each year; and to compare the find-
ings over all the five years under study.

In this way, it is hoped that the study will help us to determine
1if the critics provide strictures which define what an audience ought or
ought not to see. Does the influence of the critics extend to positive

or prohibitive injunctions? Does the critic provide judgments about

u ~ Margaret A. Leitner, Sanford Moss, Percy H. Tannenbaum "Who
mm the Play Run?" Jourpalism Quarterly, IV, No. 3 (Summer,
5. 379,
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3
his concerns or does he report their existence only? 1Is the critic pre-

disposed to favor certain concerns within a production?
e Va of the Stud

This study seeks to clarify what the critics look for in a pro-
duction. Assuming such clarification is possible, a basis is provided
for the exploration of:

1. The possible relationship between critical concerns and
critical standards.

2. The possible comnection between the critics' concerns and the
audience’s concerns.

3. The concerns of the playwright as compared with the critics'
concerns .

4. The concerns of the critic that relate to the form of dram=

atic productions over the course of several theatrical seasons.

Related Works

There are three other studies which deal with the dramatic crite
ics, but nonme of them systematically investigates all the critics' con=-
cerns. The first study, Lillian Edna West's Contemporary Broadway Criti-
cism (University of Wisconsin, Ph.D., 1951) presents a broad over-view
of the critics' work from 1920 until the turn of this century? The sec=
ond , Theodore James Heusel's An Apalysis of the New York Critics' Theatre
Revieus with Emphasis on Acting in Order to Determine Whether There is a
Consistency Among the Critics' Evaluation of Performance in the Plays

Every attempt has been made to find West's study, but to no avail.
It has been lost by the Library of the University of Wisconsin and
is not available.
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Which Opened on Broadway l;gm the 1941-49 Seasons Inclusive, (University
of Michigan, M.A., 1951)37 discovers that there is a consistency in the
critical evaluation of the concern, Acting, during the seasons in ques=
tion. The third study probes the influence of the dramatic critics, and
formed a part of the research program of the Mass Communications Research
Center at the University of Wisconsin, 1962-1964. The results of this
study were reported in the Journalism Quarterly, IV, No. 3. The study
establishes that the dramatic critics for the seven New York City dailies
do exert an influence upon the success of failure of the theatrical ven=

ture on Broadway.

e Scope of the Stud

The period chosen for investigation, 1956 to 1960, represents
a time when there were a large number of productions on the boards of
Broaduyf

The six dramatic critics studied: Brooks Atkinson, John Chap=-
man, Robert Coleman, Walter Kerr, Richard Watts, Jr., and John McClain,
were writing the daily theatre review for their newspapers over the five
years. Each man was the only regular Broadway theatre critic for his

paper. As such, he represented his paper as an elector of the productions

K7 Theodore James Heusel, mmmng:mmmmﬂmm

Which Opened on
clusive, (University of Michigan, M.A.) 1951,
& See comparative remarks on the theatrical seasons in Louis Kron=
mrgot (ed.), The Best Plays, 1956-1960 (New York: Dodd, Mead
and Company, 1956-1960) .
On four occasions another individual from his newspaper was a
"stand-in" for the regular dramatic critic. These reviews that
were not written by the critics in this study were not included.
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5
chosen to be included in the Burns-Mantle yearbook of "the best plays"
of that year.

The productions chosen for study were among "the best plays"
featured in Burnse-Mantle. Out of a possible fifty productions, (ten "best
plays" for each of the five years under study), twenty-five were selected
as comprising & unified body of material: they all originated in this
country, were first produced on Broadway, and are serious dramas. The
productions (and playwrights) covered in this study are as follows:

1956

Long Day's Journey Into Night (Eugene O'Neill)

A Very Special Baby (Robert Alan Aurther)

The Ponder Heart (Joseph Fields & Jerome Chodorov)
Orpheus Descending (Tennessee Williams)

A Clearing in the Woods (Arthur Laurents)

1957

The Potting Shed (Graham Greene)

A Moon for the Misbegotten (Eugene 0'Neill)

A Visit to a Small Planet (Gore Vidal)

Look Homeward, Angel (Ketti Frings)

The Dark at the Top of the Stairs (Willism Inge)
The Rope Dancers (Morton Wishengrad)

1958

The Cold Wind and the Warm (S. N. Behrman)
J. B. (Archibald MacLeish)

The Disenchanted (Budd Schulberg & Harvey Breit)
A Touch of the Poet (Eugene 0'Neill)

d , at Campobello (Dore Schary)
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6

The Pleasure of his Company (Samuel Taylor & Cornelia Otis Skinner)

1959

A Sweet Bird of Youth (Tennessee Williams)
A Raisin in the Sun (Lorraine Hansberry)
Rataki (Shimon Wincelberg)

The Tenth Man (Paddy Chayefsky)

The Andersonville Trial (Saul Levitt)
Requiem for a Nun (William Faulkner)

1960
The Best Man (Gore Vidal)
Toys in the Attic (Lillian Hellman)

Procedure

The procedure of investigation was as follows:

The one hundred and fifty reviews of the six critics for the twenty=-five
productions were read to discover the critics' '"concerns," the subjects==
Seript, Acting, Directing==-that they were writing about. A "concern" is
an expressed interest of the critic in one aspect of what appears on-stage
before him. The number of words that each critic devoted to each concern
was counted in each review.

When it appeared that a critic was writing about a subject, an
attempt was made to describe that subject, or concern, with a single word,
such as, Script, Acting, Directing.

It became apparent as this analysis proceeded, that some concerns
of the critics were broader and more inclusive than others. Ome critic,
for example, might write of a production, that the "Script" was good
Kerr, reviewing The Potting Shed, commented as follows: "It is
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qusite a complicated play. It is also, I think, a very good one in its
restless, defiant, edgy way..."), while another critic might write of
the "Theme" of the same production (witness Brooks Atkinson on The Potting
Shed: 'Was the return...[to 1ife/ a miracle? Mr. Green thinks it is and
he sets about illuminating it. He has a theme. He has the power to de=

velop it...") 1In this case, "Theme" can be considered one aspect of

“Seript." "'S ," "Ch ", "Dialogue,” "Plot," "Playwright,"
and "Script Style" are also generally considered to be aspects of Script.
Thus, as the various concerns suggested themselves, a system of
classification was arrived at. Synonomous concerns were classified to=-
gether. (i.e. "Background of the Individual Actor," "Comparison With
Other Actors," "Comparison With Other Work," are grouped together.) Also,
the concerns were ordered into "general" (inclusive) and "specific" (sub=
sidiary) concerns for the reason mentioned above. Eventually, all con=

cerns discussed by the critics were included in a list consisting of six

% 1 ": Production, Script, Acting, Directing, Technical
Theatre, and Audience, which were further subdivided into twenty-eight
"specific concerns," and, in addition, the general category, Irrelevant
to Critics' Concerns, completed the list. Hence, the list provided for
the fact that all the words of the critics in their respective reviews
could be counted.

The general concern, Production, is an all-inclusive term for what-
ever the audience sees. It contains the subsidiary or specific concern,
Source of Production, which refers to the work of the producer. The
term, Production, is also used as the name of the work that is presented
on the stage.

The general concern, Script, is that part of the production which
is the contribution of the playwright; the written part of the productiom.
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The specific concerns within the Script are: Structure, the organization
scheme of the Script, its time, place, unity, coherence; Character, the
revelations on-stage of the interior workings or motivations that reflect
the pattern of behavior of a person in the Script; Dialogue, the passages
of talk in the Script; Plot, the plan of action of the Script that pro=-

duces the 1 on of the ch as performed on the stage; Theme,

the purpose of the playwright as interpreted by the production; Play=-
wright, the originator of the Script; Comparison With Other Work, any
commentary that the critic makes upon this Script as compared to another;
and Script Style, the Playwright's conception of the environment he has
created in his Scrip:

The general concern, Acting, refers to the performances on-stage
of the players. It includes these specific concerns: General Technique,
all-embracing comments which refer to the entire company; Technique of

the Individual Actor, specific that exp for a per=

former who is singled out for mention; Background of Individual Actors,
biographical information about a single performer; Comparison With Other
Actors, commentary upon one performer as compared to another; Comparison
With Work on Other Productions; and Acting Style, the interpretation of
the performer of the world of the character he is portraying.

The general concern, Technical Theatre, refers to comments upon
all physical properties of the stage, exclusive of the living performers.
It includes the specific concerns: Set, concerned with the designs for
the stage; Lighting, concerned with the plotting and production of the

1iohti £

3 C d with the creation and propriety

s/ Herbert Heffner, et al, Theatre Practice (New York: Apple=
ton Century Crofts, 1959), p. 69.
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of the costumes for the styles of acting, directing, and the script.

The al Audi s 1s d with the over-all reace

&

tion of the body of people in the auditorium to any element they are view=
ing on the stage. The specific concerns specify this reaction: Reaction
to the Entire Production; Reaction to the Acting; Reaction to the Direce
tion; Reaction to the Technical Theatre; and Reaction to the Script.
After the total number of words was counted within each general
and specific concern, the words spent on each concern were further divi=-
ded into three categories according to the amount of favor, neutrality,

or disfavor the critic exp d when he di d that These

parts were designated "positive," "neutral," and '"negative" Favor. Favor
refers to the amount of judgment that the critic injects into his dis-
cussion of a concern. If the critic is in favor of that concern, the

words di that are d under "positive"; if he des=

cribes the concern without dispensing a judgment about the concern's mer=
its, the words are counted as "neutral"; and if he expresses disfavor,
the words are counted as '"negative." 1In this way, every word dealing
with each concern was given a place under one of the three Favor head-
ings, and counted once as a part of the total number of words for that

Yethodology

To further the purpose of this study, it became imperative to es=
tablish the index of measurement that would be used for quantifying the

amount of concern. There were al ves to ider. nz;c. as

Charles 0Osgood has pointed out in The Measurement of Meaning, a common

i/ Charles Egerton Osgood, The Measurement of Meaning (Urbana: Univer-
sity of Illinois Press, 1957). See also Ithiel de Sola Pool, ed.,

Content Analysis, Papers of the Work Conference on Con-
on Linguistics and » So=
Research Council (Urbana: University of Illinois
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form of is to freq y, and to attention to-

wards that frequency as separate items. This would have meant that the
number of words expressing some kind of judgment, and the entire phrase
for which the judgment was rendered, would both be counted. For example,
the word "excellent" of the phrase "the excellent acting" would be count=
ed, and the entire phrase would also be counted. The difficulty with
this approach is that the same word is counted twice. Therefore, there
would be an inaccurate index of Favor.

