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In "A Discussion of Three Plays of the Black Theater,"” the
stated problem is sn examination, exploration and comparison of East

of Jordan, Who's Got His Own, and In the Wine Time in the context of

the heightened Black consciousness that developed in America during
the 60's and found expression in a nev Black Arts movement. There-
fore, the paper focuses on the artistic innovetors and philosophies
of the 60's as the fremevork in which to review these works by

Even Walker, Ron Milner and Ed Bullins. This thesis also places
the three dremes in the historical perspective of the Black men's ex-
periences in the West, both in the theater arts and in the socio-
economic and political arena.

The plays utilized are full-length structured (crafted)
plays and are discussed in terms of the Aristotelian concepts of
plot, character, thought, diction snd spectacle. These criteris are
supplemented with those suggested by the burgeoning Black Aesthetic.
Of perticular importance in the study are personal interviews with
the three authors, in vhich they stress their objectives in writing
these plays. 1In addition interviews with innovetors in the new
Black theater in the areas of direction, production, criticism, and

acting were conducted and this commentary on both the particular



Corinne Louise Jennings
works and the philosophy of Black Theater are included. Articles
by Black writers in the Black media and the mass media are used as
secondary sources in examining the plays.

This thesis does not exsmine the work of Imemu Amiri Baraka
(Leroi Jones), who is certainly a vital force in Black Art, nor does
it consider any of the one act plays which are the most prolific form
of the new Black Revolutionary Theater. Also this thesis does not
discuss any of the ritualistic thester pieces which seem to be de-
veloping into a significant direction for Black theater.

The major findings of this research are that all three
writers are menipulating the form of traditional Buropean theater to
reveal various aspects of the Black experience. And that the
writers have attempted to revitalize this traditional form through
the use of various devices that are akin to Black culture. However,

Ron Milner, author of Who's Got His Own, has been the most innovative

by structuring his play on the basis of a form of Black Music ("Jazz").
In all three plays theme and character are the most significant ele-
ments. But all three writers have utilized vital cultural material
to desl with and raise issues of pertinence to Blacks--particularly

the problems of the survival of the Black male in a racist society.
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The intent of this thesis is te examine, explore and compare
the following full-length plays, East of Jordsam by Evan Walker, Who's
Got His Own by Ron Milner and In the Wine Time by Ed Bulliss.

The place of these three dramas in the American Theater is

specific. They are writtem by Black authors; they are writtea frem
the point of view of the Black men and are directed inteatiemally
toward Black amndiemces. Thus, these materials represent aa expres-
sion of the souls and lives of Black people in America.

All three plays were written in the years between 1960 and
1970; each was writtem by a young man in his early thirties. These
Pplays draw their viger from the experience of the Black man in the
western world and their creation ceincides with other creative amd
virile developments in the Black conmmity om pelitical, cultural amd
social levels.



CHAPTER I

BLACK THEATER IN AMERICA

A Survey

The 1960's brought a trace of revolution to the Black com-
munities in America, in the form of protests, boycotts, merches,
riots and rebellion. But, however, much attention was focused on the
Black nation by the vhite press and vhite men in genersl, it was fer
surpessed by the attention Blacks paid to their owvn communities.
Blacks have alwvays had & dual-consciousness ,1 have alwvays ‘been
strained by the antagonistic climate of racism opersting in the United
States. For Black people, this fact of life generated specific phi-
losophies of change in the mid-Twentieth Century in the form of Black
consciousness or Nationslism.

The emergence of the "Black Power" slogan mekes 1965 a coa-
venient date for historians to isolate the failure of integration as
a practical philosophy in America (this is insccurste, since it has

]'Dulois called this split vision "Double Consciousness”:
“this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others,
of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in comn-
tempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness--an American, a Negro--
two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two wvarring ideals
in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn
asunder.” W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (Greenwich: Fawcett,

1969), p. 16.
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always failed, except in isolated instances), end to isolate the ap-
pearance of Culturel Nationalism in the Ghettos. While it is true
thst Black-oriented political, cultural, spiritual and economwic devel-
opments multiplied rapidly in the Sixties, the seeds sand impetus were
alreedy present and hed meny progem.f.orc.2

The ten years following 1960 produced outstanding cultural
advances in the Black community in music, litersture, art, theater,
religion, custom and dance. These developed concurrently with po-
1litical and social events, and influenced one another. One of the
most vital of these developments was the growth of the Black theater
as a distinct entity.

Historicaslly, Black people have a rich theater heritage,
both in the African past and in the West. In treditional African
society, vhat is commonly called "srt" was not separated from the
rest of life as it hes come to be in European cultures. Rather it
was integrated into the entire framework of the life of the African
pooplu.3

While there was no formelized theater until recently in
Africa of the kind known in Burope, there was a participation in

2)s esrly as 1831 Devid Walker in his Appeal exhorted Black
psople to develop Black consciousness. Since that time poets phi-
losophers, scholars and politicians have fostered the same ides.
These men and vomen are too numerous to neme here, but among the
most famous were: Frederick Douglass, Martin Delaney, W.E.B. DuBois,
Marcus Gervey, Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael and
H. "Rap" Brown.

3lhrgut Trowell and Hans Nevermann, African and Oceanic
Art (Wew York: Herry N. Abrams), p. l12.
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what is called here "pure" theater in the form of rituals, which in-
cluded dance, music end the "call and response” that is still found
in the Black Pentecostal church. These rituals, vhich are in some
vay a part of the Oral Tradition of African peoples, involved the
religious, historicel, social, economic and politicsl aspects of
life and constitute & kind of traditional thester.

Although this cultural continuum wes ripped apart by the
8lave Trade and the centuries of slavery which followed, the basis,
the style and the instincts were passed down from generstion to
generation, end resppeared in the eerly Jjigs, dances, folk tales,
sorTOVW songs, riddles, Jubilees, shouts, work songs, end particularly
children's gnu,“ creating s fantastic theatrical resource, which,
vhile only partially tapped, has frequently been distorted.

"he year 1767 marked the beginning of interest in the
Negro as drsmatic meterisl.”” Prom this time vhen the first Black
character (played by s white actor) appeared on stage until 1923
when the first Black playwright hed a one-act play produced on
Broedway, vhite playwrights established five major stereotypes of

Black Americans:

brne Africen origins of these esrly forms of Black drametic
effort cen be traced. There are certain areas of the south, such
as the Qeorgia Sea Islands, where the Gullah dialect is still used
and vhere many of these forms are preserved intact that clearly
shov the African connection. A recent book by Bessie Jones and
Bess Lomex Hawes, Step It Down (New York: Harper snd Row, 1972),
includes directions for performing a number of these pieces.

SPrederick Bond, The Negro and Dreme (College Park: McGrath,
1940), p. 20.






The Buffoon, a comically ignorant type.

The Tragic Mulatto, the product of miscegenation who
is destined to tragic exclusion from white society,
which will not accept her, and black society, which
she vill not accept.

The Christian Slave, a docile individual who worships
both his mortal white master and his immortal master.
The Carefree Primitive, an exotic, amorsl savage.

The Black Beast, a villain who seeks equality with
vhite people.®

These stereotypes wvhich most frequently appeared in comedy created
distorted images of the Black men thst still exist.

It is a videly-held opinion thet eerly Black theater in
Americes was ingigaificant, yet many of the indigenous drameatic forms
commonly practiced in America were created or inspired by Black
artists. For example, Minstrelsy vhich began as s crude mockery
of Black plantation theatricals, became the most popular form of
American entertainment from 1840-1900, and was directly responsible
for the development of Americen musical condy."

Yet Minstrelsy further personified the caricature of the
thk men as a lazy, shiftless, cunning, happily singing end dencing
fool. While the early compenies of Minstrels were entirely white,
and utilized the conventions of burnt cork and thickened lips, when
Blacks vere admitted to the professional stage they took over the
entire Minstrel tredition, including the mekeup, and slthough they

6perwin Turner, “Introduction,” in Black Drams sthology,
ed. by William Bnmr nd Dominick Consolo (Columbus: Charles
Merrill, 1970), p. 3.

&

TJawes Weldon Johnson, Black Manhetten (New York: Atheneum,
1969), pp. 9M-98.
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added nev life to the form, were actually imitating an imitstion of
themselves, and accepting this negative definition of self.

In the following excerpt from Anna Cores Mowett's Fashion,
produced in 1845, there is an example of a negative definition in en
early Americen comedy.

Act I

A splendid drawing room in the house of Mrs. Tiffany.
Open folding doors discovering a Conservatory. On
either side glass windows down to the ground. Doors
on right and left. Mirror, couches, ottomans, a
table with albums, etc. beside it an arm-chsir.
Millinette dusting furniture, Zseks in a dashing livery,
scarlet coat, etc.

ZEXE. Dere's a coat to take de eyes of all Brosdway!
Ah! Missy, it am de fixins dat meke de natural born
gommen, a libery for ever! Dere's a peir ob in-
suppressibles to 'stonish de coloured population.

MILLINETTE. Oh, oui, Monsieur Zeke. (Very politely)
I not comprend one word he say (Aside).

ZEKBR. I tell ee vhat, Missy, I'm 'stordinary glad to
find dis a bery 'spectabul like situation! Now as
you've made de acquaintance ob dis here family, and
dere you've had a supernumerary advantage ob me--
seeing dat I only receibed my appointment dis morming.
What I wants to know is your publiceted opinion, pri-
vately expressed, ob de domestic circle.

MILLINETTE. Monsieur is s man of business, -Madame is
a lady of fashion. Monsieur make the money, - Madame
spend it. Monsieur nobody at all--Madame everybody
altogether. Ah! Monsieur Zeke, de money is all dat's
necessaire in dis country to make one lady of fashion.
Oh! it is quite anoder ting in la belle France!

ZEKE. A bery lucifer explanstion. Well, now we've
disposed ob de heads ob de family, who cowe next?

MILLINETTE. Pirst dere is Mademoiselle Sersphina
Tiffany. Mademoiselle is not at all one proper
personne. Mademoiselle Seraphina is one coquette.
Dat is not de mode in ls belle France; de ladies, dere,
never lsarn la coqueterie until de do get one husbend.
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ZEKE. I tell 'ee wvhat Missy, I disreprobate dat
Proceeding altogeder!

MILLINETTE. Vait! I have not tell you all la
famille yet. Dere is Memselle Prudence-Madame's
sister, one very bizarre personne. Den dere is
Ma'mselle Gertrude, but she is not anybody at all;
she only teach Mademoiselle Seraphina la musique.

ZEKE. Well, now Missy, vhat's your own special de-
functions?

MILLINETTE. I not understand, Monsieur Zeke.

ZEKE. Den I'll amplify. What's de nature ob your
exclusive services?

MILLINETTE. Ah, oui, je comprend. I am Mademe's
femme de chambre . . . I teach Madame les modes de
P.ri'c Ld L] L]

ZEKE. Yah! yah! yah! I hab de idea by de heel.
Well now, p'raps you can 'lustrify my officials?

MILLINETTE. Vat you will have to do? Oh! much
tings. You vait on de table,--you tend de door,--
you clesn de boots,--you run de errands,--you drive
de carriage,--you rub de horses, you take care de
flowers,--you carry de water,--you help cook de din-
ner,--you wvash de dishes,--and den you always remem-
ber to do everything I tell you to!

ZEKE. Wheugh, sm dat all?

MILLINETTE. All I can tink of now. To-day is
Medame 's day of reception, and all her grand friends
40 make her one petite visit. You wind run fast ven
de bell do ring.

MRS. TIFFANY. (Outside) Millinette!

MILLINETTE. Here comes Medame! You better to,
Monsieur Zeke.

ZEXE. _Look ahea, Massa Zeke, doesn't dis open rich!
(Aside)8

8anna cora Mowatt, Fashion in Six Early American Plays:
ggg;#, ed. by William Coyle and Harvey Damaser (Columbus: Charles
hm ’ 1%5), ppo 1%"1070
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In the opening scene of Mowatt's Fashion Zeke is used as a
tool of exposition. At the same time the prevalence of exaggerated,
poorly written dialect, establishes Zeke as egotistical, supersti-
tious, foolish and ebove all, satisfied with his menial position.
And he is not far removed from Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom,
the well-kmown satisfied slave of the Abolitionist drame. It is
interesting to note here that in early productions, Uncle Tom was
not played by a Black actor, as Blacks were barred from stages ap-
pearances.d Thus, the troublesome stereotype of Uncle Tom's pes-
sive collusion with the slave system was defined and concretised
by vhites.

In retrospect it appears that on at least some levels,
Blacks tolerated the imeges prowulgated by the racism of Minstrelsy.
Perhaps this provides a pertisl explanetion for the slow development
of serious drsmetic writing from William Wells Brown (1858) to
Lorrsine Hansberry (1959).

As esrly as 1821, five years before Deddy RicelO became
known for his caricetures, the African Company was performing
Shakespeare and other classics in New York in the aree that is now
known as Off-Broedway. Thus, a tradition began that is still oper-

stive, of Black companies performing plays written originally for

92aith Issacs, The Negro in the American Theater (College
Park: McGreth, 1968), p. 126.

10pen "peddy” Rice was an itinerant sctor-singer. He popular-
ized "Jump Jim Crow" and some authorities believe him to be the first
white minstrel in blackface.
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white casts. This compeny is said to have influenced Irs Aldridge
(1807-1867), and although "neither the company nor Aldridge were s
direct factor in the Negro's theatrical development,"ll Ire Aldridge
became the first Black men to achieve a successful career as a seri-
ous dramatic actor in Europe, s feat that was not duplicated in the
United States until Psul Robeson performed in the 1920's.

The African Compeny and other similar later groups were not
trying to develop plays out of the Black experience. The first
serious dramatic efforts of Blacks were not in drsmas, but a continu-
ation of the declining Minstrel tredition in the form of musical
"Coon Shows" (1895-1905).12 These successful perodies continued
the typical stereotypes, and involved the talents of such serious
artists as Paul Lavrence Dunber and James Weldon Johnson, wvho along
with others, "pendered shamelessly to the expectations of white
sudiences. Jemes Weldon Johnson later described the manner in
which Black song writers even avoided love duets for their heros
and heroines becsuse American sudiences, who presumed sexual
amorality to be characteristic of Regro life, refused to believe
that romence could be a serious topic for Afro-Americans."l3

The Black musical thester tradition has been meintained con-
tinuously from the earliest stage experiences through the well-known
productions of Shmffle Along (1921), Porgy and Bess (1935), Golden

Ljohnson, Black Menhetten, p. 87.

Lyurner, Introduction, p. k.