The alternative, and the hod ch , was to d ine first the

number of words each critic used to evaluate a concern. Then, to com=
pare the attention shown in percentages to each concern by each critic
in each production. Third, to compare critical attention for all critics
as well as for each critic, for each and all concerns, among all the pro=
ductions for one year, and for all the productions among the five years,
1956 to 1960. Finally, and only at this juncture, this author divided
the words each critic used to express his attention for a concern into
“positive," "neutral," and "negative' categories, depending upon whether
the critic expressed favor, simply described the concern in question, or
expressed disfavor. Thus, this method has the virtue of counting one

thing at a time while preserving the unity of the whole.

Organization

There are guideposts which this author has established in order

to facilitate the compilation and di ion of ful data.

Throughout the text, representative passages from the critics' reviews
are included. These criticisms attempt to orient the reader to the kind

”M-lhn the critic has. Supporting each passage is the numerical
b i
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data for each review.

The study is descriptive, and not normative. It does not attempt
to probe the statistical differentiations of the percentages from crit=-
ic to critic. The critics studied are not meant to represent all crit=
ics, nor are the productions of this period meant to represent all pro=
ductions for all periods. The focus of the study is upon the critics’'
concerns; these are inductively arrived at and described as exhaustively
as possible.

To facilitate an understanding of this description, two kinds of
data are given in the text and tables. Wherever the emphasis is upon
the individual critic, and where the purpose is to show the amount of
space that he has devoted to a concern, the smallest unit of analysis,
the word count, is employed for clarity and convenience? But wherever
comparisons are being made on a larger scale, percentages are used in
the text and tables because of the great variation in the numbers of words

in each review.

The conclusions in Chap IV are p d entirely in terms of

percentages. In place of a statistical differentiation, the conclusions

probe the significances of the study in terms of a meaningful differen-

tiation. A meaningful differentiation is one which, based on the com=

parative percentages in the concluding chapter, leads the author to

hypothesize that, given a diff b two per (b

critics, b sorb years) of at least 10 percent,

there is a large enough difference to preclude chance reactions. The

use of the meaningful differentiation is a ient means of p
ing the qualitative significance of this study in order to interpret

7 Bernard Berelson, "Content Analysis," in Gardner Lindzey, Hand-
book of Social Psychology (New York, 1958) p. 508.
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probe the significances of the study in terms of a meaningful differen-

tiation. A meaningful differentiation is one which, based on the com=
parative percentages in the concluding chapter, leads the author to

hypothesize that, given a diff: b two p (b

s s or years) of at least 10 percent,
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use of the meaningful differentiation is a dent means of p
ing the qualitative significance of this study in order to interpret

ysis," in Gardner Lindzey, Hand-
&umm (New York, 1958) p. 508.
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9y
quantitative results.

Style

The concerns that are examined in the text are treated as proper
nouns and capitalized to designate the critic's specified realms of in-
terest. Thus, if a critic says, "The acting is fine," the general con~
cern, Acting, is credited with four words. Similarly, when reference is

made to a critic's expression of judgment, his Favor is capitalized.

7 The concept of mw is based upon the stud-
ies in footnote #7 above and upon & number of discussions among

the author and Dr. Randell Harrison, Department of Communication,
Michigan State University, and Dr. Vincent Farace, Department of
Communication, Michigan State ity. This procedure is
followed in order to account for all the variables in the investi-
gation. Since a critic is subject to chance reactions, any differ-
ence less than 107 is discounted as a possible result of such reace
tions. Possible causes of reactions would include: illness of

- the critic, the condition of his place of work, the rudeness of
his taxi-cab driver, and other common circumstances.

wahia th
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CHAPTER II

Attention Must Be Paid:

The Ranking Concerns in the Productions: 1956 through 1960

Table I shows the concerns of the critics.

Table 1

Mean Percents of Words in the Concerns
for all Critics for all Productions

|__CONCERNS _ | Percent of Total Number of Words
|_Script 63.3
_Acting 23.0

Ptoducti.onﬂ 6.8

Directi 3.4
__Tech. Th. 2.6

Audience 1.0

Irrelevant| 0.3

100.0%

In the reviews of the productions which are considered in this
study, the six critics have written a total of 78,385 words. The con=
cern of Script clearly outstrips all other concerns in terms of space.
It has nearly three times the amount of space as does the concern of
Acting, the concern second in popularity. Two questions need to be an=
swered to clarify the meaning of the dominance of the Script in the re=-
views: First, what are the concerns of the individual critics' reviews
that make up this large amount of space? Second, what component parts

within the concern of the Script (specific concerns) reflect this high

13
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percentage?
Table II demonstrates that for all the critics there is indeed

a large amount of attention for the Script.

Table II
Total Concerns By Critic
= CRITICS T
| CONCERN _Atkinson Chapman Coleman Kerr Watts McClain S
percent

| Script 61.8 66.2 533.2 ] 61.2 {75.0 56.6 276.5
|Acting | 24.4 19.5 22.9 1 29.8 18.2 23.5 138.3
Product=
{ion 3.9 8.6 11.7 2.2 13.5 10.6 40.5
Direct-

4.7 2.3 4.4 8.6 11.1 3.8 20.7
Tech.
Th. 4.4 1.6 2.6 1.6 .6 4.8 15.6
| Audience M-} 3.7 2:2 -8 il 5 6.2
Irrele=
rm; 23 22 4 0.0 ] 0.0 4 1.9
Total % | 100.0 100.1 99.9 1100.0 }99.7 100.0 599.7
Total No
Words by
Critic (14,530 10,766 | 11,100 ]16,380]13,353) 12,236 78,385

Moreover, the degree of concern for Script goes from between 50% to 667
in the case of five out of six reviews, to a high of 75% for Richard
Watts, Jr. This is to say, that for all the critics, at least as much
attention is devoted to Script as for all the other concerns put to=
gether, and for Richard Watts, Jr., three-fourths of his attention is

devoted exclusively to Script.

Zhe Script

The reviews of each production will be d to reveal the at-

tention shown for Script critic by critic. The Specific Concerns which



e o~

3




15
comprise the concerns of Script are: Structure, Character, Dialogue,

Plot, Theme, Playwright, Comparison With Other Work, and Script Style.

A Long Day's Journey Into Night

Eugene O'Neill's drama, Long Day's Journey Into Night, is the
first production to be considered. Brooks Atkinson's review totaled
552 words and 213 of them were devoted to Script. Surprisingly enmough,
however, the largest amount of space within the concern of Script was
devoted to an examination of the Structure. Mr. Atkinson comments at
length on the size of Long Day's Journey Into Night. "...refers to a
conception of theatre as a form of epic literature...like a Dostoevsky
novel...." Atkinson's apparent reason for spending one-ninth of the
Script space on the Structure, is to tie his statements in regard to
Structure back to his lead point, which is in reference to the product-
ion as a whole, "With this production...the American theatre acquires
size and stature. It restores drama to literature, and theatre to artl..!;
Then, for Atkinson, the size of the script is justified because it is
such a titanic undertaking that it is worth the amount of attention that
the reviewer is giving to it. Similarly, under the concern of Comparison
With Other Work, Mr. Atkinson deals with the fact that he beuev;s that
this mammoth drama “ranks with Electra and Desire Under the Elms" in its
sheer power and ability to hold an audience riveted. For fiftyefive
words Atkinson goes on in this vein and compares the three tragedies re-

garding their style and their use of long summation speeches. Atkinson
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then discusses the plot wherein he says: 'Factually it is a sordid
story...roughly those are the flcts..."l Within this discussion, it be=
comes clear that the format considered is not the story at all but rath-
er the manner of telling. The poet who is doing this telling is to be
most important. Although after careful consideration, Atkinson feels
that Long Day's Journey Into Night could be pruned of some of its excess=
es "...its spacious point of vtaw,*yhe is most impressed by the manner

of the telling and by the dialogue. "Strindberg has written the dia-

logue." As for the Playwright: "...one of the greatest of all time.
In sum, then, the Structure provides Atkinson a springboard for a dis=
cussion of the Dialogue, the Character of the Script, the Playwright's
Other Work, and finally the Plot.

When we turn to the review by John Chapman, we see a rather dife
ferent picture. Out of a total of 483 words, 344 are devoted to the
Script. A discussion of the Playwright's great power and deserved fame
occupies this space. "This is 0'Neill's most beautiful play...In it
0'Neill became & poet."  Although Chapman agrees with Atkinson regard-
ing the plot: "...a summary of the plot seems dismal..."  (but Chapman
cautions us not to "forget some things...") this plan is a biographical
one and therefore great even unto that. For 91 words, Chapman goes on
in the vein that as a piece of psychological developmental history and
insight into the mind of a genius, this play is worthy of the greatest
praise. Just as Atkinson had used the length of the work to dwell upon

the Structure of the play in its meaning, so Chapman uses the same length
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19/

to dwell upon Character. "One by one they are magnificent.” For one=
sixth of the amount of space of the Scriptural Concerns, Chapman diss=
ects the various members of the twisted, tormented family that O'Neill
presents upon the stage. If for no other reason, Chapman finds this play
a tribute to the developing genius that was to be Eugene O'Neill.

Robert Coleman, the critic for the New York Daily Mirror, spends
529 words on Long Day's Journey Into Night and of this total nearly half,
or 260 words, on the Script. Midway between Atkinson and Chapman, Mr.
Coleman denigrates the Structural lemgth: "It lived up to its title for
it ran about four hours. It needed editing..."zobut the critic finds

the Structural size justified because Long Day's Journey Into Night is

"...a sprawling, ruggedly chisled to the misbeg youth of
2
a future genius." A little less than a quarter of the total words in
the review (125 words), and almost half of the words devoted to Script
itself, are spent linking the Playwright and his technique and his char=
acters together. And once again the autobiographical element is under=
scored:
Before his death, 0'Neill wrote a play...it was autobio=
graphical and bitter, it must have been like sticking a
knife in his heart and twisting it over and over...0'Neill's
technique...the mother, father, and sons setting one another

up with seeming kindliness...for revealing blows. It is a
vivid, harrowing study of frustrated hate-ridden people. 22/

Again the Comparison With Other Works by other playwrights is

made and this time it is not to O'Neill's credit: "It is overly long

23
Chekov with a vengeful bite and too little genuine compassion." For
Coleman then, the important item is the biographical context. Therefore,
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the main is the kg d of the Playwright that led him to fuse

himself into his characters.

Walter Rerr of the New York Herald Tribune dwells mostly upon
the concern of the Playwright's psychological state as manifested in
what he considers to be the Theme of Long Day's Journey Into Night.
"This, I think, is what 0'Neill was doing..."u He portrayed the fact
that for him, now, "pain is gone." In elaborating upon this, Mr. Rerr
spends 264 words out of a total of 295 on Script: he believes that Mr.
0'Neill was stripping himself bare at his depiction of his own family
and showing himself, now that the pain was gone, able to see what it was
1like to look at the dry bones of what once were the figures of those
people dear to him. Thus, nearly half of the entire review, 637 words,
is spent describing the Playwright's psychological motivation for writ-
ing Long Day's Journey Into Night.

Richard Watts, Jr., the critic for the New York Post, spends more
words than any of his fellows describing the Script and this is evident
from the very first review. He spends 362 words, out of a total in the
review of 549, to discuss the Script and of those 362 words, 266 are
spent discussing the manner as versus the matter of O'Neill's work. "Ale
though intensely dramatic, there is very little plot. O'Neill is merely
concerned with the day of terrible crisu."z d Mr. Watts, more than the
other reviewers, finds nothing to complain about in regard to the size
of 0'Neill's work. Just as the Playwright has stature, so must his
Script reflect that stature:

The important thing is it /the dramatic actiop/ does build...

staggering in its emotional intensity. All that does hap-
=en is that the father and his sons come to know each other

m:. . 219,
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better Compromise? O'Neill is incapable of compro=

mise with himself or with his audience... Eugene 0'Neill's
mtohlogrlphicul drnl broods with unsparing candor to=-
wards mp , and dark lamented beauty...
the giant luture was umﬂ.stlklbly 0'Neill. 26/

Watts holds that this production, as "in Iceman Cometh, demon=
21/

the bborn and sing authority of his geni.us."—
(This statement is counted as part of the concern, Comparison With Other
Work.) Thus, for Richard Watts, the material on Script was used to em=
body the critic's conviction that 0'Neill is an uncompromising and hon=
est Playwright and therefore his Script is a successful ome.

John McClain, the critic for the Journal-American, spends the
fewest amount of words on the Script: 153 words out of a total of 492.
Like Richard Watts, Mr. McClain takes time in his review to praise the
Playwright; he has no time for a cavil about the length of the Play-
wright's work: '"Long Day's Journey Into Night runs four hours but the
time is magically well lpent."z Again, the space is divided almost
equally between the Playwright and his biographical Plot material: "With
seering simplicity he makes an incision that lays bare the souls involved
in his own 1life." As far as Comparison With Other Playwrights is con=
cerned, Mr. McClain makes the most unequivocal statement of all: "O'Neill
makes today's playwrights look a little M.lly."30

What can we say then about Loug Day's Journey Into Night in re=
gard to the Script therein?

7 eD: 217.

S D+ 218,
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Table III
The Concern of Script:
A Long Day's Journey Into Night
Specific CRITICS
| Atkinson | C | Kerr | Clain
Seript number of words
S| 90 42 48 0 27 [1)
|_Character 42 80 24 61 57 0
|_Dialogue 17 0 41 Q 0 Q
_Plot 0 22 12 0 39 153
_Theme 23 91 149 104 70
0 98 0 85 69 53
Comparison
10 11 0 [1] 82 57
Script
23, Q0 23 0 11
Script
TS PR 5 71 26 | 205 1 200 | 2

ture, Character and Playwright.

4 Very Special Baby

Ladin.

31 1bid., p. 208, A Very Special Baby.

Table III shows the large amount of space, given here in terms

of words rather than percents, which the critics give to Theme, Struce

In the reviews of the second production in 1956 entitled A Very
Special Baby, by Robert Alan Aurther, Brooks Atkinson takes 476 words
to discuss the entire production, 286 of those words are used to des=

cribe the Script and the largest amount of space is occupied with dis=

Since the critic is taking Mr. Aurther to task for his "lack of roots"

cussing Character (97 words), Plot (56 words) and Playwright (52 words).
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he spends a good deal of his critical attention documenting his charge.
Thus, Characters are described as "shallow', the Plot is des-
32
cribed as one in which "the excitement is on the surface,"” and as far
as the Playwright is concerned:

When the final curtain falls, nothing seems to have been

accomplished except that the author has stayed the distance.

Whatever idea he originally had in mind seems to have been

overwhelmed by the external fury and excitement. 33/

Hence, it is interesting to note that the kernel of Atkinson's review
when he is denouncing this Script rests within the diatribes against
the Playwright:

Since Mr. Aurther writes in primary colors at top speed

and in full voice, it is a little difficult to understand

what he is driving at until well into the evening...

Robert Alan Aurther is a very earnest, highly-wrought play=

wright... 34/

Similarly, John Chapman, whose review comprises 397 words and
whose concern with the Script amounts to nearly 70%, uses that amount
of space to be unkind to the Playwright. "I have a feeling the author. L

3
has tried most earnestly to combine Eugene O'Neill and Paddy Chayefsky."
Mr. Chapman, however, zeros in on the playwright's use of dialogue:

Somebody is always protesting 'Oh pop' or, 'you don't love

me, pop'...To his (playwright's) credit, he can write

straight pithy dialogue but there is no depth to the char=

acters who speak his words. 36/

Here we can see that the critic manages to dismiss both Dialogue
and Character in a single blow. The Structure of the Script is likewise
dealt with by Mr. Chapman: "The drama is a long, dreary, and exceed=

ingly noisy femily squabble." 37/
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Robert Coleman apparently has a good deal more respect for the
Script of A Very Special Baby than his fellows. In a review of 303
words, 322 are reserved for a discussion of the Script. The largest
chunk of this discussion, 204 words worth, deals with the Plot. The bald
recitation of events, wherein an "Italian patriarch" tries to rule his
family with an iron fist, is called "the elements for terse drama"3
by Mr. Coleman. The honesty of the Playwright is praised and, almost
as an afterthought, Coleman realizes that Mr. Aurther is "seldom able
to take the ingredients and make them explode with a truly terrifying
crash." For the first time, then, we have a critic who ascribes the
failure of a Script exclusively to the weakness of the Plot.

Walter Kerr's review is the first time that we see a critic who
does not spend more than one-fourth of the space in his review for the
attention of the Script. Out of 610 words, Kerr only spends 125 words
on Script. For him, the Script has small characters, bits of detail,
and a problem: "The problem=-and I don't mean to dismiss ite-is to get...
L:he b-bx] out of the front door." This, about the lead character in
the script! To punctuate his concern for the smallness of the Script,
Mr. Rerr spends most of his time avoiding the discussion entirely. In=-
stead, he goes on to discuss the Sel:.A

Richard Watts, Jr. goes on to a whopping 394 words, out of a to=
tal of 488 words in his review, to discuss the virtues of part of the
play's Structure and of the complete honesty of the Playwright. After
lamenting that the first hn;f of the Script was "an unrelievedly depress=

ing slice=of- life drama," he observes that in "the final three scenes,
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4
it quite amazingly, comes to sullen and resentful life." Again, this
is a paean to the honesty of the Playwright. Mr. Watts discusses how
Aurther manages to achieve real force and compassion, given the small
characters.

It would have been simple for the playwright to make the

rebellion of the son seem triumphant, give the daughter

a ringing scene of denunciation, and overwhelm the . . .

father in defeat and it might have given the drama an

easier road to popularity. But it would have been less

honest, relentless and it is immensely to his credit that

he (the playwright) is, when he gets down to it, so forth~

right and unafraid. 44/

For 127 words, Watts praises the dramatist's honesty. Watts distinguishe
es, however, between this honesty and the spirit of tragic exultation
that is missing, he feels, in the Script. The critic wishes Mr. Aurther
had "a greater gift for eloquent tragedy."

Thus, there is a remarkable similarity at the outset of the
study, in regard to the critics' great concern for the integrity of the
Playwright. Together with this concern, and sometimes superceding it,
is the concern for the Structure of the Script. The final critic's come

ments on A Very Special Baby are indicative of the latter idea: ". . .