131vi4d.
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Boy (1964) and Pearl Beiley's Hello Dolly. Derwin Turner, who has
researched the success of the Black Musical theater and the relative
failure of esrly serious Black drsma, believes "it is an imdication
of a predilection to view Blacks as siwple, happy, occasionally
pathetic pecple wvho constantly express their emotion in song and
dance. "%

By repetition, vhite playwrights had given reality
to these stereotypes of Afro-American character and
life for numerous vhite Americans who rarely experi-
enced intimate personal relationships with Black
Americans. Therefore, producers did not seek plays
wvritten about the actusl characters snd lives of
Afro-Americans; from Black and vhite playwrights, they
wanted dramas wvhich would repeat the familiar.
Finally, playwrights, more than other writers,
depend upon scquaintance with people who have money,
Poets and novelists mey subwit menuscripts to publish-
ing firme; s dremetist needs to know someone who knows
a producer. In the segregated society of the United
States, personal contact between Black artists and
wealthy producers has been very limited.l>

Mr. Turner points out that the serious Black drames that
were the first to appear on Broadway in the 20's worked within the
framework of stereotypes used by wvhite authors. This includes
Black playwrights, such as Willis Richardson (The Chip Woman's

Fortune, 1923), Frank Wilson (Meek Mose, 19528), and Wallace Thurmen
(Esrlem, 1929). While there is little cowperison in quality of
writing and many years between Anna Mowatt and Eugene O'Neill, who
vas acclaimed for writing two productions about Blacks (Emperor
Jones, 1920 and All God's Chillun Got Wings, 1924), both authors de-

picted stereotypes of the usual kind.

lktbid., P. 5.
151v14., p. 5.
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Following the Great Depression, the era of the thirties
ushered in a period of protest dramea that lasted until the end of
World War II. During this period Black writers began to deal with
such sensitive topics @s lynching, and the Scottsboro Case. In 1935,
Langston Hughes' Mulatto began the longest run of any Black play on
Broadway before Raisin in the Sun. Mulatto dramatized for the first

time a violent conflict between a mulatto and s wvhite perent.
While Black writers were trying to move toward real depic-
tions of Black America, productions such as Cabin in the Sky (19%0)

successfully repeated and reinforced the femiliar imeges. "How-
ever, by the late 40's, Theodore Ward's Our Lan' made a definite
move toward real characterization, as does Willism Branch's play
sbout Frederick Douglass, In Splendid Error. At this time the

Black dramatists sought to educate white audiences by writing more
realistically about problems of the past and preunt."m

"When A Raisin in the Sun won the Drame Critics Circls Awvard
in 1958-1959, Lorraine Hansberry achieved the success dresmed of by

80 meny earlier Black writers. In its initiel run, Raisin in the

Sun completed 530 performeances, and it was the most perceptive pre-
sentation of American Blacks on the professional stage up to that

point in time."17T  Yet:

161p44., p. 13.
171b44., p. 16.
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The racial velues that make up Lorraine Hansberry's
fictive world, also could make sense only if pro-
Jected to a white or vhite seeking audience. The
virtues of the Younger women in A Raisin in the Sun--
thrift, csution, hard work, good sense--contrast with
the lack of these virtues in the men. Walter Younger
attempted to make a quick killing and in the process
lost the family's savings to s Black con-mean. The
vomen wvant to leave the Black ghetto. To do this
they attempt to buy a house in an sll-white district.
When the whites try to buy them out, Walter is will-
ing, but the women convince him that it is in the in-
terest of his menhood to insist on fulfillment of the
deal.

The Youngers have the viability of their Black
lives destroyed, but are denied the white life they
seek. They are being forced to measure their lives
by the standards set by their oppressors. This is
of course, senseless for Negroes. In short, Miss
Hansberry is saying to & white audience: here are the
Youngers, a good American family, operating in the
tradition of thrift and hard work, the trademark of
successful mobility in society. They only went a
chance to prove to you what neighbors they can
be. Why don't you let them?l

Reisin in the Sun marks the triumph as well as the end of a period

of growth in the Black American Theater. In 1964 the presentation
of Imemu Baraka's The Dutchmen caused a furor that resulted in a

definite break with earlier traditions and the initiation of a new
direction in Black drama.

It was Leroi Jones' Dutchmen that radically
reordered the internal structure of black theater,
first of all by opening up its linguistic range and
breeking with the social reelism which dominated
the forties and fifties, and second (more important
in spite of the vague sllusions to the theater of
Artaud and the Absurdists) through the decidedly

mMu Miller, "It's a long way to St. Louis,” in Tulane
Drams Review, XII, No. 4 (Summer, 1968), 148-149.
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utiliterian strategy that informs the play--it is

implicitly but very clearly addressed to the radical

sector of black socio-political consciousness.l9

Throughout the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries
there were Black theater groups operating in America, and some Blacks
succeeded in the commercial theater. But the difference between
the esrly groups and the Black artists of the sixties and early
seventies is that now a significant number of talented artists wish
to create and produce from the wellspring of the Black community,
and tuwrn their becks on the white artistic establishment, because
defining their own goals and directing their sttention to the Black
life-style, Black experience and Black people is more important. In
other words, for a significent number of Black artists, vhite accept-
snce and approval are no longer guidelines.

Prior to the Sixties, there was Black involvement in theater.
But, "those Blacks vho worked in the Black Community theaters had a
sense of, if I succeed, and if sowecne sees we here, I can move
downtown"™@0 (into white theater, success, money). Yet, when Blacks
moved downtown, they encountered limited work opportunities, stereo-
typical roles, exploitation, commercialization and cooptation, which

frequently resulted in professionmal or often personal tragedy, as in

19Iarry Neal, "Into Nationalism, Out of Parochialism,” in
Performance, I, No. 2 (April, 1972), 35.

20c1ayton Riley, personal interview, July 25, 1969.
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the case of Bert Williams2l or Paul Robeson.22

The knowledge of this historicsl situation has caused many
young Black artists: writers, actors, directors, designers and mu-
siclans to move instinctively to create their own cultursl media, at
the same time and parallel with the development of Black controlled
political, economic and educational institutions--institutions that
will truly serve Black peopls.

It is significeant that in the mid-Sixties a number of Black
theaters developed throughout America at the same time, yet inde-
pendently of each other. Mostly in heavily congested urban areas,
these theaters were started and sustained by a small nucleus of peo-
ple, vho fulfilled all the necessary functions. Among these were:
The Black House in Sen Francisco, vhere Jimmy Garrett, Ed Bullins,
Marvin X and Eldridge Cleaver worked; Concept-Esst in Detroit,
founded by Woodie King, Jr. and Ron Milner;23 Pnil Cohran's Afro-
Arts Theater in Chicago; The Elme Lewis School in Boston, PASIA in
Los Angsles and dozens of other less well-known groups.

2lpert Williems (1872-1922) singer, musician, dsncer and
comedian vas a part of the famous vaudeville team, Williams and
Walker (1896-1910), who introduced the cakewalk. Willisws wanted
to be a serious actor, but wes limited to performing in the tradi-
tion of minstrelsy. He is generally not credited, but did help
to create the 2iegfield Follies,

22Roveson's autobiography, Here I Stand, was reprinted in
1971 and details how he was convicted without trial and his career
destroyed.

23peteils of the founding of the Concept-East Theater in
Detroit can be found in: "Black Theater: Present Condition,” in

Black Poets and Prg%ht;_;_, ed. by Woodie King, Jr. and Earl Anthony
(New York: Mentor, 1972).
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Harlem, located in uptown Manhsttan, is often called the Mecca,
or cultursl capital of Black America. And Harlem produced the van-
guard Black theater in America in the ill-fated Black Arts Repertory
Theatre and School, established by Imamu Barska (Leroi Jones),
Charles Patterson and others in 1936 and 1964. The Black Arts was
& school as well as producing theater company, and offered classes
in peinting, musiec, poetry, dance, methematics, photography, and cre-
ative writing.

from the Black Arts Thester sprang Black Arts West

and a multitude of other theaters on its besic model:

a theater in the community, and a menifesto for the

theater as a total nationsl institution, a reflection

in miniature of the entire nsation, vhich wes mesnt

above all to be an instrument in the raising of po-

1litical, ethical and sesthetic consciousness. The

Black Arts Theater believed in political activity on

the part of its compeny members. They held classes

in nationalist political theory and black history;

Harold Cruse tsught there for a while.2k
While it vas disrupted in 1965 by internal dissension, end the cam-
cellation of its funding ("with considerable assistance from outside
sources in the local and federsl government”)2’ it established a
model of Black community-oriented thester that cannot be dismissed.
The Black Arts Theater and School slso developed the concept of
mobile performing units; its dsnce, theater and music mobiles made

over two hundred appearsnces on the streets of &rlu.aé Since

2"’!3-1, "Into Kationalism,” p. 36.

25Clayton Riley, "On Black Theater," in The Black Aesthetic,
ed. by Addison Gayle, Jr. (Garden City: Doubleday, 1972) s Ps 305.

26James Hinton, personmal interview, July 15, 1972.
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the demise of the Black Arts, this ides has been incorporated in the
City of New York Park Depaertment's program of summer entertainment
in the form of the Jazz and Dance mobile units.27

In 1972 the New York area had at least five or six"profes-
sional” Black theaters: The New Lafayette, The New Heritage Repertory
Theater, Harlem School of the Arts, The Nev Federal Theater, The
Spirit House Movers and Players (Newark) and several other splinter
groups, such as the AJASS. These groups are "theaters where the
sdministration is Black, actors and directors and technicians are
Black and where the plays that sre done are written by Black
writers."28

Of this group of professional Black theaters, the New
Iafayette has the best facilities. It was founded by its present
Artistic Director, Robert Macbeth in 1967. This resident compeny
of actors, directors, writers and technicians is located in the
heart of Harlem and produces theater based on what they believe the
needs and aspirations of the community are.

The New Lafayette opened its first season in 1967 with a

production of Ron Milner's Who's Got His Own, followed by Athol

Pugard's Blood Knot. Their howe bese was in the same building oc-

cupied by the originsl Lafayette Theater Compeny 29 from which they

2TJoseph Papp's mobile theater and the Theater of the Streets
were working with the same concepts of theater earlier than the Black
Arts. However, they did not concentrate on the Black audience, nor
did they organize dance and music troupes, vhich wes an innovetion

of the Black Arts.

28y00d1e King, Jr., personal interview, July 22, 1969.
29mme original Lafayette theater housed one of the foremost

early Black theater groups in America, the Lafasyette Players. Their
period of greatest popularity was from 1912-1920.
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drev their name. During the first season their headquarters were
destroyed by fire30 and the company was temporarily without a home
base, although they continued their training program and productions.

The following season the New Lafayette moved into a restored,
besutifully equipped plant (formerly the Renaissance Theater) in e
prime Harlem location. In December of 1968 they opened their second
season with Bd Bullins' play, In the Wine Time, following it with his

We Righteous Bowbers. In 1972 Mr. Bullins is still the unofficial

resident-playwright of the compeny. Since it reopened in 1968, the
lafayette has produced several other Bullins plays, as well as their
specialty, productions that are called "Rituals." These ritusls re-
flected the concepts of Robert Macbeth as stated in 1969, "The clas-
sic function of the thester is to project and illuminate the feelings
and concerns of the community which sustains 1t."31  gince the New
Lafayette receives its funding from foundation grants, and is still
not self-supporting, this statement seems somevhat contrsdictory.

The Nev lafayette, which is controlled by Macbeth, sponsors
s megazine, Black Theater, wvhich Mr. Bullins and Richard Wesley edit,

snd vhich frequently serves the theater as a house "organ.” The
Iafayette is essentially a closed cowpany and does not provide work
opportunities for the countless unemployed Black artists in New York

30yoodie King, Jr., "Black Theater: Present Condition,” in
Black Poets and mgh_g._?, ed. by Woodie King, Jr., and Earl Anthony
(New York: Mentor, 1972), p. 183.

31pa Bullins, personal interview, July 17, 1969.
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City, nor do they share their performing spece.

Members of the New Lafayette Cowmpeny perticipete in a
Writer's Workshop, directed by Bullins and Macbeth. During the
1971-19T72 season, vhile the compeny was producing a movie, Ritusl
Masters, a pundo-doculant-ry,32 several writers from the workshop
had productions mounted at other thesters in New York: Merty
Charles' Jemmime was produced at the New Federal Theater; Richard
Wesley's Black Terror succeeded st Joseph Papp's Public Theater,

end Sonny Jim's Don't let it Go to Your Head ended the season at

the Henry Street Playhouse. In addition Mr. Bullins' In New nd
VWinter wvas performed at Henry Street and s controversial production
of his The Duplex rocked the complacency of Lincoln Center.33

There are several cther treditionsl theater groups operating
in Hsrlew, working in churches, the Harlem YMCA and there is Ernie
McClintock's Afro-American Studio, "which did highly competent pro-

ductions of Amen Corner, Moon on & Rainbow Shewl, Black Kativity

(end The Toilet and The Baptism), performing only on weekends. ‘This

group survived for some time in Harlem with no foundation or city
support, n3h although in 1971 they received a City stipend for space.
During the 1971-1972 sesson the Afro-American Studio produced a

32Erika Munk, "Up From Politics, an Interview with Ed Bullins,”
Performance, I, No. 2 (April 1972), 57.

3324 Bullins, "Letters to the Editor,” Nev York Times,
March 26, 1972, p. 23.

3%Peter Bailey, "Report on Black Theater” in Negro Digest,
XVIII (April, 1969), 21.
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widely-acclaimed version of N. R. Devidson's El Hajj Melik.

The Nationsl Black Theater Workshop, Inc., established by
Barbera Ann Teer in the Fall of 1968, is of special interest. Miss
Teer expressed her philosophy then as follows:

We are in the first phase of our progrem: train-
ing the company. We have spent the last five months
experimenting with new techniques of working and are
developing totally new and different methods of com-
munication. Our goal is to establish a black art
standard. The first wvord deleted from our thestrical
vocabulary was the word "actor.” We have declared
ourselves “Liberators,” keeping in mind that before
we can psychologically liberate black people, we must
ourselves be libersted. In order to do this, we have
to expose all our nigger/negromu because liberators
must first be strong, wholesome, positive African-
Americans completely committed to revolution and revo-
lutionsery black art. We have, therefore, through a
process of decruding ourselves--that is clesnsing our
minds so that we can change imeges, reappropriate
values and constantly strive to reaffirm our ;piritml
essence--become revolutionary black artists.3

The Netional Black Theater, Inc. has performed in the com-
munity frequently, and is involved with film projects. They have
used material by Charles Russell, Larry Neel and Don L. Ise in their
workshops. During the winter of 1969-1970 the workshop produced

their only formsl play to date, Five on the Black Hand Side by

Charles Russell end directed by Miss Teer, at the American Place
Theater. 8ince 1970 Miss Teer's group has been performing in
churches, and on such television programs ss "Soul.” KNatiomal
Black Theater (NBT) performed at The Apollo and in the Black Summer

Festival at Lincoln Center in July, 1972. NBT performances are

35Barbera Ann Teer, “To Black Artists with Love," in Negro
Digest, XVIII (April, 1969), 5.
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characterized by high energy and reliance on traditional African forms,
as sre found in the music and in the religion.

The nationalist ideology, with its philosophi-
cal trappings, vhen edded to a stress on musical
structure, was responsible for the development of
nevw ritual forms, wvhile the overtly political and
social aspect of Black thinking led to a parallel
reliance on naturalistic forws--Ed Bullins is now
called the "new O'Neill” by the Times. Barbers
Ann Teer of the National Black Theater, for example,
moved away from the crafted play and toward s ritu-
alist theater. (The only crafted play performed
by NBT was Charlie Russell's Five On the Black Hand
Side. And it wasn't done in Harlem, but at the
American Place Theater.) Teer came into the Black
theater after a considerable amount of work on the
off-Broedway and Broadway stage. At first she
emphasized the development of the black actor through
8 training technique that would be an organic exten-
sion of black music. One series of improvisational
exsrcises arose out of a blues modality and was
called the "Nigger Cycle,” another set was accompanied
by the music of John Coltrane, and was referred to as
the "Righteous Cycle"--I recall this was the highest
"eycle.” Each cycle below the cycle of righteous-
ness contained negative as well as positive elements,
elimination of the negative elements--European values,
bourgeois attitudes, self-destructive tendencies--
vas called “"decrudification,” i.e., a particular kind
of psychic purgation. Teer's pieces are bdig, with
many performers, and she uses her work in a functional
manner--at the Congress of African People last year,
she opened up one of the sessions by moving her whole
dbrightly costumed troupe into a huge auditorium, carry-
ing red, black, and green flags, singing, chanting,
dancing down the aisles. Her texts for the ritusls
are unimportant and corny, but her company's energy
is extraordinary--proved by the fact that they played
the Apollo Theater successfully.

You could never put one of Robert Macbeth's
rituals in the Apollo. The Nev Lafayette rituals are
for me (and such reactions are very personal) failures,
failures of energy. Their modality is oriental, char-
acterized by silence snd derkness. (I haven't seen
the last one, which I understand has Africem drumming
and dancing.s They tend to be slow, plodding, studi-
ous, and done with a very solemn air. Pieces open in
a darkened theater, perhaps to symbolize a plunge into
the inner self. An off-stage voice lays down the text,
vhich is too long, and too mysterious. The only
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reason to stress all this is that when ideology is

removed from the rhythms and vigor of the people

on vhom it is based, it becomes self-defeating and

cannot be made into meaningful imeges and geltures.36

Every Sunday afternoon the National Black Theater has a Sym-
posium with a guest lecturer on current topics to keep the "artist
liberators” informed. They end each session with spiritual exer-
cises, and these sessions ere open to the community. They plan to
acquire a permanent house in Harlem, when they have the finances,
and since they are one of the groups moving away from traditional
European thester, it should be interesting to watch their growth
and direction.

Another recent and important development was the establish-
ment of the Puerto Rican Travelling Theater and the Soul and latin
Theater (SALT). These groups attempt a cultural merger between
Blacks and Puerto Ricans and they directly service both Blacks and
Puerto Ricans in that they perform in the street on floets in the
ad jacent ghettos--Harlem and El Berrio.

FMnally, there is the wmost well-kmown producing group in
Nev York City, the Negro Ensemble Cowpeny (MEC). While this group
was originally organized by Douglas Turner Ward, Robert Hooks, and
Lonnie Elder III as a Black Theater, it was located downtown on the
Lower East Side and had a Board of Directors, Business Adwinistration
Staff and Technical Staff who were not Black. In their first year,

MEC fell into the trap indicated by Harold Cruse, "They crossed the

36Neal, "Into Netionalism," pp. 36-37T.
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integration breach by performing plays by whites with Black cnts,"37
theredby ignoring Black authors. Indeed during its first season
(1967-1968) the Negro Ensemble Compeny did not produce any plays
written by American Blacks.

This situation has since been rectified and the Negro Ensemble
Company is known for its quality productions. 1Its training program
has been very successful, in terms of preparing such artists as
Hattie Winston, Denise Nicholas and Rosalind Cash to succeed in the
commercisl theater. NEC's work has generated numerous professional

drame awards, including those won by Lonnie Elder's Ceremonies in

Dark 0ld Men. During the 1970-1971 season NEC introduced the New

York area to the work of Trinidadian playwright, Derek Walcott with
an exhilarsting production of The Dream on Monkey Mountain that starred

Roscoe Lee Brown.

Under the sole leadership of Douglss Turner Werd,the Negro
Ensemble Compeny abendoned its permanent repertory cowmpany in the
1971-19T72 season in favor of open casting. In the winter months
they experimented with an ambitious "Works in Progress Series” in
vhich the work of more then twenty young Black writers received pro-
ductions. The Negro Ensemble Compeny has performed s me jor service
in training actors, directors and techniciens, and is now actively

encouraging young untested writers as well.

37harold Cruse, Crisis of the Negro Intellsctusl (New York:
Williem Morrow, 1967), P. 937.
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Most NEC productions are highly polished, and
the group is one of the few vhich presents a wvide
variety of Black theater. It's too bad they're
downtown; the presence of such a theater in the
black community would have far reaching effects;
particularly now that the extreme separatisa of
the other theaters is being reevaluated. . . .
The NEC Just represents another tendency within
the movement. It wants to be accepted off-
Broedway, wants to be accepted by critics, and
honestly says so. Everybody else wants the same
thing but won't admit it (When the New Lafayette,
for example got bad reviews from white critics
they stopped white critics from cowing to the
theater. Now Eric Bentley gives them a good re-
view of Psychic Pretenders in the Times, and in my
mail comes & copy of Bentley's review sent by the
Nev lafayette theater!) The NEC advertises plays
in newspeapers, their thing is in the open, they
want to be accepted as theater in the same way
other theaters are sccepted. In other words tgeir
ideology is that of the civil rights movement.3

Outside of New York, but using professional New York talent,
the Free Southern Theater (FST) was established in 1964 by artists
working within the Civil Rights Movement in the South. FST has
its headquarters in New Orlesns, and tours rursl areas of the South
sttempting to bring material to enrich the lives of rural Blacks
and energize their political and social consciousness.

Very shortly after its inception, which began the new Black
theater movement,39 FST became caught in the crossfire of the diver-
gent philosophies of Integration and Cultural Nationalism as the
book, The Pree Southern Thester by Dent, Moses and Schechner®® docu-

ments. However, as Larry Neal says:

38!«1, "Into Nationalism,”" p. 38.
39!!0:1, "Into Nationalism,” p. 35.

l’o'mmvugh & publishing oversight Gil Moses' name does not
appear as an author of this document.
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Since 1965, FST has moved up tempo in their
search for a relevant and committed theater. Under
the direction of Tom Dent and a community board of
advisors, FST has deepened and extended its bease in
the black community. More importantly, it has be-
gun to find itself in the spiritual sense. No
longer is there the agony of trying to spesk out of

a sensibility that is not truly their own or not

truly rooted in the black community. They are mov-

ing to rid themselves of the divided consciousness

that has dest or marred the work of some of

our best artists.*l

In a move to strengthen local perticipation, FST established
a Writer's Workshop early in 1966. Emenating from this is a lit-
ersry magazine called Gumbo, and recent seasons have included plays
developed in the workshop. While the ambitions of the Free Southern
Theater have still not totally come to fruition, they have influenced
the development of at least three community theaters in Louisiana
and Mississippi. In addition it has proven to be an excellent
training ground for a number of artists who have gsince made signifi-
cant contributions to the national Black American theater. Among
them is Gilbert Moses whose feted production of Slave Ship wvas first
accomplished under the auspices of FST.

Following the legacy of the original Black Arts 'meater,ha
there is a recognizable trend toward the development of total cul-
tural institutions, which offer political and educational materials,
as vell as theater, dance, music and poetry. (Most new Black poetry
is a form of theater, as illustrated by the work of the original

Last Poets and Melvin Van Peebles). Places like the Black Mind,

l"anrry Neal, "Conquest of the South,” in The Drama Review,
XIV, Fo. 3 (™47, 1970), 173-1Th.

h28u2u_, P- 15,
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the East Wind end The East are examples of this trend. In Newark,
the Spirit House utilizes poetry, music, theater and martial arts,
and works to raise the political consciousness of Newark's Black
majority. As a direct result of his work at Spirit House, Imamu
Aviri Beraka (Leroi Jones) was arrested by the police. Evidence
for prosecuting Black America's outstanding playwright was offered
in the form of one of his dramatic poems, "Up against the Wall,"”
vhich was read at his trial. The success of Barska's work in Newark
and the intent of merging art, religion and social consciousness
that is so much a part of new Black Art can be seen as an important
factor in the election of Kenneth Gibson as Mayor of Newark, New
Jersey,3 and the proposed construction of Kawaida Towers.

While Black Art based on the ideology of Cultural Neational-
ism is comparatively new, and has only begun to tap its potentiasl
to reach Black people, it is a phenowmenon that has mede rapid
strides in less than ten years, overcowing meany serious obstacles.
Certainly it has spawvned some of the most creative and fertile cul-
tural events of the decade. And these vital forms are being ap-
proached with rapidly increasing optimism, encouragement and expect-
ancy by Black audiences. |

Yet as the young Black artist builds relevent philosophies
on vhich to base his work snd attempts to unify his soul and his

l‘3!4:l<:1m=1 T. Kaufwan, "Leroi Jones Defines Role in Newark
Race," New York Times, May 31, 1970, p. U9.
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community, he is faced with the need to build a discerning audience.
The factors of racism that are so oppressively obvious in the Black
man's day-to-day existence, are also still undeniably evident in the
media that sre mesant to determine and reflect the values of the so-
ciety. Even in the recent appearance of popular films and television
shows vith Black casts, such as "Shaft" that have proven to be eco-
nowicelly rewvarding for their white producers, there is little to do
with the reality of Black life, and Black audiences know this.

While everything about the culture of Black people indicates
that it is rich in the resources that are "the meat" of the theater,
formelized thester, as accepted by white society, has played so sig-
nificant role in the lives of millions of Black people who also
populate North America. This is partially explained by the failure
of Western theater to deal with the actuality of Black people. Ron
Milner suggested that Blacks are not theatergoers becsuse:

The Americen thester still deels with vhite lives,

vhite culture, white stereotypes and white concep-

tions. For example, if an American play deals with

white family life, it would not involve Black peo-

ple except in the capacity of servant or employee;

if the play created a love story, it would not in-

volve Black people unless the integrated couples

were being ostracized; if the play dealt with heroes,

it would not be a Black hero, unless it was & run-

avay slave, because on practically no occpsgion have

vhites accurately portrayed Black heroes.

Sterectypes and derogatory imeges of Blacks are still being

perpetuated through the pefrorming arts. The Minstrel tredition

bhipon Milner, personal interview, July 16, 1969.
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gradually pessed out of practice in the early Twentieth Century,
yet "Blackface" was alive and well on the American stage in the
vinter of 1969. Peace, an off-beat musical, adapted from the
Aristophanes comedy by Al Carmines and Tim Reynolds utilized two
slapstick charscters, played by white actors who used exaggerated
blackface makeup and postures until they were removed by the pres-
sure of angry Blacks.

Big Time Buck White, produced by Budd Schulberg, was the

effort sent to the New York stage by the Watts Writer's Workshop,
a group established after the Watts riot with public funding.
"Supposedly a satire on the shensnigens of Black militants (steal-
ing poverty funds), what it turned out to be was a white author
creating Amos and Andy imeges of Black men to the immense pleasure
of the predominently vhite audience . . . Big Time Buck White had

no meening for Black people. A satire on some of the more rhetori-
cal militents we may need, but a satire on Black militants by e
white author we can do without. . . ."45

Since 1969 three plays about three well-known Black heroes
were written by vhite authors that resulted in plain distortioms.

The first, Message to Grass Roots, was based on the life of Mslcolm X,

and covered a thirty-year period of his life. "It was the white

playwright's interpretation of what he wanted Malcolm to be, not

b5peter Bailey, "Report on Black Theater," in Negro Digest,
XVIII, No. 6 (April, 1969), 21.
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the forceful Black Netionalist that Brother Malcolm was. Author
Robert Riche almost mede him into a minor Martin Luther King,
Jr. . . .6
In the spring of 1970, a statesman of internationsl reputa-
tion, Patrice Lumumba, wag turned into a vaudeville stock character

in & production entitled Three Murderous Angels, which was written

by Conor Cruise O'Brien and performed in Los Angeles during a three
week run. This piece was later resurrected and produced on Broedway
in the wvinter of 1972 to the accompeniment of picket lines from sev-
eral African legations.

The third, according to Black critic Peter Bailey, was the
"most ballyhooed play to cpen during the 1969-1969 season.**7

Howard Sackler's Great White Hope became the hit of the year and

won all the major awards. "The Broadway hit was besed on the life
of the heavyweight chawpion, Jack Johnson and gave veteran actor,
James Earl Jones a vehicle for a bravurs performance. A Black
person ettending the play hed best keep in mind that this was a
vhite men's version of Jack Johnson, just as William Styron's book
is a vhite men's version of Net Turner. If you take a hard look,
forget all those rave reviews, you will see that many of the old
stereotypes creep through. For instance Jack Johnson's white women

is unctiﬂed,' vhile his Black women is depicted as a constantly

W61p14a., p. 22.
¥Trvi4., p. 20.
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nagging shrev. Be swvare that the real Jack Johnson married three
vhite women, with at least one rumored to be a whom."l‘8

Of obvious importsnce here is the fact that when vhite writers
deal with Black material they are not spesking to Black people, but
to wvhites. As Ron Milner seid:

The minute I began to identify and get in a

groove behind what they (vhite writers) were saying,

if any one of them introduced a Black character, I

knev sutomatically they weren't talking to me from

the way they trested their Black characters. That's

true of nearly all the great vhite writers, who dealt

with Black characters. The minute they bring in

vhat they call an African or Negroid or whatever it

is, they would dring in this strange creature that

they didn't know what to do with, which wes supposed

to be me.49
Milner's cosments illustrate Black reactions to most plays by white
suthors with Black themes. While occesionally vhite distortions of
Black material seem deliberate, frequently it is also caused by ig-
norance of Black culture, vhich may be the case of Howard Sackler
vho compiled much of his informstion from Black Fire, written by
Robert De Kuy, the author of the Nigger Bible.

It is interesting to note that Mr. Sackler also drags out
the strange creature that Ron Milner discussed. Sackler included
an African student in the script, and as Milner suggests, he did not
know what to do with him. Although most Africans studying in Europe
are erudite snd lettered, Mr. Sackler's Africen was strange and

stumbling and could not be understood without the help of sign

481p14. s, p. 20.

hglﬂ.lner , personal interview.
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language. This scene was as pointless @s the Uncle Tom and Topsy

scene that followed. Thus, the Great White Hope remeined in the

same vein as other white authored plays on Black themes. Luckily
for Howard Sackler, excellent direction and fine performances gave
his play an undeserved credence and credibility.