A quite moving one-act drama which bornly refused to be stretched
4
into a full evening in the theater." John McClain spends a total of
517 words to describe A Very Special Baby, 227 of these on the Script,
and 140 on the specific concern, Structure.
«..it should not have taken so long in the telling. The
second act is enougheeand by that time it is too late
+..As it is presented, the first act is mostly dreary

P » the p d which even T.V. has discover=
ed means of reducing. 47/

s P. 208,

EEHEE






24
As we will see below, critical vituperation regarding the Struc-
ture of the Playwright's work and fastening upon his moral attitudes is
a favorite stratagem of the reviewers. Let us reserve this for a detail-

ed discussion later in this chapter.

m

Table 1V
The Concern of Script:
A Very Special Baby
Specific w'
Concerns Atkinson | Chapman Coleman Rerr Watts | McClain
Script number of words
Structure 0 33 41 153 182 136
Character 97 56 9 0 28 0
| Dialogue 9 0 0 24 0 0
Plot 36 115 204 80 31 77
Theme 0 o 1 10 0 0 0
P 62 0 0 0 131 0
Comparison
w/other wk. 0 43 34 0 0 0
Script
Style 62 0 24 0 95 _ 1% |
Script
Totals 286 248 322 257 48 227
Ihe Ponder Heart

The next production, Ihe Ponder Heart by Joseph Fields and Jer-
ome Chodorov, merits 622 words, and half of these describe the Script
in a review by Brooks Atkinson. Once again, the tone is leveled at the
redeeming honesty within the Script, this time 8 feature of the make-up
of the Characters. "It's fumny and delightful [l;ecausg ... it also ine

cludes some forgiving truth about unpretentious people."” For 93 words

48/ Ibid., The Ponder Heart, p. 361.
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out of the 309 devoted to the Script, Mr. Atkinson has a joyous time des~
cribing Uncle Daniel Ponder and his friends, to this effect: The critic
demonstrates that as the hero of the Script is disarmingly gauche, so the
proceedings capture his attention. He is even able to make a favorable
comparison between The Ponder Heart and the Script of No Iime For Ser-
geants. Finally, the critic takes off on the acting because he has laid
the groundwork in the sweet absurdity of the characters.

Strictly spesking, Uncle Ponder must be a whack. He doesn't

seem to be able to deal with the realities of the world....

He likes people and wants everybody to be happy.... Over the

whole work, Mr. Wayne presides with an expansive heart, a

cheerful nature, devotion to his friends, soothing speech,

and flowing gestures. 49/

John Chapman, after spending 90 of the 187 words he devotes to
the Script (there are 472 words in the entire review.) on a recitation
of the Plot, ties this in to a tribute of praise for the characteriza-

tions.

At the beginmning, Uncle Daniel Ponder is coming up for

trial on the charge of having murdered his bride . . .

His bride was a girl whom the old rake trapped into

marriage by getting her drunk on pistachio ice cream and

giving her a solid gold wedding ring from a box of cracke-

er jacks . . . She was the kind of girl who could spend

hours trying to figure out how the tail of the C gets

through the 1 on the Coca~Cola sign. 50/

Robert Coleman digresses from this critical approval for Char=-
acter above all. And his digression takes us right back to Structure
and Plot as obstacles, for Coleman, to the success of the Script. There
are 422 words in Coleman's review, 191 of them are about the concern of
Script and 159 of those words on Script deal with the Plot while 32 addi-
tional words remark upon the Structure. Since the critic finds the

Ponder character human but implausible, he blames the Plot for lacking

49 .
33.” &u&., p. 359.
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suspense and build.

He [!_’oude;-l' is completely likeable . . . so that we can't

help doubting that his fellow townsmen ever permitted

him to be indicted for & murder he didn't commit . . .

There was never any question in our mind but what the

jury would reach the right verdict. 51/

An ingenious character then, is sometimes not enough to wrest
a production out of the doldrums of structural difficulty in the Script.
However, as we will see below in the section on Acting, a8 merger of ex-
ceptional performances with inviting characters can get critical plaud-
its.

Walter Kerr goes along with this merger of Acting and Character-
ization. In the shortest review that we deal with as an example of his
criticism during this study within 454 words, 257 of which comprise his
discussion of Script, Mr. Kerr is willing to let the Structure go by
the boards in favor of the Character that sparks the Acting:

Its most serious passages have a ripple of cracker-barrel

shiftlessness and corner=-store humor about them. It's

offbeat and tenuous and dramatically impertinent. But

1like Mr. Wayne, it has a bubbling spirit beneath its

lazy graces. 52/

Richard Watts, Jr., in an interesting departure from the con=-
cerns with Character and Structure and Plot, feels apprehension not with
the moral backbone of the Character but instead, with the over-all morale
ity implicit in the entire Script! This is our first clear exasmple of a
critic concermed with the implications of the Theme. Watts confesses
that "until the third act, The Ponder Heart worried me a little."

« + « There was something Eronﬂ about the relationship

of the two central figures, an innocently quixotic Southe
ern gentleman and his feebleeminded child bride, which

31/ Ibid.. p. 358.
52/ Ibid., p. 360.
22/ Ib;d., P 3580
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seemed to contain a hint of pathological overtones merg-
ing on the uncomfortable. 54/

But Watts 18 relieved to find that in the third part of the Script the
thread which would have developed this "uncomfortable' theme was broken
and the style of the Script: the satirical satire of the fantastic trial
of the leading character comes to the fore. Meanwhile, the critic has
declaimed for 95 words about his thematic disappreciation.

John McClain has the last word on the concern of Character.
After admitting that as "the entire effort is a study of Daniel Ponder,
the beguiling Wayne character, and it must be agreed that it nearly
comes off," Mr. McClain blames the overextended Character for the
Script's lack of success with him. "One is apt to wind up with the con-
clusion that everybody is too far off the beam to bear further comsider-
ation."w He spends 62 words (out of 242 words on the Script, and 415
words in the total) ridiculing the plausibility of the Characters and
an additional 33 words denigrating the plausibility of the Plot. Fin-
ally, he dismisses the Script Style: 'The line between straight farce

31/
and unbelievable comedy is too often crossed.”
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Table V
The Concern of Script:
The Ponder Heart
h e ——— —
Specific CRITICS
Concerns Atkinson |Chapman ! Coleman JKerr | Watts } McClain
Script number of words
Structure 28 0 27 39 0 0
aracter 123 69 7 0 34 149
| Dialogue 0 0 0 76 0 0
| Plot 9 o | 176 132 ] o5 | 9
Thepe 16 90 16 39 217 0
Pl 24 0 0 0 0 0
Comparison
w/other wk. 22 28 0 0 0 0
Script
| seyle 5 0 0 18 0 12
Script
Tosals 329 }gz 222 284 246 222

thgeus Descending

When we come to the production of Orpheus Descending, we might
expect to find a reversion to the concern for Playwright and Comparison
With Other Work, but the interest in Character and in Plot is still evi-
dent. Mr. Atkinson, in a 559-word review, spends 80% of his space dis~
cussing the Script. One-fourth of this amount deals with the Playwright
and a detailed comparison with Williams®' work. Mr. Atkinson finds that
Williams, "a genuine writer," is writing one of his "pleasantest plays."
But this praise of Williams' ability does not last long for it only
leads to the comment on Script Style and Structure:

Mr. Williams' style of writing elliptically is a funda-

mental part of his gift. He does not attack his scenes
head-on. They grow out of improvisations . . . Qrpheus
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Descending is a8 loosely woven play~-overwritten in some
of the scenes, uncertain at times in its progressions. w

Structure is here the crucial concern. It is interesting to
see how the critic underscores the importance of Structure and Plot at
the expense of a number of the other concerns:

What we are left with is a discursive tale with an at-

tractive locale, & sense of small town realities, some

original characters and several wonderful scenes . . .

But this time he (Williams) has not ordered his world

as decisively as usual. Orpheus is not always sure of

his direction. 59/

There is a total of 119 words which Atkinson uses to describe the faulty
play structure. It seems that poor structure is a hydra-headed animal
and can pull down in all directions everything from Character motiva-
tion through to Dialogue and Script Style.

« « o« It seems to this playgoer that Mr. Williams has

his story less thoroughly under control this time, and

his allusive style has a less sturdy foundation. The

purple patches that explode magnificently in his best
work sprawl and crumple when they are not soundly moti-

vated. 60/

John Chepman seconds the large amount of concernm for the Struc-
ture. If anything, he takes the playwright more to task for the loose~
ness of the format of events. Chapman objects to the lack of direction,
to the feeling that "one is never certain what Williams is driving at
or where he hopes he is 3oing,”g{nd even to the ending "... on a shrill
note of melodrama that seems to be a manner of expediency rather than a
logical and inevitable conclusion."w Chapman's denunciatory review
has 170 words describing Structural inadequacies out of 243 words des-

cribing Script. (There are 415 words in the entire review.) Thus,

8 Ibid., p. 310, Orpheus Descending.
39/ Ibid.

69/ 1bid.

61/ Ibid., p. 310.

62/  Ibid.
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these remarks are our highest point, to date, that reflect purely Struc-
tural dissatisfaction. Indeed, perhaps the harshest statement regarde
ing Williams' work is made by this critic when he describes his react-
ifon to the end of the production: "The curtain falls on a scene of
brutality and disillusiomment because Williams hasn't been able to think
of a better way out of the mess he has created for himself."w There
are times when we observe that commentary upon the Structure of a Script
becomes the most direct form for censure of a Playwright.