Sackler had the controlling interest in the production, own-
ing eighty-five percent, after having sold fifteen percent to Herman
Levin to act as producer. There was also a film version and s na-
tional tour. Thus, Sackler's Black venture was highly profitabls.
One question reised by his project is that if a play based on the
life of Jack Johnson had been written by a Black suthor from a Black
point of view, would it have been produced on Broadway at all?

Black writers have great difficulty getting their work pro-
duced in the American Theater. Woodie King, Jr.,producer of The

Black quartet, The Perfect Party, Slave Ship, Black Girl, Jammime
and numerous other Black productions commented on this issue:

If a Black writer can't get a production, then
that play, no matter how you read it and look at it,
is only fifty percent of the whole theatricel experi-
ence. That's all it is . . . unless the play gets
on. And that's what wvhitey has really stopped, be-
cause they can't understand what the Black life-style
is. . . . There are no real difficulties, except get-
ting the wmoney--if you can get the money. Black peo-
ple don't invest and wvhite people invest in traditional
theater pieces, and Black theater is not traditional.
You can lie, you know, like Leroi could write a play
with no sweat that would meke money, if he wanted to
sell out.>0

While prepering to mount The Black Quartet, Mr. King encountered

Soxing , personal interview.
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other problems. Many theater menagers refused him the use of their

expty theaters, because they did not want the Black plays, The

Militant Preacher by Ben Cauldwell and Great Goodness of Life by
Imamu Berakes, in perticular, to be shown in their premises. 1In
some instances, managers even refused to read the scripts. King
vas also offered investment capitsl, provided he would change cer-
tain meterisl.

Most of Woodie King's producing experiences have been Off
or Off-Off Broadway, but Melvin Van Peebles and Gilbert Moses en-
countered the same hostility with their Broadway production of Ain’‘t

Supposed to Die & Natursl Death. Netursl Death wes a brillient,

exciting and polished evening of drematized poetry with music, and
was certainly one of the best entries of the 1971-1972 season.
While the tone and tenor of the material was not that far removed
from the earlier work of Lengston Hughes, most of the critical es-
tablishment found the piece angry and threatening end attempted to
kill the production.

Natural Death's reception was so hostile that Van Peebles

went on record in the press and on the air to state his determination
to keep the production alive. Not only was he able to do this for
six months, but he accomplished the coup of opening a second and

simultaneous Broedway musical, Don't Play Us Chesp. During Natural

Death's run Van Peebles frequently supported the show with his own
personal finsncing. And of course, as Woodie King suggested, the

key is that Van Peebles had his own money, from early film investments,
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particularly Sweet Sweetback's Baddasss Song.’l

White investors generally want control of the production,
and as Mr. King states, "These problems are further compounded be-
cause white sponsors often insist that Black material be directed
by vhite directors."2 There is thus an implicit conclusion that
no qualified Black directors exist

Most whites cen't really perceive what the Black
life style is all about. So I don't see how you can
have Black theater with them directing the life styles
of the performers on stege. Let me be more specific,
I don't see how & white critic or director and white
theater compeny cean reaslly understand what & play like
Ceremonies (In Dark 01d Men) or Who's Got His Own is
saying. And I know vhat happens in those cases, be-
cause I've been involved in so many theater productions
that you can't miss it. What they do is run past that
small nuance that's very meaningful, into the next
thing, or either the director will cross it out.>3

This recognition is responsible in part for the development
of the new Black theater that has moved home, "psychologically,
mentally, esthetically and physically."sl‘

It is no longer necessary for the young Black writer's work
to be vindicated by Western Aesthetics or to win the acceptance from

vhite audiences or critics. As in the case of Who's Got His Own,

"the critics did not want to hear Mr. Milner saying that nothing had
changed in terms of the Black Experience. They didn't want to

hesr this and they went into all kinds of academic jujitsus to find

5lMel Gussow, "The Baadasssss Success of Melvin Ven Peebles,"
in the New York Times Megazine, August 20, 1972.

52Ki.ng, personal interview.
3114,

54Rona1d Milner, "Black Theater, Go Howe," in Negro Digest,
XVII, No. 6, 5.
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things wrong with the play. They were not unsuccessful and unlike
meny other American Place (Theater) productions, this one did not
move to another house to continue for a run.">>

The opinions of the white critical establishment are not of
great significance to wost young Black writers, and "this is a very
liverating factor.”® Many earlier Black writers lost precious
time and sacrificed their creative style in an effort either to ex-
Plain or placate:

The more seriously the Black Artist tries to affect

the vhite consciousness, the more explicative he must

become. The more explicative he becomes, the less

attention he gives to the essentials of his art. A

kind of negative value field is established. Racism

systematically verifies itself when the slave can

only break free by imitating the master, contradict-

ing his own reality.>7
Young Black writers turn to the thester, because it is a direct and
immediate method by which they can communicate to other Blacks, and
they know that the Black sudience is their most critical, most aware

and most sensitive forum.

Introduction to this Study

To be known, to be called by one's name, is to find
one's place and hold sgainst all the hordes of hell.
Howard Thurmsn

55lofton Mitchell, Black Drama (New York: Hswthorn, 1967),
po 22¢

56gvan Walker, personal interview, July 10, 1969.
5TThomwes C. Dent, Richard Schechner and Gilbert Moses (eds.),

The Free Southern Theater b; the Pree Southern Thester (New York:
Bo b.‘krri ] l 9 ’ p. *
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"Black is beautiful” is presently the password during
these times of heightened and assertive ethnie con-
sciousness among Black Americans. It is a time when
old negative images are being discarded and new posi-
tive ones are emerging in their place. No more
eringing or flinching or even fighting when called
black; no more disgust and shame at kinky hair; no
more self-hatred, but s new confidence that comes
with arming oneself géth a shield of black pride and
black consciocusness.

Something new, yet something somehow linked with the past
began to happen all over America in the sixties. After four hundred
years of subjugation and oppression, Black people began to find them-
selves, primerily in a spiritusl sense, but vhich affected every as-
pect of life. The sixties were about coming together and about
change: the dynamic and emerging power in Black life--the Arts.

The current Black Art movement is in meny weys older than
the concomitant "political" movement.

It is primarily concerned with the cultural and spir-
itual liberstion of Black America. It takes upon
itself the expressing through various art forms, the
Soul of the Black Nation. And like the Black Power
movement it seeks to define the world of art smnd cul-
ture in its owvn terms. The Black Arts movement

seeks to link, in a highly conscious menner, art and
politics in order to assist in the liberstion of Black
people. The Black Arts movement, therefore, reesons
that this linking must take place along lines that are
rooted in the Afro-American and Third World historical
and cultural sensibility. By "Third World", we mean
that we see our struggle in the context of the global
confrontations occurring in Africa, Asia and lLatin
America. The identity with all the righteous forces
in those places which are struggling for humen dignity.

5TPeter Beiley, "The Black Theater,” Ebony, XXIV, Fo. 10
(August, 1969), 126-134, cited by Edgar H. Sorrels, "To Be Known
. « . (A Discourse on My Role as a Black Artist Today)," Monograph
in Art, Pennsylvania State University, 1971.
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The Black Arts movement seeks to give a total vision
of ourselves. Not the split vision that Dubois
called the "Double Consciousness”. Today the sons
and daughters of DuBois in the Black Arts movement,
g0 forth to merge these "warring ideals" into one
committed Soul, integrated with itself and taking
its own place in the world. But this is no new
thing. It is the roed that all oppressed people
take enroute to total liberstion. In the history
of Black America, the current ideas of the Black Arts
movement can be said to have their roots in the so-
called FRegro Renaissance of the 1920's. The 20's
vas & key period in the rising historical and cul-
tursl consciousness of Black people. This period
grooved with the rise of Garvey's Black Netionalism,
danced snd made love to the music of Louis Armstrong,
Bessie Smith, Jelly Roll Morton, King Oliver, Perry
Bradford, Fats Waller, and the Holy Father, Duke
Ellington. There was a flowering of black poets,
writers end artists. And there was the ascendancy
of hip, blues talking Langston Hughes who came on
singing songs about Africa, Haiti and Harlem:

Droning a drowsy syncopated tune,

Rocking back and forth to a mellow

croon, I heard a Negro play.

Down on Lenox Avenue the other night

By the pale dull pallor of an o0ld gas

light

He did & lezy swey . . .
He did a lezy sway . . .
to the tune o' those weary Blues . . .

There were other writers of that period; Claude McKay,
Jean Toomer, James Weldon Johnson, Countee Cullen.
. + o But Langston best personifies the Black artist
who is clearly intent upon developing & style of
poetry vhich springs forcefully and recognizeably
from 8 Black life style. No matter how it is cut,
the blues and the people wvho create them are the
soul force of the race, the emotional current of the
Kation. And that is why Langston Hughes and Ralph
Ellison based their esthetics on them. The Black
Arts movement strives for the same kind of an in-
timecy with the people. It strives to be a move-
ment that is rooted in the fundamental experiences
of the Netion. Artists of today such as Leroi Jones,
Quincy Troupe, Max Roach, Aretha Franklin, Abdul
Rahmen, Even Walker, Ed Bullins, Maya Angelou, Eleo
Pomere, Sun Ra, Don L. Lee, Ron Milner, Romare Bearden
essert . . . assert that Black art must speak to the
lives and the psychic survival of Black people, they
are not spesking of "protest” art. They are not
speaking of an art that screams and masturbates be-
fore vhite sudiences. This is the pest of Negro
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literature and civil rights literature. Instead
they are speaking of an art that addresses itself
directly to Black people; sn art that speaks to us
in terms of our feelings and ideas about the world;
an art that validates the positive aspects of our
life style; an art that opens us up to the beauty
end ugliness within us; an art that makes us under-
stand our condition and each other in a more pro-
found manner that unites us, exposing us to our
peaceful weaknesses and strengths; and finally, sn
art that posits for the vision of a liberated fu-
ture. So the function of Artistic technique and
a Black esthetic is to meke the goal of communica-
tion and liberation more possible.

The Black artist studies Afro-American culture,
history, and politics and uses their secrets to open
the way for the "brothers” with the heavy and neces-
sary politicel rep. We know art alone will not
cause the liberation of Black America and that cul-
ture as an abstract thing within itself will not
give us Self-Determination and Nationhood. How-
ever, a cultureless revolution is futile. It
means that in the process of making revolution, we
lose our vision. We lose the soft undulating side
of ourselves--those known besuties lurking rhyth-
mically below the level of materisl needs. In
short, a revolution without e culture would destroy
the very thing that unites us; theverytgingva
are trying to save along with our lives.’

Peter Bailey writes:

Black theater advocates accept the idees that
the theatre along with other aspects of black cul-
ture, must play a strong supporting role in the over-
all black movement. Culture cannot replace politics
or economics, but in the total black movement, it has
an important function.>9

Vantile Whitfield of the Performing Arts Society of Los Angeles

explains:

58Larry Nesl, "Any Dey Now: Black Art and Black Liberation,”
XXIV, No. 10 (August, 1969), Sh-62. Excerpted snd cited by
Edgar H. Sorrels, "To be known. . . ."

59Bailey, Black Theater, pp. 126-13k.
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Black people have been robbed of their culture and
are therefore lacking in direction and self-awareness,
self-respect and direction. Without these things, we
fight a futile battle and even if it is won, the peo-
ple will only destroy themselves in the aftermath
without this love of self and knowledge "from whence
we come"”.00

Larry Neal states:

The Black Arts movement is rooted in a spiritusl ethic.
The artists carry the past and the future memory of
the race, of the nation. They represent our various
identities and link us to the deepest, most profound
aspects of our ancestry. In saying that the function
of art is to liberate Man, we propose a function of
art which is now dead in the West and which is in
keeping with our most ancient traditions and with our
needs. Because at best, art is religious and ritual-
istic; and ritusl moves to liberate Man and to comnesct
him to the GCreater Forces. Thus man becomes stronger
physically, and is thus more able to create a world
that is ug extension of his spirituality--his pesitive
humenity.61

Ron Milner says:

Affirmetions and inspiretion that is what the black
artist must mean to the black men. Speaking of him-
self and his living-place as truthfully and artistically
as he can with no one's standards or acceptance in wind
but his own, the artist strikes empathy and identifica-
tion; there is the reaction of acknowledgement and the
changing and toppling--first inner, with the body per-
sonal, then outward through the bodies, social, politi-
cal, etc.--is on its way.

And if you think all this sounds very romentic,
you are right. In sny revolution, or evolution--if
you'd rather--there must be romentic art; the wishes
and longings must be symbolized and projected; the
peins and transgressions must be fixed in hated

60yantile Whitfield, "The Black Theater,” Ebony, XXIV, No.
10 (August, 1969), 126-134, cited by Edgar H. Sorrels, "To be
knowmm . . ."

611!301, "Any Dey Now," pp. S5k-62.
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pictures. Jauzz so far, the blackest of the arts--
is probably the most romantic music since brother
Beethoven gave up the ghost. And that is how it
should be.02

Ron Karenga adds:

Let it be enough to say that the artistic considera-
tion, although a necessary part, is not sufficient.
What completes the picture is that social criterion
for Jjudging art. And it is this criterion that is
the most important criterion. For all art must sup-
port and reflect the Black Revolution, and any art
that does not discuss and contribute to the revolu-
tion is invelid no matter how meny lines and spaces
are produced in proportion and symmetry and no mat-
ter how many sounds are boxed in or blown out and
called musiec.

All we do and create, than, is based on tradi-
tion and reason, that is to say, on foundation and
movement. For we begin to build on a traditionsl
foundation, but it is out of movement, that is ex-
rerience, that we complete our creation. Tredition
teaches us, Leopold Senghor tells us, that all Afri-
can Art has at least three characteristics: that is,
it is functional, collective and committing or com-
mitted. That is why we say that all Black art, re-
gardless of any technical requirements, must have
three basic characteristics, which make it revolu-
tionary. . . . For art reflects the value system from
which it comes . . . art is everyday life given more
form and color. And vhat one seeks to do then is
to use art as a means of educating the people and be-
ing educated by them, so that it is g mutual exchenge
rather than a one-wvay communication.®3

Finally Imemu Amiri Baraka (Leroi Jones) states the seven princi-

Ples of Nguzo Saba in the doctrime of the Kawaida, "literslly that

62Ron Milner, "Black Megic, Black Art,” in Black Poets and
ts, ed. by Woodie King and Earl Anthony (New York: Memtor,
2 ’ ppo 169"1700

63. Ron Karenga, "Black Art: Mute Matter Given Force and
Punction,” in Black Poets and_%mt_g, ed. by Woodie King and Earl
Anthony (New York: Mentor, 1972), pp. 174-1T79.
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which is customary, or traditionally adhered to, by Black people."St

Unoja (Unity)--to strive for and meintain unity in
the family, community, nation, and race.

Kujichagulia (Self-Determination)--to define our-
selves, name ourselves, and speak for ourselves,
instead of being defined and spoken for by
others.

Ujima (Collective Work and Responsibility)--to build
and maintain our community together end to make
our brothers' and sisters' problems our problems
and solve them together.

Ujemaa (Cooperative Economics)--to build end meintain
our own stores, shops and other businesses and
to profit together from them.

Nia (Purpose)--to make as our collective vocation the
building and developing of our community in order
to restore our people to their traditional great-
ness.

Kuumbe (Creativity)--to do always as much as we can,
in the wvay we can in order to leave our community
more beautiful and beneficial than when we in-
herited it.

Imani (Faith)--to believe with all our heart in our
parents, our teachers, our leaders, our people
and the righteousnsss and victory of our struggle.65

Barska continues:

Black creativity, Kuumbe, is the sixth principls.
Which tells us how we must devise a way our of our
predicament. How we must build, with wvhat methodol-
ogy. In vhat emotionalism, the fire of blackness.
So that Ujamea is Kuumba in regards to the distribu-
tion of wealth among men. When we said, Black Art,
we meant Kuumbe the spiritual cherscteristic of reve-
lation through the crestive. The artist is respected
in the Bantu philosophy because he could capture some
of the divinity. Because it flowed through his
fingers or out of his mouth, and because he would lend
his divinity to the whole people to raise them in its
imege, building great nations reared in the imsge of

647mamu Amiri Baraka, "Esthetics, a Black Value System," in
Black Poets and Prophets, ed. by Woodie King and Earl Anthony (New
York: Mentor, 1972), p. 139.

651bid., pp. 137-138.
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righteousness. What is soul (like the one sun the
sole solar force in this system) is our connection,
our relation with the infinite. And it is feeling,
like inner revelation, that is the connection, the
force of the uncreated, which we constantly make
reference to, bringing into creation. Yehh! we
scream, bringing witness to the power of Kuumba.

But Black creativity is what will save us--not
Just "artists" but ell of us--after all is said and
done--nothing else. An antidote to birth and mind
control! The Nguzo Saba itself is one of the
strongest examples of Kuumba and each idea or act
must be measured against the Nguzo Saba in each of
its components. You must ask of each new idea or
dissociation that comes to mind, what does this have
to do with bringing about unity for black people,
what does it contribute to black people's self-
determination--does it have anything to do with
UJima, collective work snd responsibility, and so
on. So, for instance, a "black TV program” with a
straight-haired sister dancing a Martha Qraham--
Merce Cunninghsm tribute to the ghetto(?) ég not
Kuumba --neither the dance nor the program.

To be known, to be called by one's name, is to find
one's place and hold against all the hordes of hell.

Howard Thurmen

There is a certain ineffable magic that mekes Ella Fitzgerald's
scatting end Aretha Franklin's singing so great, or Coltrane's music
electrifying; that meskes a way of walking down 125th Street spec-
tacular--that explains why this samwe walk-style can be found in
Georgia or Accra. If the words could be found to describe this
certain celebration, this would be the basis of the Black Aesthetic--
perhaps this quality cannot be yet verbally identified, in the
English language, and should not be separated, therefore Kuumba.

The statements quoted previously begin to formulate & Black

Esthetic--an area that is still essentially virgin territory. While

661pbid., pp. 14k-145.
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these statements are primarily philosophicel and ideological, certain
general criteria are common to each passage:

l. Black Art must give back self-knowledge and self-
respect to the Black man.

2. Black Art must come from the actual source--the
life of Blacks.

3. Black Art in order to be relevant--to create

change must have a social comnitment to the liber-
ation of Black America.

Thus it becowmes the responsibility of the artist, in this
case the playwright, to "help Black folks more clearly see and under-
stand the life forces that engulf us so that we might deal more in-
telligently with our problems--problems such as the master-slave
psychosis, acute self-hatred and feelings of inferiority. The
Black writer can help us to see the beauty, goodness and strength
inherent in the experiences of Black people and to achieve positive
collective images which would serve us in celebrating and developing
this strength, beauty and goodness, as we seek to restore order and
harmony in our 11na."67

The Black men is African, yet that very distinct cultural
background has been filtered through many violent centuries of
Western experience, wvhich have had important effects on the Black
American. Thus the developments of the sixties and early seventies
in the Black Netion did not happen in & vacuum, dbut are intrinsically
tied with the past. Consequently, this thesis which deals with three

contemporary Black plays, presents a brief historical overview of the

6Tgeorge Bass, personal interview, August 12, 1972.
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major trends of the Black experience in American Drama, particularly
in terms of the stereotypic molds which have been cast on Blacks
thet have had a msjor impact on the quality of Black life in America.

The thesis also presents a cursory view of the important de-
velopments in the Black Theater Art of the sixties, and discusses
some of the major producing groups out of the sixty Black theaters
that have come into being in the last ten years, vhen a definite
change in the sense of a nev direction occurred. Yet this change
has been and is gradual, and can be seen as the logical development
of earlier Black philosophies.

The three plays discussed in this thesis are full-length
and structured in form. Although the playwrights attempt to make
then relevant to Blacks, both in terms of content and to some ex-
tent form, they are crafted pieces and are not a part of the alter-
native move toward ritualistic theater that utilizes the Africsl
Oral Tradition.

While these plays form an important pert of new Black
theater, they are not blunt, angry, primerily politicel, and
satirical, as many of the one-act plays from the sixties were.

The three plays were all produced in the Black theaters
discussed esrlier, and in each case the initial productions repre-

sented different phases and levels of Black theater: East of Jordan

by Evan Walker was produced by the Free Southern Theater in a rural,

activist Black theater experience. Who's Got His Own by Ron Milner

premiered at the Off-Broedway American Place Theater in an integra-

tionist setting, and In the Wine Time by Ed Bullins was performed

st the Nev lafayette Theater in en urben Black theater.
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In correspondence with the impulse and tenets of the Black
cultural Revolution, this thesis does not utilize the evaluations
of wvhite critics. Supplementary material to the actual scripts
includes personal interviews with each suthor, and interviews with
Woodie King, Jr., influential producer, actor and writer; and Clayton
Riley, Drame Critic and Arts Editor of the Amsterdam News. Further
secondary sources were provided by papers, periodicels, journals and
magazines, published by Black artists and writers; Black reference
books and articles by Black writers appearing in the white press.

The plays are generally evaluated through the traditionsl
criteria of plot, character, language, thought and spectacle with
the relevance of the criteria being determined by the content and
form of the plays themselves. The individual discussions of the
plays are not divided into these distinct segments. The plays ere
also discussed in terms of what the authors, themselves, said about
their work, and the final chapter is a comparative study of the
three plays. An attempt has been made to point out specific in-
stances where the authors work with important Black cultural mate-
risl. These concepts have been supplemented wvherever possible with
the characteristics of the Black Esthetic that are developing et this
very time and are discussed earlier. 1In sll cases an attempt has
been made to tie the theoretical analyses of these plays in with the
current realities of the Black experience and the Black Arts move-

ment that is defining it.



CHAPTER II
EAST OF JORDAN BY EVAN X, WALKER

East of Jordan was perfermed by the Free Southern Theater in
the 1969 teuring seasom, premiering April 13, 1969 im New Orleans,
Leuisiana. It was presemted in a repertory that included Slave Ship,
a one act play by Imamm Amiri Baraka (Lerci Jones), amd Roots by
Gilbert Noses, then Artistic Directer of FST, and several plays devel-
oped in their Writer's Werkshep. These productiens teured more than
forty rural cemmmities in the Scuthern states of Mississippi, Louisisma,
Texas, Alabame and Geergia.

During the month of May, 1969 Bast ef Jordan was alse preseamted
in Fhiladelphia, Pexnsylvania by the Freedom Theater, eme of the bur-
goening number of small Black theater groups.

East of Jordan was an astute selection for the reperteire of
the Free Southern Theater's 1969 seasen. IFrom earliest times Black
pecple in the South cemsidered the North the "promised land of free-
den.” TFrem the days of the Undergrewnd Railrced through the large
scale migrations during aad after World War II, Blacks believed they
could find & better 1life in the Nerthern imdustrial areas. Although
these illusiens were shattered during the aftermath of Watts, Detroit
and Chicage, Evan Walker's play details and dramatizes the social cen-
ditiens that the migrants found in Narlem.

Ly
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Walker's East of Jordan is a ferceful, realistic drama that

illustrates the destruction of a Black mea and his family by the in-
human ferces operating im am acquisitive society. Altheugh the play
was written arewund 1967, the action of the play takes place im 19%9-
1950, vhen most Black peeple still bLelieved that the American dream
and the Pretestant Ethic were meaningful spproaches te life for Black
pecple. Yet this play is 'relevent' te Blacks in the Seventies, be-
cause the many facets of the failure of this appreach to life for Blacks
are of emormous pertineace.

The cemplex situatiem in East of Jordan develops from am ini-
tially simple plot that could be called wniversal: A msn (Sem Knight)
marries the womsn he leves (Gussie Slater) and attempts to provide her
with & home he builds with his owa skill. This is the peint st which
the play begins and the peculiar urban American experience of Blacks
initistes the cemflict. The heuse is cemplete except for the wiring,
which must be city-appreved and imstalled by a licensed cemtracter at
a cost of fiftesmn hundred dellars. Inight's futile attempts te raise
the meney legitimately, result im a deal with a loan shark that leads
eventually to his death.

The internal temsion of East of Jerdan results frem the ir-
recenciliable nature ef Walker's thematic eperatives. BSam Knight is
the persenification of the Becker T. Washingtem philesephy that hard
dedicated werk by Blacks weuld open the doers to full participation
in American life. (Mmlnsgbymbmwz')l

lgooxer T. Washingtom, "Atlanta Exposition Address,” in Black
Protest, ed. by Joamne Grant (Greemwich: Fawecett, 1968), p. 197.
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Pitted against the strength of Knight's sabitions is a hierarchical,

mmlmamidmthtwiumiuby
the servitude of Blacks: a system that splinters the spirit and finally
takes the life of Sam Knight.

Secendly, Mr. Walker raises the question that if the philosephy
Preselytized by Washingtom is net sufficient, them what will emsble
Blacks to survive in a system meant to expleit them? Walker dees not
Mm,bﬂh“mﬁs«v&ddﬁm‘ﬂm.v

Finally the racial issue, which is the larger issue is neot
directly stated, but it permestes the entire play and is revealed
through most of the situatioms. Since EFast of Jordam was writtean fer
Black andiences, Mr. Walker seems to have addressed himself to intermal
prodblems, rather than explanstioms ef things alresdy known.

An importaat thread rumning through the play is the gradual
destruction of Sem's family, his dreams and ideals. This is accem-
Pplished technically through a series of sub-plets. Before their mar-
risge, Sam worshipped Gussie for at least fifteen years. At the time
of the play he is in kis late thirties, as is his dride. Gussie, the
daughter of a preacher, was suppesedly widowed before the birth eof her
eighteen year old sem, Johmny Slater. Charlie Knight, Sam's brother,
sttended cellege in the Seuth with Gussie, and knows that Gussie was
never married and that the romanticized tales of her first husband are
lies. Ne and his wife, Ella, share a tenement flat with Sam, Gussie
ad Johmny Slater. Sam has never beea told the truth.

Walker's tecimical skills as & playwright are illustrated in
the way he has woven the strands of his plot into a tightly kmit unit
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that flows repidly toward the climax. While his structural tech-
niques are important, it is through characterization that he makes his
statements about the warld in which Black pecple live. Walker's
characters are recognizable, believable, and well-developed; they alse
esbody specific Black life-styles.

Sam Inight is the major figure in the play and its protagomist.
The antagenist in East of Joxrdan is not a specific character, but a ruth-
less, oppressive, materialistic seciety that crushes the life force frem
its victims, although to an extemt this is represented by the Candy Stick
Kid, the lean shark and Abe Mertin, Ssm's employer: characters whe have
acoepted the values of the seciety. Sam is driven im his desire for
success, and he fails becanse he has accepted 'lock, stock and barrel'’
the ideals and symbols of a predatory society. He actually believes he
can get his 'shot,’' as he calls it, by hard work, witheut ever realizing
vhat that means. Sam has forgettem where he comes from (his roots),
and he is blind, He canet see vhat his brother Charlie sees with ame
eye and has learned frem experience. Sam is determined snd steadfast
and he has been foeled into believing the American dresm spplies to him,
| Sam is branded by the definitioms devised for him by seciety.
In his Geergia hame, he was classified as a "field nigger” and was led
to believe that this was scmetbing negative that should be overcoms by
strict adjerence to the Protestant Work Ethic. Having accepted this
11lusien, Sem allows himself to be misused by his family, his wife,
his employer and his own dreams.

When Knight breught his aging bride to the Northern 'promised
land,' after their interminsble courtship, he fully intended to imdulge
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Gussie and provide her with every material symbol her mythical first
msband weuld have previded. Gussie represented all Sam wasn't; she
was educated and respected, and so he worshipped her. Because of this,
8am accepts all kinds of affrents in his dogged battle to maintain his
pride.

The harder Sam Knight struggles, the more complex and impossible
his 1life becemes. As his world begins te fall spart, he becomes in-
creasingly desperate aad increasingly irrational. Sam is already beatea
at the time he is forced to perform em his knees in oxder to get the loan
from the Candy Stick Kid. Therefore, when Slick, Candy's 'main squeese'
(woman), kills Sem at the end of the play, she is killing a men who is
alresdy dead. As Mr. Walker says, "I killed Sam off at the end of the
;plq,becmchohﬁnoﬂghttolin.'z

In direct contrast to Sam, his brother, Charlie Knight, is arro-
gant, bdbitter aad werldly, in the semse that he kmews from experience what
to expect from society. Yet, Charlie is another kind of casualty. He
began his life with more premise and possibility then Sam. He was
bright and atteaded college, plamning to beceme a docter. But Charlie
left college to sexrve proudly, in the Air Force, a decision that changed
his life.

In a direct and stabbing exchange, Walker discleses Charlie's
background and sets up the relatiomship between the twe drothers, show-

ing their comtrasting persomalities:

zln.ku-, persenal intervievw.
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8AM

Man, you could be a king. You had a scholarship to
Capstene University te be a doctor. You could've been
samebody.

You wish it was you insteada me?

(a slight pause. CHARLIE senses He might have

hit a sore spot)

You'd show 'em, wvouldn't you. Yeah, you'd megically
cease being a cotton picker. Then some old jack leg
preacher, like Gussie's daddy, might let yeu in the
house nigger's church, and the white folks would call
you Docter Boy insteada just plain bey.