Robert Coleman's review employs a unique approach. Although
the critic seems to be spending most of his time on the concern of
Script (out of 451 words in the review, 335 deal with the Script), and
although he seems to laud the Playwright's work, in reality he is make
ing an oblique comment upon the sadism of the Audience. The entire re-
view leads to the climactic statement:

ﬁnumg +++ pulls out all the stops with...hypnotic

results. The first-nighters sat spellbound throughout

the harrowing dip in Hades. It may...turn the stomachs

of the squeamish but Williams' brutal rhythms exert the

fascination of & cobra for playgoers. 64/

We will discuss the implications of this concern when we take a detail-
ed look at the Audience, later in this chapter.

Walter Kerr spends 542 words dealing with Script. (His review
is 722 words long.) Again, Plot and Structure loom large in the scene.
Further, Mr. Kerr identifies a lack of Character Motivation for the
poorly constructed Plot: Regarding one high point in the action, Kerr
has this to say:

There is no real cause for the intolerance that has
brought...fanatics into the story....When there is a

837 1hid.
84/  1bid., p. 311.
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pitched battle between_the loverg over the matter of
getting out of town, /the hero's/ failure to tell the
truth is an expedient one; it keeps the scene goinge=

but it drains them of such character as he seems to
have had. 65/

The critic deplores what he considers Williams' "sentimental

dialogue." His denunciation of the Dialogue verges into &8 condemna-
tion of the Characters:

Apart from the 'nobody ever gets to know nobody’ sort

of philosophical exercise, he Mllimj permits his
characters to talk about the 'sweetness we Americans
used to have for each other,' about how a guitar 'washes
me clean like water whenever I feel dirty' and he finally
has one of them rip right open into declamation on the
order of 'my body has burst into flower.' 66/

The critic becomes sardonic when Williams waxes poetic. Kerr spends
119 words on Character and 79 on Dialogue, and all of it is roundly

condemnatory. (For a more detailed description of Kerr's disfavor

see Chapter III.)

Richard Watts, Jr. disagrees with the morning trio of critics,

Atkinson, Chapman, and Coleman, in declaring Williams' Script morally

cathartic. Although he agrees with his fellows that "Qrpheus Descending

seems a little ﬁre scattered in its drama than is usually the case with
7

Mr. Wlliams," Mr. Watts deprecates the importance of this because:

The actual villain (which serves as the unifying force

in the drama) is the petty and spiteful atmosphere of
this small unnamed town and the air of doom that hangs

over the drama is an almost impersonal kind of vindice

tiveness which the playwright sets dowm with bitter
understanding. 68/

This critic emphasizes the environmental and social reform which he

feels is behind the Playwright's work: 'More than most of Mr. Williams'

M' s P 3130

Ibid.
Ibid., p. 312,

Ibid
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plays, it contemplates not only the personasl tragedies of a few frus-
trated misfits but also the ugly tensions, hatred, jealousies, and 69/
69
narrow-minded stupidities of an entire backwoods Southern community."
Ninety-percent of the critic's review is concernmed with Script and 115
words within this Scriptural concern are related to Theme. Further,
115 words are concerned with Character. It is interesting that Watts'
notes that "there is...the good prostitute of 'good' family whose pre=
occupation with sex is the tortured reaction from one time social ideal-
ism." For Mr. Watts, the concerns of Script (Character, Dialogue, Plot,
Script Style, and Theme), are intimately connected with the significan-
ces of social reality.

John McClain also spends close to ninety percent of his review
of 586 words, upon the Script. The overwhelming bulk of his material
is devoted to a sensationalistic description of Williams' Characters.
But the import of the following is similar to that in Robert Coleman's
review, and therefore, we will consign the discussion of such a state~
ment as this to the third chapter:

Dogs from the chain gang devour unclad fugitives, an old

Indian sells fresh animal skulls, an Italian immigrant's

homestead is burned down by the vigilantes and the old

man loses his 1ife in the fire, a young belle having lost

her fight for none-segregation, is now devoting herself

to juke-crawling and backseat romancing with any new face

that appears in the country. These are only a few of the

charming people one encounters in this new Williams' play

and it seems almost unbelievable that they can be made

persuasive and valid emough to hold an audience for an

evening...With one or two exceptions all the characters

in the drama would cause any one of us to bolt the door...

We wouldn't wish to spend an evening with them in the

flesh, but we cannot help being fascinated with them just
as one might linger over-long at the cobra cage in the

zoo. 71
69/ 1bid.
10/ 1bid.
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Suffice it to say, this paragraph does not only refer to the Characters;
it has the purpose of whetting the appetite of the Audience, and there-
fore, it is an extremely positive statement with which to credit the
production.

Table VI below shows the concerns for Orpheus Descending. The
fascinating thing here is that when this table is compared with Table
IV, we can note the steady progression away from concern that is solely
with the Playwright, and toward large percentages of words for multiple
concerns: Character, Plot; Dialogue, and Theme. The critics are cone
cerned with the Playwright as the progenitor of all the aspects of

drama. We will continue to note this trend in terms of future product-

ions.
Table V1
The Concern of Script:
Orpheus Descending
Specific CRITICS
ncerns Atkinson happan | Coleman | Kerr Watts § McClain
number of words
|-Structure 69 162 0 70 30 0 |
Character 33 20 Q 160 153 197
_Dialogue 0 o | 12 79 0 0
Plot 0 35 15 93 27 59
Theme 29 10 51 0 39_ 0
Playuright 40 0 19 24 60 59 |
Comparison
w/other wk. 0 0 6 0 53 95 |
<Script
_Style 105 0 60 22 86 30 1
Totals 298 227 33 448 450 440
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A Clesring in the Woods

For the production A Clearing ig the Woods by Aurther Laurents,
Brooks Atkinson spends 268 words out of his total of 480 words denoun-
cing the Playwright and all for which he is responsible. He strikes the
keynote with his Comparison With Other Work: "Having succeeded with the
possible in The ) C » Aurther Laurents has now tried the
impossible.” The major reason for the Playwright's failure, according
to Mr. Atkinson, may be traced to his delineation of an uninteresting
leading Character.

Virginia is not an interesting woman. She is an ego-

tist--a sick egotist--and she has nothing except her

sickness to offer the audience. . . .she is an abstrac-

tion when she finds a way to make peace with herself she

is naturally elated. But the elation is private . . .

that is the reason a Clearing in the Woods always seems

remote and detached like a series of figures painted on

a screen. 13/

This analysis of Atkinson's is given in this chapter in order
to help explain the large amount of concern Atkinson places upon Chare
acter delineation. Over half the space that he uses to describe the
Script is dedicated to a dissection of Mr. Laurents' leading Character.
The culminating blow falls when the critic gets to the subject of Script
Style: ‘''Poetry is a better medium —:l;an psychoanalysis for the job Mr.

74
Laurents is trying to accomplish." How very different a comment of
this i1k is from Mr. Watts' concern for social reform and moral inteat-

ions.

Richard Watts, Jr. spends 907 of his space (454 out of 539 words)

12/ ibid., p. 310, A Clearing ig the Woods.
3/ Ibid.
) Ibid.
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on the Script and half of that attention is devoted to an analysis of
the Plot. "A great deal of the play is concerned with scenes in which
the girls indulge in quite a lot of squabbung."wlt is this squabbling
that disturbs Mr. Watts and he gives & good deal of attention to show
that "the manner of the drama is considerably more striking than its
subatance."wﬂot that Mr. Watts did not like the Theme of the drama.
On the contrary, he takes pains to underscore the fact that "despite
the thoughtfulness of its probing into a neurotic girl's subconscious
mind, it resulted in a labored and unstimulating drama." The second
largest amount of space in the review is devoted to an explanation of
the shortcomings of the Plot which result from a failure of the Play~
wright to mount the action so that it would be "dramatically impressive."
But more of Watts' reasons for his curious lack of praise for a Script
whose intent he admires later in this Chapter.

John Chapman's review is & study in denunciation and we will
underscore it below. But it is relevant at this time to note that out
of 316 words in the review, 192 denounced the Script. The majority of
the space was consumed by diatribes against the Dialogue and the Theme.

Robert Coleman takes 807 of his review (486 words em toto) to
recite the Plot, lament the length and inquire if the Theme was really
worth it. Like Mr. Chapman, Coleman finds nothing in the Script to
praise; but he gets particularly lyrical when it comes to the point of
it all:

It's like 8 weekend in the woods with a bunch of per~

plexed people annoying the devil out of you with a lot

of high-falutin' talk about their troubles, which aren't
particularly important to you. 78/

75 1bid., P. 312,
76/ Ibid.

17/  Ibid., p. 312,
18/ Ibid., p. 313,
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But more of this in Chapter III'

Mr. Kerr puts his finger on the problem and at least writes a
rationally structured piece that dwells upon the Character and her mise
givings. (There are 630 words in Kerr's review and he spends 667 upon
the Script.) Mr. Kerr dissects the four portions of the leading Char=-
acter's psyche. "Four Virginias are not really more interesting than
one Virginia: the evening and our emotional response splinters into
abstract fragments." Here we see once again, that for the critic,
Structure and Character go hand in hand. The critic further remarks
that the Theme which should be emerging slowly to life throughout the
evening, finally rears its head and isn't worth the birth.

John McClain agrees with his cohorts and in his review (where-
in 85%Z of the space is devoted to script out of 492 words) he spends
the bulk of his time showing that the structure is impossibly labored
in the Script. Thus far in our study, this production, A Clearing in
the Woods, has received the most agreement from the critics as regards
their estimation of the Script. It is true that they dislike it, but
more important for our present purpose, is the congruence that they
evidence in the amount of space they devote to lambasting the Structure,
the Theme, the Character and the Plot.

Table VII is, therefore, the most uniform of tables.