8AN
You just got no respect, no faith in nethin'.
CHARLIE

Faith! Hell, ne. You got two eyes and can afferd
that luxury. One of my eyes is grewnd up in the
Alebema dirt,

(Anger pours eut of him now. HNe imitates the

speech of Scuthern Negroes)

I say white folks, boss, y'all can't wimp this nigger's
head for walkin' on the sidewalk. I's an ossifer and
€'1man in the Newnited Stated Air Corps. I's flyin
air plans. Gonna kill me some Gemans. Plus, white
folks, I's an eddicated nigger to boet. Been to the
Capstene. I can spell big words, E-L-E-P-H-A-N-T,
I-N-D-I-A S8Shittt! Them motherrapers played the Star
Spangle Banner on my head till they got tired, and my
eye rolled around on the ground like a bloedy mardle.
Neow that's where my faith in this lunatic asylum is,
ole ever believin' brother. That's where it is.

Forget that, man, you still got a future. All that's
in the past,

What the hell am I, but my past? You, any man dut
his past? A man getta be rooted in something. Yeu
doa't suddenly wake wp and shake your reots off like
seme nightmare.
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Charlie, den't let bitterness eat . . .3

Mr., Walker centinues this exchange between the twe brothers in
a stunning and accurste description ef hate welling up inside a Black
mORm,
CEARLIE

Den't start lecturing me. Get a job. Coub my nappy
hair. GCrease my ashy legs. Man . . . man, this
mornin' I went to get that seul savin' job, you always
talkin' sbout. Well, en the train I got to lookin' at
this fat, rosy cracker. Just like Abe, grewn fat and
greasy off the war.

Man, Abe got ne memey.
CEARLIE

That's the lie he tells you. Right now he just like
that bastard on the train this mornin', readin’' the
Wall Street Journal, dreamin of bulls and bears, and
figurin' how he genna steal all the world's bresd (momey)
when the next war comes. And S8am, I wanted to. . . .
To kill him. Me, Charlie Knight, who studied to de a
doctor. I wanted to squeeze his throat, squeeze until
his eyes popped out and relled down his fat greasy face
like squashed eggs. FNow Sam, I get that feeling all
the time and ome day I might just flip out there. 8o,
I got off that train and ran back to Harlem . . . be-
cause that is a very dangercus thing.

The feeling that Charlie deseribes is beyead the scope of
Sam's experience and he dees net wvant te hear adbeut it:
SAM

You ain't gemna do nethin' but talk. Any excuse for
what you ceuld've been. I used to think you hed some

3Zvan Walker, Bast of Jordsa (unpublished play).
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brains, dbut yeu aia’t nothin' but a damm focl.'l.h

Charlie has a Inowledge and respect for the ways of the
'street’' that Sam does not have. Yet in spite of Charlie’'s aware-
ness, he is still a victim, Ne cammet move beyond his kmowledge, his
recognition, his bitterness, in a sense, his past, to the next step,
which would be a plan of action. Instead he continues to imtermalize
the effects of his predicament (the predicament of mest blacks). When
Charlie finally does act, whether cemsciocusly or uncemnsciocusly, he
directly causes the ultimate destructien of his own drother.

Charlie entered the Iucky Dellar Bar and Grill and saw Sem on
his knees (a cendition erdered by 8lick), begging fer the loan frem
Candy. IKnowing that Candy Stick Kid is a leech, whe will drain Sem,
Charlie tries to prevent the tramsaction. Vhem he camnet stop Sem,
he tells him that Gussie isn't werth the trouble Sam is sbout to dring
down om himself. Charlie turns Sam's world upside dewn by revealing
the truth of Johmny Slater's comceptiom.

From the turning peint of Charlie Knight's revelatiom to his
desth, S8am deteriorates rapidly. He perceives Gussie differeatly and
camnot withstand the weight of his newly-received knewledge and the
snowballing situatiem he has created.

Iromically, Charlie is rather pleased with himself for finally
uncovering the 'truth’' and vindicating his owa approach to life, until
he has a confromtation with Gussie, who guessed that Charlie finally
teld Sam about her past. In the following dialegue, Charlie Knight

“oia,
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is forced to recognize some truths about himself:
CHARLIE
You ceuld have tried homesty.
GUSSIE
Honesty! Henesty? Who the hell wants hemesty in this world.
| CEARLIE
I ae!
GU3SSIE
Well, try this on for size. Your little brains havea't

gone seft with whiskey, but with bittermess and hate.
And whet's worst you emvy, despise your om brether.

That's a lie.
GQUSSIE
More truth. And you wom't be haypy until he's laid out

Did not want to hear that, did yeu?
CEARLIE
Shut your fuckin' meuth,



53
GUSSIE
Eonesty! Humph, you can't even live with it for two

secends.
(Pause)
" CHARLIE
Ne! Heeeeelllll, no. Samis aprince . . . myGed. . . .
I never wvanted teo hurt him,
GUSSIE

That you will have to take up with your consciemnce.
CHARLIE

Bat . . ., vhy, vhen I love him s0o much? He's my
".u'crl'.l:u'.5

Ella, Charlie's wife, whom Evan Walker described as the "only
ucvhfcclmhtnl,'Goﬁmumhuttoenuhwm
warm, sincere, aand dowm-te-earth mamner. Ella uaderstands her man
snd tries to ease his painful existence, although she succeeds mostly
in bolding his head. Charlie »o longer seems to see or hear his
wife, and it takes Gussie to bring him te this realizatiom.

Througheut East of Jordan Ella uses her basic 'metherwit' to
bring semse to a rapidly eroding situation. Ella recegnizes whe and
what Gussie is, and tries to help her to see and respect S8am for what
he is. It is EKlla who tries to dring Sam back te reality, after
Charlie has shattered Gussie's image. In a very meving sceme in the
backroom of the Lucky Pollar Bar and Grill, Ella attempts te steady Sam
and mwdge him back en his course with her kindness and good sense.

STvia.
6Walkxer, interviev.
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ELLA
....!mdn'tthcm]:.mwhagotyrme. You
think she wvant to say she got a som and ain't married?
You think it's easy livin' a lie s0 lomg it becomes the
truth? Oh, Sam, there are some things we got to walk
with, Like me. There are things I'd mever tell
Charlie about himself, some things I got to keep in my
secret heart.’

Ella is determined to make Sem realize what he is doing.
understanding and reasom dom't work, she tries amother approeach:

You ain’'t man enough to leve a whore?
(Seam tuzns on Her. The word has stung him
to the quick)
That's wvhat you called her, a whore. Hell, nigger,
g0 on and be like all the rest. Go on and call her a
vhore to her face. On om, pull her down when she
needs you to build her up.
(He moves toward the door)
I used to think you were made of better stuff.
(Sam stops, faces her)
But I see you ain't no different. Bitterness come
drippin' off yom like stale sweat.

It ain't just like that Klla. The job, debts, every-
thing comin' at me at once.

TWalker, Rast of Jordsa.
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ELLA

Ain't none of that no cause for your sweetness and
love and kindness to go on a permanent vacation.
lcwifyonlostalltgnt, you just go on up there and
tell her to her face.

As one critic said, "East of Jordan, if it is understood, tells

us very plainly that TRUTH is in the understanding vhich we find in
relating to one another.”® Ella is the character who represents and
understands this most clearly.

Gussie Slater, Sam's wife, is an attractive woman in her late
thirties, vho has never matured. Through her lies, selfishness and
egotism, she destroys bher family and is the indirect cause of her
husband's death.

Gussie has been victimized by the society. The brutaliszing
experience she encountered in her youth has left an indelible stamp on
bher personality. But, she consciously and willfully perpetrates
deceit as a vay of life for herself and extends it to include her son
and her husband,

Gussie was a preacher's daughter in a rural Georgia town, and
grev up in vhat is suggested as the hypocritical, superficial and self-
rightecus atmosphere of the Black middle-class, or 'houseniggers' as
they are called in the play. In her pursuit of the false values
stressed by her father, she went awvay to college and encountered a
number of harsh realities. Returning to her hometown with a child

Omia.

Vernelle Scott, "East of Jordan, a reviev,” Gumbo (fall,
1969), p. 27.
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bern ocut of wedlock, she manufactured a childish and romemtic ex-
Planation which she maintained for eighteen years.

Net stroeng emough to live er think for herself, Gussie cheoses
illusien as a philosophy. She comducts her life according to Emily
Post--Better Ecmes and Gardens snd Ledies Home Journal; smd the rigid
precepts that were instilled in her youth. She has also raised her
som, Jomny Slater, according to her delusioms.

Knowing that Sam Knight adored her, she finally consented te
marry him, but kept him waiting until after the death of her father,
who thought Sam was not good eneugh for his daughter. Gussie enjoys
the pedestal Sam has placed her em and accepts every indulgence, as
her due. She recites her remantic fantasies of her first 'husband’
like a whip, vhenever she wants something, whether it is to keep her
sem from joining the Navy, er to acquire a home in Yonkers.

It 1s not likely that S8am ocould ever satisfy Gussie. The
direct canse of his paralyzing situsation is that Gussie can net stamd
her neighbors, their Harlem neighberhood, nor living with Charlie and
Ella, wvho knew her 'truth,’

Because Gussie is immersed in the values of this society, she,
too, helps to drive Sam to his death. It is questionsble that she
cm-tuminmmommmmddhgfcharbuic
needs. She deliberately refuses to prepare the kiad of food Sam
likxes to eat, because she comnsiders it 'low-brow,' and insists on pre-
paring expensive meals when he has asked her to ecomemize. VWhen Sam
was refused momney at the loan cempany, he was ashamed to tell Gussie,
and se he lied to her and made the contract with the hustler, Candy



Stick Kid.
" Gussie's final condemnation of berself occurs midway through
the secend act, sad nothing will serve teo rectify it later.
SAN
Goddemn friggin' Brussels sprouts!
GUSSIE

Reve field hand! Rave! I curse the day I ever laid
eyes en you. Animal!

Animal. You liked this animal. There was a time
you couldn't get encugh of this animal. Hadn't had
none since your husband died. Crap!

(Gussie crosses to the bedroom door)
That's all you married me for.

QUSSIE
What other reasen could I have possibly had? A field
hand has got to be good fer something. :

Neither this sceme nor the confrontation with Charlie signif-
icantly change Gussie's perspective. It is not until the last minutes
of the play that she begins to realize what she has done. In the last
scenes of East of Jordan, Gussie is also confromted by her sem, Jobnny,
who asks the truth about hisz birth; she still tries desperately to
deceive him, This confrentation between mother and son illustrates
what a pathetic figure Gussie is. When she receives ceasiderable
verbal sbuse from her som, it does not penetrate. BShe prefers to
blame Sam fer revealing information to her sem, rather than accept the

10ya1ker, Bast of Jordsa.
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responsidbility for the comsequences ef her deceit. Gussie’'s realiza-
tiom comes only in the final mements of Sam's life.

Evean Walker commented on Gussie's impemetrability: "I didn't
want Sam te live, because I thought that he must be the ultimate pen-
alty for her. I wanted Gussie to go on--and I didn't want him in the
action. The reconciliation, that time, did not work; the omly thing
that ceuld bring her out of her selfishness and egotism was to see a
Mmdiehthognttu,udthtmhnm.‘n

Gussie's son, Jomny Slater, also comtributed to Sam's demise.
Johany is eighteen years old, was raised in the South and has beea in
Harlem for sbeut a year; he is centrasted with other beys of the street
who are more worldly and 'hip.' Johmny's character is drawn with o
considersble smount of romenticism; he is frequeatly described as
"having the gypsy in his seul."” Johnny is spproaching manhoed and
bas just fallem im love with a girl named Salena; he dreams of geing
into the Navy aad seeing far-off places. Jolmny wants to be a writer.

It is his poetry-writing on his dream-killing and dreary Jjob
in the garment district that causes his conflict with Sam. While
daydreexing he sent a cestly shipment of dresses to the wromg store.
In the midst of this cemmotion at Silver fashions Sam confremts his
boss, Abe Martin, to demand a lomg overdue promotien and raise, in a
desperate attempt to keep his house from the loan shark. Because of
the trouble caused by Johmny, Abe igneres Sam. The scene im which
Sam reproaches Johnny and blames him for costing him 'his shot' is one

n‘l’d.ker, personal intervievw.
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of the most effective in East of Jordan. Sam and Jomny trade verbal
punches with each other reaching deeper and deeper, laying bare each
other's innards:
SAN
Boy you cost me my dream.
JOHNNY

(quietly)
Abe was never going to make you a cutter.

SAM
What you say?
JOINNY

I said Abe had no inteantion of giving yeu the cutter's
Job.

SAM
That's & bare-faced lie.
JOENNY
They laugh at you. Abe was using yom.
SAM
Who laughs at me!
JOHRNY
All the guys on the job.
Msﬁi&mv?udniu'hnm'dmth‘tm.
8AM
You lie, you bastard.

JOMNNY
They laugh at you, old men!
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You lyin' bastard!
JORNNY

Don't call me that. Den't call me that because
I tell you truth.

Truth. You want to hear some truth? Your dsddy. . . .12

SililmtrngedmltomthstmofJohny'lbirth. Jehmny
is forced to change abruptly from boy to man. Shortly after, Jolmny
has anether viciocus session with his mother, in which he repays Gussie
for the spiritual abuse she has heaped on him for eighteen years.

The minor Characters in East of Jordsn with the exceptiom of
Abe Martin and Mr. Jones, are representatives of the 'streets.' These
whores, pimps, hustlers, number rumners and spiritualists are the
poopls Gussie wants to escape in Yonkers. These characters supply
East of Jordaa with some lively and vital moments, and threugh them
Walker esploys many visual elements of the Black life-style and sug-
gests many cultural references. They are skillfully drawn and chal-
lenge the actor's creativity to find the exact stride, rhytim, gesture
and style to project their images. These characters give the play
considerable ricimess of flavor. |

The Candy Stick Kid, for example, projects an immediate visual
image with his everly expensive clethes, diamond rings, bankrell and
Stacy Adams shoes. Except for the clothes, Candy's style (“"superfly”)
is essentially the same today, as it was tweaty years ago. VWhile

lzidker, East of Jordan.
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Candy and Slick are technically antegonists in the play, they are
distinct from Abe Nartin in that they represent forces operating out-
side the mainstream of the American Society, like the Cosa Nostra.
They know the 'score' and operate accordingly. Sam has always re-
Jected them and their means of survival, but when he, teo, realizes
that legitimate access to the ecenomic system is denied him, he is
forced to return home to the very forces he has rejected and they
destroy him,

Even Walker utilizes two white characters in East of Jordan
who represent the white liberal buffer between Blacks and the reality
of racism, Walker describes Mr. Jenes of the Loan Company as, "that

kind of cat, like Nerman Mailer, who says, I'1l help you . . . the
old liberal Normen Mailer. . . . But he says and does all the wrong
w13

things in his eagermess to help. Abe Martin, Sem's employer has
used a patronizing and friendly manner toward Sam all the years be
has been misusing and exploiting him, The scemes between Sam aand Abe
Nartin are skillfully drawn and sccurate.

While the language in East of Jordan is theatrical, it is

reminiscent of the real idiom. MNr. Walker has indicated intonations
and dropped word endings to indicate the soft flowing speech and
Southern background of the characters. As critic Claytea Riley says,
"One of the events that strikes me is the scene between Sam and Abe
Martin, vhen Sam wants to be a Cutter and Abe won't give him the job.
It is very economically writtem, very spare in the use of the langusge,

n'ulkcr, personal interview.
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but a tremendously accurate recreation of the sound of the human
voice. People talk about an ear fer dialogue, but it's much more
rare than peocple think, mwmor-mtohtwthutm.'n

Threugheut the play the language sets the tome of the events.
The irenic qualities and double meanings in the speeches of the root-
worker and oracle, Shange, are particularly interesting. Shange
accepts the responsibility for moving the events that take place de-
tween July aad September, 1949 and sets the atmosphere in which the
Pplay unfolds. It is through him that we learn of the past, preseat
aad future. As a medium and narrator Shango establishes the point
of viev frem which te understand the events, and he effectively
describes the nature of Americamn society and the predicament of Blacks
in a 'land without seasoms':

SHARGO

e o o o This is & land without seasons. And they are
trapped here in the purgatory of all their days.
(Steps forward)
Because nothing changes in a land without seascns.
Sounds, smells. Illusioms. Nothing. Not evenm the
silence when they cease to dream--and that is a
religion up here, dresming, but secretly money is God.
And I, Shango have lecked deeply into the jungle ef
their souls
(Points his swish stick at the sky and suddenly
it is n and the North star shines
brightly
The North Star
(of the stick)
And it makes me privy to their desires, hopes, hates
and loves . . . which is a most surprising emotion teo
find in such wonderous desolation.
(of the frozen Pecple)
They fled, escaped, followed the North Star. And each

1“(!1ayton Riley, personal interview.
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)

his own way wvanted in on the biggest hustle of all.
blindly followed the lady up there. That blink-
lady who winked false premises of hope, happiness
Yankee gold. However, most soon realized their
singular fate; the lady is a slut and not to be trusted.
But there is always inemminblinidbyhrulno-
tive and fancy ways. >

17

The economic theme, stressed by Shango is carried throughout
the play, net only in the actiom, but in the images of the hustlers,
number runners, as well, It is also present in the imagery ef Silver
Fashions, Golden Loan Coampeny, Iucky Dollar Bar amsd Grill, etc.

Shango centinues to describe hew the stifling economic and
social emviromment affects the lives of Blacks, and asks the viewer
to follow him back in time to see the situatiem of cme man, Sam Knight.
In a pointed description he gives us the key to the character of Sam
Knight and the basic theme of East of Jordan:

e o o« o But this ome mea in particular, I remesber.

Yes, it was shertly after the last war--the last good

war, the one that ended with a bang and made him and

reason obsolete. This man, Sam Knight was his name,

did not hear the news. He still clung precariocusly to

such passwords into cblivion as faith, love, loyalty,

smbition and power of positive work, not kmowing these
absurd notions were away for the duration. Sam Knight
was an anachronism, & man who loved baseball but never
wanted to know the score. A man out of joint with the
tincthttnmme,holﬂumtoulmdtma-

Pplanted roots.

Roots in East of Jordan have a double meaning. Not oaly do
they refer to the past and Southerm backgreund of Blacks, but also to

the variocus plant roets and magical heodoo potions dispensed by Shango.

15Walker, East of Jordaa.

16mv14.
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And they tie in with the alternatives Walker allowed Sam Knight, but
he refused. As Evan Walker said:

Roets have a special significance for Sam; they
offer him the way out. One operative line is, ‘dom't
forget your roots, brether.' Roets are to do what's
natural to survive, and Sam does unnatural things so
he doesn't survive. The cat (Shango) was going to
give him the number, but he was a fool and wouldn't do
it. Everybody plays the number, but he said no, he
didn't believe in numbers. That's his alternative
right? He's got two or maybe more. The alternative
comes when Charlie says I got the number right here.
I got the nmber right here, and the number came ocut.
He would have been home free and never had to go to the
Candy Stick kid, had he followed his roots. Now we
now we got to hustle, and do everything we can to make
it. Butno,houln'tdoitndtht'chucmm
as & hard-working stud. M'.hilre;nty

The character, Shange played an important rele in the struc-
tural development of East of Jordan. Mr. Walker says, "I tried first

to make it a one reom play--cme set, thea I realized it wouldn't werk
because toe much action would have te be teld and I didn't feel like
telling it. . . . I decided to opem it up . . . then all the characters
beceme very clear to me. And all of a sudden Shange came tome . . .
the form cmfruthutorid.ls

The structure of East of Jordan is both fixed and fluid, and
thus, suited to dealing with many facets of the Black life-style.
While the play is realistic in style, the format and the character of
Shango do not comflict, rather they add theatricality and expand its
conscious intent. The street scenes add cultural reference to the
Play and coordinste well with the music of the guitar and the saxephone.

17lnn Walker, persomnal imterview.

18114,
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They add to the internal rhytlm and have the same contrasting effect
as the use of the music.

Mr. Walker's use of musical themes adds te the texture. He
has used both the Blues and BeBep. Walker calls fer the use of the
twelve string guitar, becamse the country pecple of the South used
that instrument for their Blues, but when they moved North to the
urban environment “"it was the music of jazz and BeBop--Be . . . bep.
At that time most Black pecple had to make a transition im their mmsic
as well as their lives. In music it was the whole Jjassz thing, dbut im
the South it was the guitar and Blues. VWhen the two blend in the end,
the transition is made musically, and that's it. The play is over
(1iterally) and figuratively with the charscters in the pm."lg

Aside frem the social and political comsiderations, East ef
Jordan is full of cultural references that add to its credibility and
enrich its value as a theatrical experience for a Black sudience.
Black viewers know the spirituals that influence its title aad under-
stand the musical reference points and its street scenes. They know
that Gussie's refusal to fix Sam the food he vants and needs is a
serious matter, and how foolish Sam is not to play the number. Many
would recognize Capstone as Howard University.

Black andiences can appreciate the role of Shango as a medium-
mwmbﬂwmmmmmmo. They know
the legends that go along with his offerings of High Jolm the Con-
querer roots and Black snakeskins. While these myths vary somewhat

19114,
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according th locale, the following story illustrates ome of the folk
references Bast of Jordan utilizes:

Black snakes are often called coech vhips and they

mostly frequemt the South., It is said they will

geng up om you and chase people. If you run through

the tall grass, and they can't see you, they will

stand up on their tails, and whistle. Then they tie

you to a tree and beat you til you're desd with their

tails, which are plaited like whips, and if you pre-

tend you're dead, they will stick their tails up your

nose, 30 you can't breathe, It is said they will

bring you good luck and love, or comnversely viuzsnt

spells on somecne who is foeling with your love.

Shango, himself, is recognizeble ¢n several levels. Jost com-
monly, of course as the rootworker. But the African referemce of his
name and character is not lost te Black Americans, since the trans-
planted Shango faith is practiced in the Caribbean, Scuth America, in
the Seuth and even New York City. In the African past, Shango is
represented by lightning and is a major figure in West African tradi-
tiomal religion. For example, smong the Yorubas, "Shange is the
personification of the tragic hero who brings calamity on himself which
is terrible and ocut of preportion to the fault. . . . And it is the
intensity of life that attracts mem to Shango. VWhen they pray to him
they share in his life force, amd it helps them to achieve a higher
11!0."21

The presentation of East of Jordan is meant to be a dialogue

sbout Blacks and between Blacks. Walker's play was criticiged for

20§5ck LaTour, persenal interview, August 5, 1969. This tale
is from the region near Montgomery, Alsbama.

2l armheinz Jalm, Maptu (New York: Grove Press, 1961), p. k.
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dealing with "agooldproblmoflepolife,"ea implying that the
play snd the content are dated. The time of the play is 1949-1950,
vhich was a period when many Black soldiers, returned from the Armed
Services with high hopes for a different life in America, only to
find things unchanged. Yet mumerous Blacks like Sem Knight felt and
still feel that hard work will achieve success and a better life within
the present system. This philosophy, which was also promulgated by
mr.mmgm,muammlgvzmmm«ofmm_
leadership roles who support the philosophy of Black Capitalism er
Nixenian policies of national gevernment.

Walker's play is relevant in the semse that he criticiszes the
system, and also questions certain popular Black responses to it.
Walker raises questions; he does not provide easy answers, as indeed
there are no easy answers to the predicement of Blacks. He suggests
that in arder to survive Blacks must be flexible, which Knight was not.
Yet, it is not sufficient to hope that hitting the number will solve
anything. As the number racket provides significant income for organ-
1zed crime to invest in extemsive heroin traffic, prestitution, bars,
mtth.mmlotmmkhue,pmmm“unmmfa
Black liberation is regressive at best. Perhaps if Walker had fur-
ther develeped the comcept of returning to the roots, other viable
alternatives would be suggested.

Walker was also criticized because the conflict between and
among Blacks in the play was stronger than the conflict with whites,

227en Horne, "Review: East of Jordan" in Black Theatre (!o. ,
April, 1970), p. 37..
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wvhere the actual cause m.23 Hovever, Walker seems to be illustrat-

ing very real aspects of the "master-slave psychosis and self-
natred."" Ome critic said, "Plmpe don't have to be negative,"2>
yot most of them are, and Black predators in the Black commmnity need
to be controlled and eliminated as well as the while, for there is
little real difference.

In terms of self-knowledge, Walker deals with a very real and
prevalent problem through the character of Gussie. Since slavery
many Blacks have allowed their psyches to be manipulated by foolish
class definitions, such as "house nigger,” and "field nigger.” In

East of Jordan, the terrible despair, and ugly results of lack or loss

of identity are illustrated. The most positive collective images are
represented in the characters of Charlie and Ella Knight, Although
Charlie is still victimized by self-limitations, Ella Knight is a
positive portrayal of a strong and graceful Black woman.

Mr, Walker is a very skilled and perceptive playwright. He
is qQuietly producing a substantial body of work, defining aspects of
the Black experience. He has had difficulty getting his work pro-
duced, and is not in vogue as a Black playwright at the present time,
But that does not detract from the fact that Evan Walker is one of the
very skilled Black playwrights working today.

231p14,
2lgupra, p. 41,

258orne, "Review: East of Jordsm,” p. 37T.




CHAPTER III

WHO'S GOT HIS OWN BY RONALD MILNER

Who's Got His Own was initially presented as & rehearsal reading

on October 17, 1965 at the American Place Theater in New York, directed
by Woodie King, Jr. The following season in the fall of 1966, it pre-
miered at the American Place Theater under the direction of Lloyd Richards.

During 1967 Who's Got His Own was produced twice: as a touring show for

the New York State Council on the Arts, and its Harlem debut at the New
Lafayette theater, under the direction of Robert Macbeth,

Since 1967, Who's Got His Own has been produced in many of the

young Black theaters in America, in the community and on college campuses.
In 1972 1t was published in an anthology, edited by Woodie King and Ron
Milner,

The title Who's Got His Own was taken from a tune that Billie

Holliday wrote and sang in the fifties. This song has a deep personal
meaning for Ron Milner, as it does for many Blacks, and while it does not
derive from the play internally in the usual sense, it's mood and theme
are directly applicable,

The following words are those set to the tune of "God Bless the
Child" as written and sung by ‘'Lady Day,' one of the greatest Blues and

Jazz interpreters:

69
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GOD BLESS THE CHILD

Them that's got shall get Mama may have

Them that's not shall lose Pape may have

S0 the Bible says But God bless the child
And it still is news That's got his own

That's got his own.
Mama mey have

Papa mey have Mama may have

But God bless the child Papa may have

That's got his own But God bless the child
That's got his own. That's got his own

That's got his own.
Yes the strong gets more
While the weak ones fade He Jjust don't worry
Empty pockets don't bout nothin'
Ever make the grade, 1
Cause he's got his own.
Mama may have
Papa may have
But God bless the child
That's got his own
That's got his own,

Money, you got lots of friends
Crowding round the door

When you're gone

And spending ends

They don't come no more,

Rich relations give
Crusts of bread and such
You can help yourself
But don't take too much,

Who's Got His Own received its premiere production at an Off-

Broadway theater in an integrationist setting. The major New York
Drama Critics disliked this play so intensely in their reviews that it
brought many Black artists and writers to Milner's defense., These
artists publicly stated their feeling that white critics are unable to
understand Black plays or that they enjoy as writer Clifford Mason

2
phrased it, "the killing of Negro plays," "The white theater

1B1111e Holiday Story (Decca DXB 161).

2Cc1ifford Mason, "The Killing of Negro Plays," Weekly Voice
October 27, 1966, p. 2.
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establishment roasted Who's Got His Own and did succeed in preventing

a move to a permanent house (the usual procedure for the American
Place Theater)."3 It 1s the contention of Black critics that the
play “"does attend skillfully the sociological causes of conflict with-
in the (Black] family,""

Mr. Milner began his writing career as a novelist, but developed
an interest in theater through the encouragement of Woodie King, Jre,
with wvhom he founded the Concept-East Theater in Detroit, Michigan,

one of the earliest of the new Black theaters, Who's Got His Own is

Ron Milner's first full-length play, It was carefully constructed over
a period of two years from an earlier one act play, entitled Life A »
written in 1963.

The direction of Milner's work has made him a major voice in the
forum devoted to developing concepts of what Black theater is and will
become, In 1968 Milner expressed his perspectives as follows:

By a new Black theater I myself mean the ritualized
reflection and projection of a unique and particular
conditioning of Black people, leasing time on this
Planet controlled by white men; and having something
to do with breaking the 'leasing syndrome.,' A theater
emsrging from artists who realize that, for Black people
of this world, and specifically this country, every
quote 'universal' malady, dilemma, desire, wonder, is,
by the heat of the pressure of white racism, compounded
and enlarged, agitated and aggravated, accented and
distilled to make the omni-suffusing, grinding sense

of being we once called the blues, but now we just tem
Blackness. From this peculiar and particular extra-
dimension of being of experiences, of congitioning will
come the kind of theater I'm looking for.

3Mitchell, Black Drama, p. 22k,

L’Harr:l.e;on, Paul Carter, the Drama of Nommo (New York: Grove Press,
1972), p. 26.

SRonald Milner, "Black Theater-Go Home" in Negro Digest, XVII,
No. 6 (April, 1968), 5.
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In July of 1969 Mr. Milner enlarged and expanded his defini-
tion of Black theater:

Theater is like an essay or a poem that is personified.