75/ 1bid., p. 313.
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Table VII
The Concern of Script:
A Clearing in the Woods
Specific CRITICS
§ Concerns Atkinson C];agén | Coleman | Kerr Watts ] McClain
Script number of words
LStructure 0 0 _80 20 120 179 |}
| Character 138 0 36 98 89 19 1|
Dialogue 0 111 0 29 0 31 1]
Plot 68 0 84 0 1% 88 1|
Theme 25 38 82 76 0 0 |
Playwyight 33 12 71_ 0 41 0
Comparison
jvith other wk. 18 0 0 0 0 0
Script
Style 16 12 0 0 0 0
Togals 328 ;93 353 353 444 367

The Potting Shed

The next production, The Potting Shed by Graham Greene, is the
first consideration for the year 1957. Atkinson, (who devotes 553
words to the entire review, and spends 387 on the Script,) is fascinated
by Mr. Greene's Plot and by the Playwright's originality. He spends 111
words to discuss the problem of the play: What was the mystery that
lay in the past for the leading characters of the potting shed? As
Atkinson points out, it is a8 tribute to the Playwright's skill in organ-
ization that attention is kept by this simple question: '"Was the char-
acter's return a miracle? Mr. Greene thinks it was and he sets about

11luninating it."

80/ New York Critics' Reviews, XVIII (1957), 394. The Potting Shed.
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Atkinson's favorite concern seems to be Structure, and this time,
he menages to link Script Style to it. Further, as will be seen, he
lauds the Playwright for his tight organization as well as his unique
style:

Like an honest Briton, Mr. Greene underwrites. The

stiff upper lip makes his first act seem like Henry

Arthur Jones disciplined by Somerset Maugham. Ale-

though big subjects are discussed, Mr. Greene keeps

his voice low and his literary style reticent. But he
is entitled to write in the style that he finds most

congenial. 81/

It is interesting to observe that of all the critics, Brooks Atkinson,

is the most concerned with the literate ability of the Playwright.

This reference, which might also be classified as part of the concern,

Comparison With Other Work, is of further interest because of the ambi-
valent nature of the comparison. Atkinson's literate contributions are
recorded as part of the concerns for Script Style (54 words), and Play-
wright (59 words).

John Chapman spends the bulk of his review (495 words in length
and 376 words devoted to Script) on Character. Indeed, for 607 of the
space on Script, Chapman lists & bevy of questions which spill over ine
to a detailed examination of Plot (47 words).

Why has Flemyng, &8 good newspaper man, been unable to

live with the wife he loves and why has he been unable

to find the answer in & long course of psychoanalysis?

Why has...the psychoanalist run into a tlank wall every

time he tries to get out of Flemyng the story of what

did happen in that shed?...Why has the once devout priest

become a cynical drunk without faith?...These and many

more questions Greenme puts, not to the audience but to

his characters and this is what makes the play the inter-

esting affair that it is. 82/

It is imperative to note the last line of this commentary because it

81/ Ibid., p. 278.
82/ Ibid., p. 372,
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is the first time that one of our critics has singled out a reason for
a particular method on the part of the Playwright's Characterization for
praise. Later, the significance of just such laudatory commendations
will be analyzed. Mr. Chapman is so overwhelmed by the Characteriza-
tion and technique therein, that he cannot even muster his usual cynie
cism in regard to the Theme. As a coda, he adds:

Toward the end of Graham Greene's mystical drama...

Dame Sybil Thorndike, trying to figure out what had

happened said 'I am not sure.' Then she remerked sage-

ly, 'When you are not sure, you are alive.' This lovely

and luminous actress put the words right into my mouth.

I'm not sure what dramatist Greene was driving at and

maybe he wasn't either, but I do feel stimulated. 83/

The Potting Shed is an example of a Script which, for Mr. Chap-
man, reverses the criticism leveled at Structure for A Clearing in the
Woods. 1In the Shed, the manner is so engrossing, that the matter doesn't
matter.

Robert Coleman devotes 507 of the amount of space he has allo-
cated for Script (276 words) out of 506 words in toto) to a discussion
of the Plot. Time and again this critic recites the incidents of the
Plot without commenting. When he does get to the Playwright, he has re-
served only 50 words in which to take exception to his fellows:

Greene, who has won renown as a novelist, is, we think,

more facile in that medium. As a playwright, he is...

prone to substitute argument for emotion. He is highly

emotional but appears afraid to show it. And that's

not good for a dramatist. Intelligence is one thing and

theatre another. 84/

Mr. Coleman, although he later goes on to make allowance for a drama-
tist of the stature of George Bernard Shaw, seems to tip his hand in

this review. He is almost totally concerned with how simply the Plot

§.3.' M" P 372‘
&/  Ibdl) p. 3.
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is brought out on the stage and with how much can be dramatized within
the frame of the storyeline. We will evaluate the significance of this
critical mean in Chapters III and IV.

The critic for the Herald Tribune is another matter entirely.
Mr. Kerr, whose review totals 663 words, spends nearly 90% of that am-
ount discussing Script and divides his time evenly between Character and
Theme. (An interesting postulate would be that whereas Robert Coleman
and John Chapman tend to be most similar in the allocation of their con~
cerns for Plot, Walter Kerr and Brooks Atkinson progress along parallel
lines by emphasizing Character and Theme.) Mr. Kerr finds that the in-
triguing point of this drama is the interest that the Playwright man-
ages to engender for an abstract Theme: the revelation of a miracle
from within the commonplace. The critic discusses for 190 words his
feeling that such a Script is miraculous in itself:

The matters that intrigue Mr. Greene, the values that

seem to him to cry out for restatement are tricky and

illusive, in themselves dramatically undemonstrative.

Yet it seems to me that he has come close to success

here....The unrelenting eye of the author is steady

here, the tone quietly honest and cracklingly literate,

the psychological detective story processes (are)...

firm...(the Script) brings an odd release in its anti-

dogmatic wake = « When you're not sure you're alive. §5/

Richard Watts, too, spends 90% of his space (out of 591 words
in the review) on the Script and 90 words on the Theme. But he is less
equivocal than his cohorts:

...8n absorbing and fascinating drama in which the authe

or's tortured probings into the doubts and torments of

religious faith, with a special reference to his own

strangely bleak Catholicism, are set down in brilli.antly
effective theatrical terms.

S d., p. 375,
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For Watts, the Plot, which he describes for 119 words, is an effective
means for the search of the Playwright. Mr. Watts tends to conjecture
upon the Playwright's interior state (cf. 0'Neill's Long Day's Joyrney
into Night, Fields' and Chogorov's The Ponder Heart, and Williams' Or-
pheus Descending.) Por 86 words, Watts describes what he feels is the
backbone for Mr. Greene's thematic concentration.

Although Mr. Greene is a Catholic who writes as a Cath-

olic, his highly personal religion seems so dour and

upsetting that he almost appears at times to hate it...

It is...evident that spiritual comfort is not what he

is looking for in faith. What he is searching for ap-

pears to be a kind of intellectual scourge. While he

writes of religion, he is no propagandist for it. The

search is into his own soul and the quest is restless,

terribly candid and remarkably wmoving. 872/

John McClain spends 60% of his review (559 words) on the Script
and one-third of this space on the Structure. Plot (75 words), Theme
(48 words), and Character (34 words), are all subordinated to this crite
ic's concern for his belief that The Potting Shed took three acts to
“reveal a fine two-act play.”" This critic is chagrined to discover
that so much good plotting is "thrown away” on the last third of the
Script with a good deal of talk about "repetitious' matters.

Table IX shows that the preponderance of critical concerns for

The Potting Shed is directed toward Theme.

817/ Ibid.
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Table IX
The Concern of Script:
The Potting Shed
Specific CRITICS
Concerns Atkinson |Cha Coleman | Kerr Watts | McClai
number of words
Structure 122 0 27 154 . U 127 |
Character 10 201 13 104 0 34
Dialogue 0 0 0 0 0 0
Plot 101 47 140 0 135 23
| Theme 41 95 30 Ja1s | 1% 48 |
Playwright 64 17 50 7 86 0
Comparison
| w/other wk. 13 16 16 20 74 0
Script
Style 54 0 0 0 0 0
Tota 40 376 276 499 499 284
A Mis tte
Eugene O'Neill's A Moon for the Misbegottep is treated by Brooks

Atkinson as a Script wherein all the credit for Characterization goes
to the Actors and none to the Playwright. This is an interesting feat
for the critic to accomplish, since over 50% of his space in the review
(650 words long) does discuss the Script. The critic's method for ac-
complishing this is elucidated in Chapter III. Atkinson dismisses the
Playwright's work of Characterization in these words:

Although the performance runs a few minutes longer than

three hours, the characters are not worth such close ine-
spection and the dramatic achievements are minor. 89/

83/  1bid., p. 278, A Moop foxr ghe Misbegotten,
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John Chapman tells the story by describing the Characters who
move the Plot. His 146 words on Character, out of 296 on the Script
(534 ip toto) is deceptive because he is only concerned with whether
the people behave as if they come from the pen of 0'Neill. For 91 words
dealing in a comparative fashion with O'Neill's work, Mr. Chapman cone
vinces himself that this Script is indeed worthy of the master.

Walter Kerr's review, agreeing in design with that of Mr. At~
kinson, finds praise only for the Acting. But Mr. Kerr consistently
compares the Playwright and his Structural pattern with what the actors
have fashioned of it. Kerr does discover that the climax of the Script
is worthwvhile. "The futile romance of two condemned lovers builds to
8 climax that is almost musical in feeling, lyrical and lascerating in
a8 single impulse.” But Kerr underscores the futility of the Script
in fine fashion: 'The rest of the play does not yet exist on the
stage."

Watts once again takes nearly 907 of his space (in a 561-word
review) to give a detailed examination to the Script. He spends 225
words comparing O'Neill with O'Neill:

It is a remarkable tribute to a playwright when the

only possible current rivals to one of his dramas are
8 couple of his other works and The Moon for the Misbe~

gotten must inescapably be compared to Long Day's Jour=
Dey into Night end The Iceman. 92/

Mr. Watts, in his usual manner, goes into the reasons for the dramatist’'s

‘“weaknesses."

ﬁbe Scripﬂ ...8uffers from his characteristic failings
of excessive length and insufficient eloquence...0'Neill
plays have a manner of smoldering slowly and then burst-
ing into dramatic flames-~and here the smoldering takes

90/ 1ibid., p. 276.
‘2;/ Ib;d-, P 276 .
92/ Ibid., p. 276,
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much longer and the flames are less frequent. Once
they have arrived they are tremendous but the unfore
tunate part of the periods of marking time between
outbursts of fire is that they make the dramatist's
knowun weakness, the inability of his prose style to
rise to the heights of his imaginative lyric concep~
tions, too evident. 93/

The critic devotes 133 words to the Characters and finds that
“they are studied with superb insight and compassion."w Watts' des-
cription of the Characterization tends to bear out Mr. Chapman's use
of the Playwright's Characters as foils for Plot concerns. Further,
discourses upon Characterization provide a fine springboard for discusse
ions of the Actors.

John McClain distributes the 288 words he uses to describe the
Script (470 words in all) rather evenly over the Playwright, the Plot,
the Structure, and the Characters. O'Neill, as a Playwright, commands
many more words for this critic than does any other Playwright.

The power and the grandeur of Eugene O'Neill are again

evident in A Moon for the Misbegotten. Like Logg Day's
Journey into Night, to which this is at least a partial

sequel, it has the same fierce qualities of introspection,
the ruthless examination of forces and frustratioms,

vhich pursued his tragic family to their separate graves...
with a gift superior to anyone writing our language to-

day... 95/
McClain finds that O'Neill can do mo wrong. If the Structure is "long-

winded,” it 1is "justified." McClain is even wﬂ::t;g to say that "the
96
general effect depends upon its very verbosity." The critic ends his

review with an admission of his feeling for the Playwright: 'There will
be those who find Moop over-length and under-clear. But not me. I am

92/
an O'Neill fan and I think it's just great."”

» P. 277.

EEEEE
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Table IX
The Concern of Script:
A Moon for the Misbegotten
Specific 1
Concerns | Cha c __Wattg | McClain
number of words
_Stxucture 40 0 Did 25 49 99
| Character 159 146 Nt | 1231 133 35
re~
_Dialogue 4 0 xﬁ =Q Q 0
this
_Rlot 20 9 pred={ __ 0 ) 28
ucte
_Iheme 9 0 Jdon__ 17 0
83 59 0 19 47
Comparison
_w/other wk 101 91 0 1 291 225 49
Script
_Style 0 9 Q 0 0 Q
W

Table X should be compared with Table III in order to show what
a Playuright of the stature of Eugene O'Neill can do for the total amount
of space spent on Script. Later in the study, there will be comment up-
on the trend toward and away from the Playwright; this is the more im-
pressive because of the large number of interesting Playwrights in this

period,

A Visit to a Small Planet

A Yisit to 3 Small Plapet, by Gore Vidal, is the next production

of 1957. Atkinson spends only 227 words om the Script out of 680 words

in his review. Script is eclipsed by Acting as a concern. But within

the space devoted to Script, the Playwright is brought to the fore: "As

a writer of comedy, Gore Vidal is foolish and funny. A Yiait £o & Small
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28/
Planet...is uproarious..." For 65 words Vidal is praised as the man who
starts the Actors moving in the direction of humor. 'Mr. Vidal has sterte
ed them /performers Ritchard and Mayehoff/ off beautifully.....Even if
he had stopped writing halfeway through, the entertainment would go on
under its own momentum..."g Throughout the review Mr. Atkinson takes
pains to point out the consistency between the Styles of the writing and
the acting.
In both the writing and playing of Visit to a Small

Planet is a topsy-turvey lark that has a lot of humor-
ous vitality. The tone is low; the entertaimment is

highly enjoyable. 100/

Now this is something new in the documentation of critics' concerns. The
Playwriting here is depicted as the gateway to the Acting-~theatre is
seen as the equivalent of drama.

Mr. Chapman takes a bigger chunk of his review (299 out of 475
words) to discuss the Script as a separate unit. As usual for this crite
ic, 166 words describe the Plot. Chapman takes pains to give space to
Vidal's technological fancies. He quotes the leading Character to this
regard. '"Where I come from we don't have babies anymore. We gave it up.
Sometimes I think we were & bit hasty .wnut Chapman is making a point
about the lack of a Theme in this Script. After quoting the interplane~
tary visitor of Vidal's farce as gurgling, "Isn't hydrogen fun?" 2when
he hears about modern warfare, the critic closes in upon what he consid-
ers to be the Structural deficiency:

The comedy fails to be something better than happy none

sense... because it reaches no particular conclusion
about the state of civilization in 1961. Neither the

38/ Ibid:, p. 359, A Visit Jo A Small Plapet.
99/  Ibid.

100/ 1bid.

LOL/

102[

Ibid., p. 357
1bid.



v



47

author, Vidal, nor the strange visitor, Ritchard, vene

tures a constructive opinion as to what we should do

with ourselves. 103/
It seems that Mr. Chapman has become didactic in regard to the social
significance of a Script. This is particularly remarkable given Mr.
Chapman's penchant for the Plot.

Richard Watts, as one might expect, agrees completely with Mr.
Chapman.

Ag a satire or even as a play, Gore Vidal's comedy pretty

much fades into thin air after the first act...because

the satirical possibilities of Mr. Vidal's comedy start
off so promisingly, it seems rather a shame that A Visit

£ 2 gmx}j}m turns into a series of vaudeville
acts... 104
Mr. Watts goes on to add a doubt. He feels it is possible for the Script
to succeed with some excellent vaudeville turns by the leading Actors.
But he laments the abandonment of the Playwright's '"satire" to the level
of the bright idea. For the bulk of 191 words, (442 in toto) he dis~
cusses the Structural letdown: '"For the plot does try rearing its head
from time to time and on these occasions it appears thin and a little un-
105/
certain."”
Robert Coleman is also in agreement. He spends only 179 words
on the Script (out of 455). Seventy-five of these are on the Character
and 52 deal with the Structure. Following is an indicative comment:
"1f you're looking for substance for credibility, A Visit to a Small Plan-
&t 18 not your dish." Mr. Coleman denounces the implausibility of the
play’s incidents and them, having made the point that it is built on sand,

he dismisses the enterprise completely: '"Don't expect a play in &

103/ 1bid.
M Ibid., p. 356.
105/  Ibid.

/
106/  Ibid., p. 358.
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conventional sense for there's mo such animal prowling the premises.”
Now he is ready to build anew and proceeds to use the space on Character-
ization to discuss the work of "a pair of magicians producing rib-wreck-
ing laughs..."méhe review becomes & paean of praise for Ritchard and
Mayehoff. Later in this chapter, the implications of the usurpation by
Acting of Script's space will be discussed.

Walter Kerr too depicts the Playwright in the service of the Pro-
duction. The most he can say for the Playwright is to grant his narra-
tive plausibility in the face of "an almost barrage of freshly minted
quips...that keep the merriment rolling.%thin his 249 words devoted
to Script (out of 688), Mr. Kerr is specific about the reasons for chang-
ing gears and replacing the Playwright with the Actors, the Theme with
banter.

«..] have undoubtedly given the impression that author
Gore Vidal has had very little to do with making Visit
to a Small Planet the glorious funny evening it is...

he hasn't, to get down to the one warning I want to give
you,...written a play that holds together of its own ad-
hesive power. Time and again things get rattled and
threaten to sputter. Mr. Vidal and company must improve
ise fast. 110/

Kerr has no truck with the didactic intentions of the Script, and he

finds that even in a farcical comedy, Structure is still needed.

", ..this being a piece with a built-in moral about the futility of war, the
moral is often on as slippery ground as the plotting.” Mr. Kerr deplores
vhat he considers as the mixing of genres within the Script. Therefore,
since this Script does not ride on its own right as a drama, it can pass

as an entertainment.

107/  Ibid.
108/  Ibid.
109/ Ibid., p. 356.
110/  Ibid.

111/ bid.
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Of all the critics, only John McClain is comnsistently happy with
the Script. He is the only critic who spends 8 majority of his space
discussing this concern. (186 words out of 494 are omn Script.) For
57 words he praises the Theme:

It's an ambitious idea to regard the foibles of the

world through the eyes of a visitor from a civilization

which has risen above death, war and sex...I thought he

managed to keep the thing crashing along at a merry rate

without bothering too much with the obvious temptations

of painting morals or drawing parallels. 112/
McClain is pleased to see that this happy idea is kept afloat of its own
accord. For 56 words he praises the Structure 8s being tigher than he
had imagined it would be, given the premise. It is only when the critic
praises the Characters (32 words) that he goes into a8 description which

lauds both Actors and Playwright.

Table X.
The Concern of Script:
A Visit to a Small Planet
Specific —_ _CRITTICTS
Concerns Atkinson |Chapman |Coleman | Kerr | Watts | McClein
number of words

Structure 0 9 52 0 73 56
_Character 25 0 75 0 86 32
| Djalogue 0 0 7 32 0 0

Plot 99 173 17 73 0 33
| Theme 0 75 0 26 0 57
| Playwrighe 65 0 8 |18 23 8

Comparison
| w/other wk. 0 0 14 0 0 0

Script

Style 38 14 6 0 0 0

To 227 271 179 249 182 186

112/  Ibid., p. 358.
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Hopeward

Atkinson's review of Look Homeward, Angel by Ketti Frings pays
the highest of compliments to the Playwright. Out of 399 words on Script
(589 total) Atkinson spends 399 words on the Playwright. In this space
he compares her favorably to Thomas Wolfe.

What Thomas Wolfe could never do, Ketti Frings has done
admirably. She has mined a solid drama out of the craggy

abundance of Look Homeward, Angel... 113/

For 157 words, Atkinson embroiders his praise for the Playwright with
commentary upon both the Plot and Thematic implications. Basically, At-
kinson spends the space saying yes to the question, "Is this what really
4

happened in Wolfe's youth?"  He feels that Miss Frings has been more
than an adaptor because she has managed to portray the mood of the great
novelist both as Character and overseer of his own private world.

Mr. Chapman spends his review (278 words on the Script out of
487) discoursing on the beauties of the Plot for 182 words, and in the
process, remarking upon the Characters.

The dominant character is a woman, mother of several child-

ren, who runs a boarding house, and a husband with an iron

will. Opposed to her...is her youngest son who yearns for

all the spacious beauty there is in the world. At the very

end a ghostly voice tells this lad that the world does not

lie outside this boarding house.../but/ within himself. 115/
Chapman is also ecstatic about the Playwright and feels her drama 'ranks

116/

with, perhaps above, Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman."

In Mr. Coleman's review, there are only 172 words in Script (out
of 459). But within this number Coleman repeats in essence what Atkin-

son has said about Miss Frings' success in the theatre which is ironical

113/ 1bid., p. 169, Look Homeward, Angel.
L;4/  Ibid.

115/  Ibid., p. 166,

116/  Ibid.
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because of Thomas Wolfe's inability to write for the stage.

Walter Kerr's review discusses Character and Plot as leading ine
to the Theme of the Script. (416 words out of 682 deal with Script. 168
words are oriented towards the Plot and 137, towards the Characters).
But Herr's writing is so literary that it is possible to see it all as
a roundabout tribute to Miss Frings. (This is true even though there are
only 46 words on the Playwright.) Kerr's formula: Plot + Character =
Playwright.

For one insane moment toward the end of Look Homewerd,

Angel,...the passionate embattled, hopelessly bound

Gant family turn with unholy wrath on the home that has

held them together. They clutch at the doorposts and

wrench them from their sockets. Splinters of benches

and chairs fly...an ax rides high in the air...For this

one second, ...the Gants would like to wipe out their

world. For their world... was eternally two-faced....

What makes the Ketti Prings's adaptation of Mr. Wolfe's

autobiographical novel so fascinating in the theater 1is

the perfect, perfectly sustained, tension with which it

holds these violently opposed emotions in balance. 117/

Richard Watts agrees with the tumultuous praise for the Play-
wright. He, too, finds the power of her writing in her portraits on
the stage. Out of 273 words devoted to Script (521 words total), 83
describe the Characters and 53 express conclusions about the dramatist.

As an account of the growing pains of a youthful author,

it is remarkably real, touching and perceptive, but it

is much more than a striking fragment of dramatized auto-

biography. It is likewise a deeply perceptive account

of the family background from which genius sprrang. 118/

Finally, John McClain completes the circle of admiration. Out
of 225 words on Script (491 in the total), he takes 71 words to praise
the Playwright, 55 words to touch on Character, and 99 words on the Plot.

But McClain makes it clear that the Characterizations are the touchstone

117/ Ibid., p. 167,
1i2/ Ibid., p. 168,
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of Miss Frings' success.

Her characters have true depth and dimension, her situa-

tions are simple and valid.
bols; this is good writing reduced to its unaffected
best.

There is no message, no sym=

Why it emerges thus is due to her painstaking and

insistent evaluation of the people at her disposal. There
aren't very many of them, actually, but each one is metice

ulously etched.
the emotional values stem from character--we know the
people and we are enormously interested in them. 119/

When the play reaches a dramatic climax,

Mr. McClain gives the simplest and most direct rationale for the crit-

ical acclaim that greets Miss Frings® work.

Table XII below i{s deceptive because it does not reveal the full

truth about the amount of space by implication which Miss Frings has re~

ceived.
Table X1
The Concern of Script:
Look Homeward, Angel
Specific CRITICS
Concerns Atkinson |IC n |Coleman Kerr Watts | McClain
number of words
| Structure '] Q (I & 16 -0
Character 129 90 Q J137 83 L2 |
Dialogue 0 0 1] 22 0 a
Plot 157 182 Q 168 26 99
| Theme 0 0 47 Q. 43 0
Pla h 113 77 110 46 53_ 71 1
Comparison
| w/other wk. 0 19 0 0 0
Script
Style 0 0 15 0 0 0
Totals 99 8 172 6 2 22
119/ 1bid., p. 168,
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Da: £ Stairs

The Dark at the Iop of The Stajrs by William Inge is also treat-
ed to praise by the critics (which we shall specify fully in Chapter III
on Favor)=-but this time, the route for the acclaim is over Plot together
with a discussion of Character.

Atkinson devotes 427 words (684 total) to the Script. The begine
ning of the review is indicative: 'William Inge has written another dramas
that has a modest look but that is full of his particular insights and

120/
sympathies."” This is the keynote for Atkinson's special use of Plot
description. In the following, it is interesting to see how the recita-
tion of the Plot highlights both Character and Theme:

...It 18 the home of a salesman who is traveling in

harness-wares, his wife, his adolescent daughter and

his son. They are average people. The adults are

concerned about money. The children are involved in

the painful social affairs of the young. Nothing of

consequence happens to any of them. But Mr. Inge has

written about them with so much tenderness and under=-

standing that his play is both amusing and touching. 121/

We notice that Atkinson has carefully structured his review, so that the
Playwright becomes the star. Even though there are only 41 words de-
voted to the Playwright, the 218 words under Plot plus the 40 words
given to Character may be said to be included in the dramatist's domain.
Further, there is a climactic statement by Mr. Atkinson involving Inge's
Script Style (36 words):

Mr. Inge writes these scenes in a colloquial style.

But they carry weight. They reveal the lonely agony

of people who live together without really knowing one

another, suffering in silence, communicating only when
the situations are desperate. 122/

120/ " Ibid., p. 159, The Dark At The Toe Of The Sgairs,
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The critic builds to his point that Ihg Dark at the Iop of the Stairs
is the Playwright's finest play because "although the style is unassum=~
ing as usual, the sympathies are wider, the compassion deeper and the
knowledge of adults and children more profound.” -

Brooks Atkinson has set the critical style for the reviews of
Inge's Script. Mr. Chapman in taking 85% of his space to cover the
Script (473 total) also uses his Plot space (169 word's worth) to bol-
ster his remarks about the Thematic significance of the Playwright's
writing. His first sentence is unusual for Chapman because it states
the Theme right away:

The title of William Inge's new play...implies that there

is nothing to fear in this dark at the top if you've got

somebody climbing the stairs with you. If this somebody

can offer love, or compassion, or understanding, the end-

less stairway which we call living is an easy climb and
a safe one; but finding the right companion is a perilous

task. ],24/

The critic spends a high of 91 words on the Theme. In fact, wherever
he mentions a Plot incident, he punctuates it with a Thematic concern.

There is laughter and tragedy; loneliness and companion=-
ship;...And always there is this human yearning, this
reaching out for somebody who will help in this fearsome

ascent. 125/

Robert Colemasn has taken 281 words (out of 524) to discuss the
Script and although 117 of them tell the story, 83 review the Playwright's
successful career and 8 high figure of 81 words (exceptional for Mr. Cole-

man) discuss the Theme.

In our book, The Dark at the Iop of the Stajrs is the
best play that William Inge has written and that's

saying a8 lot for so far he's merely given us such hits

Sheba, Picpnic, and Pus Stop. But
.o .the new /sh ..1s the best because it digs deeper

1bid.
Ibid., p. 160,
Ibjd., p. 160,
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into what makes people tick then any of them. 126/

Coleman's concern for Character is impressive and he manages to link
this concern with the large amount of space spent on Comparison With
Other Work. 'Not since George Kelly...has a dramatist understood women
so well as Inge." The Playwright is truly ascendant.

Walter Kerr makes the Theme the most important part of his re-
view. 172 words (out of 390 for the Script, within & 797 word review)
show off the Theme to the advantage of the Playwright.

...the kind of play that a child might have overheard

as he passed...through the back corners of his parents'

lives...a child hears one tone at the threshold, another

as he is sighted, still another as he is vanishing

through the portieres. It is this erratic, tantalizing,

half-understood and violently unexpected universe of

mysteriously behaved adults that author William Inge...

lst alf have caught so perfectly and so touchingly... 128/

Both Script Style and Structi:‘re are passed upon by the critic as he fills
in the story through the eyes of the children Characters.

Richard Watts balances 113 words regarding & shaky Structure
with 176 words of praise for the Characterizations (out of 460 words
for Script within a 550 word total). Although he finds that the "people
are wisely and compassionately studied and all of them suffer from the
ssme pangs of misunderstood loneliness ,'l;'z_’{he critic sees a8 diffuse ser-
ies of stories on view. It is rare to find Watts calling for unity over-
all but this is just such a review.

It is interesting to note that just when & majority of the crit-
ics seem to be concerned mostly with Theme or Character as related to
the Playwright, at least one of their number will remark at length

upon the Structure.

I8 1bid., p. 159.
127/  Ibyd.

128/ Ibid., p.161.
129/  Ibid., p. 158.
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