It moves, it dances, it talks, You can see the message
and become personally identified with a thought that

walks, that drinks water, that sits down. You immediately
become involved in a way that you can't with cold paper.,
Especially people that don't have a strong literary tradi-
tion. Ours is an oral tradition. When we came here, we
were miseducated, purposefully miseducated, and don't read
as a group. Theater talks in & way that nothing else does,
or even better than electronic things, than film or record-
ings. Because we see and immediately identify with that
person that moves, even if the words should go beyond your
head, . . « Theater gives you that whole human personalness
that no other art form gives, That makessit something
that nothing else can be for Black people,

Expressing his goals for the Black Theater, Milner said:

I want to involve the community, I think the first theater
was in the dancing that came around the campfire, It was
in the center of the village. It was the first school,
the first religious and political training, All the myths
were handed down from that theater, and it was total theater.
What Brecht talks about, we started with: Total Theater.
You sing it, dance it, talk it and costume it; do it all
in one bag. . . « Spiritually too, and it's all one type of
entity., Now the West started splitting things down into
categories. They made the religious thing a bag for once
a week, and they put your mental thing on a shelf called
intelligentsia and only special people could get it, and

it would come down through television, and all you bhad to
deal with was the physical thing, Actually the mental,
physical and spiritual that's the Trinity, but they split
that . . . and tell you what you should think, As for
spirituality, they don't really try to live by it, that's
for once a veek, and it has nothing to do with their real
life. As an artist you're not supposed to have anything
to do with believing in God. Then when you split & man
from himself, you can easily split him from his brother.
And this is what the Black theater is, I'm thinking of:

It can unify, to bring back a sense of wholeness to a
people, a person, a commnity--spiritual, mental, physical,
political and educational and entertainment., All these
would be brought back together, It would come back to

the whole idea, with the part as a function. The theater
would also be a school., « « . The Black theater must become
a functional part of the commity.7

6Milner, personal interview,
Trvid.,
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Who's Got His Own was written four years before the ideology

expressed in these writings and interviews; nevertheless, it still re-
flects his concern for these ideas,

Because it has only three characters, Who's Got His Own appears

deceptively simple., Actually it is a very complex play dealing with
the problems of self-hate and alienation in a Black family. Perhaps
tlﬁ.s surface simplicity is what cause Lofton Mitchell to say, "Without
impugning Mr. Milner's intelligence, it takes no genius to see that he
was saying nothing has changed in terms of the Black experﬁ.emu."8
However, Mr. Mitchell's statement barely skims the surface of Milner's
intricate and hard-driving play that is aimed right at the heart of
Blackness,

Who's Got His Own 18 set in Detroit, Michigan, although it

could be any other urban environment, The time of the play is
described as the continuing pest, during the fifties and sixties.
The language of the play would seem to indicate that it is set slightly

later in time than either East of Jordan or In the Wine Time,

The action of the play takes place in the Bronson home after
the funeral of Tim Bronson Sr. Mre. Bronson and her daughter, Clara,
accompanied by her Baptist Preacher and two Deacons, return home from
the funeral and the burial to find that Tim Bronson Jr. has sent all
the grieving friends home, and is restlessly waiting for his mother and
sister to arrive in order to begin his own services for his dead father.

Time Jr. has spent most of his life hating his father and so
he refuses to glorify or respect him in death. He believes that his

SMitchell, Black Drama, p. 22k,
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father's brutality destroyed their family. And Tim Jr. is disgusted
with the hypocrisy of those people that knew Tim Sr, and now gloss over
his faults., So he embarrasses the Deacons into leaving by initiating
a family confrontation that he hopes will bury his father finally, with
truth, rather than prayers, and that will reclaim his living mother and
sister,

After accusing his mother of not knowing or understanding either
of her children, Time forces his sister Clara to shed her pretenses,

Tim knows that Clara has imprisoned herself at home for two years since
her involvement with a white boy that ended with a near-fatal abortion.
In a very emotional scene he forces Clara to tell her mother about her
affair that ended abruptly in ugliness, Tim follows by describing the
essence of his hatred for his father, based on his discovery that while
his father was a tyrant at home, he was meek and subservient in the
vhite world,

Mrs. Bronson tells her son that he is not a man yet or he would
not try to destroy her and his sister. Tim leaves the house and goes
to find his own white friend, Al de Leo, to tell him about his problems.
When Al de Leo responds without concern, Tim Jr. attacks him and beats
him until he is unconscious.

Believing he has killed de Leo, Tim returns home to straighten
out the upheaval he created, before making plans to escape. By the
time he arrives home, his mother and sister have accepted some of the
truth in what Tim said earlier and they force him to admit his own brutal
assault on de Leo. Tim Jr. describes the emotions that drove him near

the point of murder; and his mother reveals that Tim Sr. wvas not a 'Tom'
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but vas very much like his son. Mrs. Bronson tries to explain the
mechanisa that turned Tim 8r.'s violence inward toward himself and his
family as a result of wvitnessing the violent murder of his own father
by vhites, vhen he vas a child in the South.

Pinally Clare discovers that Al de Leo is not dead, and Mrs.
Bronson plans to visit him to ask him not to press charges against her
son, As the play ends Tim Jr. has not resolved his attack on Al and
seems to wish he had been successful in order to break the cycle.

Ron Milner portrays & Black family that has been destroyed by
racism, regardless of the various types of human reactions they exhibit,
Although the father is dead and now a part of the past, his spirit en-
tirely pervades the atmosphere of the play. In fact, "Rarely has a
dead man spoken 80 eloquently of his life, or bad its intricate design
articulated for him within the context of a play. nd

The struggle to survive and the skills Black people need to
live are primary concerns of Who's Got His Own. Milner masterfully

captures the essence of Black survival, particularly on the psychie
level., Instinctively and vioclently Tim Jr. tries to wrestle back con-
trol of his own life and that of his mother and sister who are now in a
state of limbo,

In Who's Got His Own the dramatist does not enact the events

that have shaped the Bronson family, instead the characters tell their
stories. As Clayton Riley said, "Ron's plays are always filled with
exposition. Ne gives large patches of dialogue to characters that tell

9Clayton Riley, "On Black Theater,” in the Black Aesthetic,

p. 306.
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about something that happened somsvhere else, wvhich is a dangerous device

to use. In any visuwal medium such as theater things should be repre-
sented rather than told. Most of Who's Got His Owvn is composed of an

explanation or a clarification of eveants that have taken place prior to
the play or somevhere else. Because Ron writes so vell he can get avay
with it, vhile a lot of playwrights u.n't."lo

Milner is very dsliberate in selecting this approach to his mate-
rial and as Clayton Riley suggests, because of his skill with language
and structure, he is successfil in using it to achieve his ends. Of
this style, Milner said, "I still want to do Who's Got His Own without
acting things out. Because one of the ideas is that the people are in
limbo. They cannot have a present because they don't understand the
past and cannot move into the future. They can't do anything but figure
out vhere they are. "1

Thematic concerns are much more significant in Milner's play than
any other aspect; for example, spectacle is not an important consideration
at all, Character delinsation is vital to the dramatic material pre-
sented, but because of the psychological sociological nature of the play,
vhile Milner's three protagonists are finely and carefully developed,
they can easily be identified and abstracted.

The form and structure of Who's Got His Owvn receives added sig-

nificance, because of the intensely high-pitched and compressed emotions
unleashed in the play. These are contained in the rhythms and tempo
vhich are inseparadble from the content. On many levels the structure of

10c1ayton Riley, personal interview.
Llpon Milner, personal interviev,
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Who's Got His Owvn is comparsble to the hard-driving jazz form, the urban

Black music of John Coltrane or Somny Rollins.

Mr. Milner's suctess in using the innovation of an internal and
external music structure has considerable significance for the dewvelop-
ment of Black Theater. Poet-Critic lLarry Neal says, "It is here that
any discussion of the Black Esthetic must begin., Because Black music
in all its forms, represents the highest artistic achievements of the
rece. It 1s the memory of Africa that we hear in the churning energy."}2
While several young Black poets have been very effective building their
mterial from a musical basis (Yusef Rahman, Imsmu Baraka, and the Origi-
nal Last Poets have done exceptionsl work with this connection). Ron
Milner has structured his entire play on that source, He thinks of him-
self as a musician, and is interested in creating the same immediate con-
tact between actors and audiences that exists between Black musicians
and audiences.

The Juzl3

musician's impact sweeps the audience in a compelling
exchange. The more soulful or beautiful, funky or truthful his state-
ment, the more his audience responds following his rhytihms and changes
by moving or shouting encouragemsnt, Jazz is an attitude, it is feel-
ing, and it is sbout truth and meaning. And the urban Black musicians
rely to a great extent on the closeness of vocal reference that has al-
wvays been characteristic of Black American music, as it is in trsditional

African music (the talking drums). “"Players like Ornette Coleman, John

12!0.1, Larry, "Any Day Nov: Black Art and Liberation,” Ebony,
August, 1969, p. 55.

’ 13hny Black musicians object to the use of the label "jazz"--as
s Buropean label and a lever to separate the various kinds of Black music
that actually come from the sams source,
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Coltrane, and Sonny Rollins literally scream and rant an imitatiom of
the human voices, sounding many times like unfettered primitive
shouters. ~14

The treditional African music form of the call and response
vhich vas used here in the work song later blended easily into Black
instrumental music and nov lends itself easily to Milner's writing style.
Milner seems to have devised Who's Got His Own according to an ensemble

pattern, using solos and riffs, or repeated phrases, as important tech-
niques., Mr. Milner indicated that this form came from the material
naturally, and in the following selections from the play this approach is
very evident.

T

o o o« I vaited for something--anything--to come and £ill
this--this--dead empty shell, that used to be the hard

knot of my bhate for him. (solo break)
20D DEACON

What're you saying boy! (riff)
18T DEACON

Lord, Jesus forgive him.
MOTHEER

(Mosning) Tim Jr. -- Tim Jr. --
TIM

(Vith an almost vindictive resolution to say it)

I tried, Mama. I waited. I--but then I sav the (solo break)
truth! The truth, Mama, That for as long as I

can remsmber, I'd felt only one thing when he was

gone, he wvas outta' this house--a sense of relief,

Mama! A sigh of re--

144 Roi Jones, Blues People (Nev York: William Morrow, 1963),
p. 227.
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CLARA

Who asked you how you feel!! -- (change)
18T DEACON

Rush, boy! (riee)
REVEREND

Where's your respect, boy!
2D DEACON

Respsct the dead, doy!
MOTHER

(Eyes closed, rocking to and fro, shaking head
plaintively.) Lord, touch his heart. Touch
his heart.

TIN

Did you really expect me to feel different because

he's gone for good now, Mama? Did you expect me (solo break)
to come back here after four years, screaming and

crying for him., Did you, Mama? Well, I'm cry-

ing, Mama. Crying. Because I can't find any

tears for a father I've cursed all my life!

(Rocking, mosning) Put forgiveness im him, Lord! (rire)
Put forgiveness in him!

CLARA
(Bitterly) Well why did you come to the funeral,
then! VWhy are you here now! Just go on -.l-nil5 sch:nge)
leave us alone. Go back vhere you came from! solo break)

Jagz like most Black American music has alwvays been & commmal

collective statement, but within this ensemble there is room for personal,

individual expression. The following example from Act II illustrates the

15Ronald Milner, Who's Got His Owvn in Black Drama Anthol
edited by Woodie King, Jrrm(lw_—_r_m%?!ork: Signet, s Pe 96.
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ensemble technique and also Milner's decision to integrate the church
and secular forms. The use of the short repeated phrases is very effec-
tive.

MOTHER

(8tanding. A pitying tone.) Clars, yeu sound
like a common street hussy. Just a common hussy.

CLARA
Bumph, No. JNo, Mama, I vasn't common at all.
I felt special, unique, inimitable! Until--(Stares,
smirks)--until that night I opened my eyes in the
motel and sav his look--
TIN
(To Mother) Will you listen to her?! (Going a
step or two toward Clara) [Heifer! This is your
mother sitting here! What the hell're you trying--:
Whatta you think you're--?
CLARA
(Staring at him through his outburst, seeing her
memory)-- And sav him looking at me--like--like I
vas somsthing he coughed up and spit out. (Pauses)
MOTHER
(Taking an instinctive step toward her) What baby--?
CLARA
Disgusted! I saw disgust lying there with me on that--
that motel bed and I felt low down then, Mama. I felt
common then. (Stops; stares)
TIN
(After a moment) Uh-huh., And I'll bet you just
couldn't understand it at all, could you. Yeh--
(Turning awvay with an irritation that might be empathy.)
MOTHER

(Watching Clara carefully) Just be quiet, Tim Jr.
Hush now,
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CLARA

Oh, I understood it immediately, and it's not vhat you--
at least I didn't think it had anything to do with--

with anything between us., But there it was looking at
me: disgust, dilguig and hate (8t1ll incredulous, shocked)
Yes, hate! Hate!

Ron Milner explained and clarified the form of Who's Got His Own
shown in the preceding selections:

I had a vhole sense of style going vhere it was like a

Jazz piece. I started the ensembls, then I opened it wp
with a solo, then the ensemble again and back to a solo.

In most of the third act that worked, but in the second

act it became one long, long, long s0lo and I never really
controlled it the wvay I wanted to. . . . You see each solo
is a different instrument, Like the solo in the first

act is basically Tim Jr. and people drushing in on him

form the ensemble imposing upon him. In the second act,
Clara gives her violins or vhatever it is: the whole crappy,
pop music she tries to reach; Mama's got this whole church,
Baptist Spiritual sense. In the third act I have a solo,
by the sax, Tim Jr. as soon as that clears then Mama comes
in with the spiritual thing and there are two solos in tlm17
third act. That doesn't really happen at any other time.

Mr. Milner's conception of each member of the Bronson family
representing a kind of music, a type of Black experience, further de-
lineates and enriches Who's Got His Owvn. As in Jazz these various
streams of feeling combine togsther into Milner's wvhole statement. On
one level this is indicated by the internal rhythms and cadences of
their respective styles of speech. For example, Tim Jr.'s speech has
a quality of ‘hipness' that comes from his experiences outside of the
family in the streets; and it is his usage that indicates that Who's Got
His Ovn is set later in time than either East of Jordan or In the Wine

Time, as expressions like ‘heifer,' ‘vhitey,' 'groovy,' and 'hip' were

15Mi1ner, Who's Got His Own, pp. 119-120.
17)(11:)0:, personal interview.
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popular in Black usage in the middle fifties. Mother Bronson's speech
is very traditional and both her reference and her approach indicate her
ties with her religion, or as Milner called it, “her Baptist Spiritual
thing.” Claras Bronson's language is the lsast rich and probably the
least Black, and is consciously diluted to show her exposure to the vhite
vorld, ("that pop thing Clare tries to reach.”)

Milner's use of the language within this framework is very dynamic.
There is distinct artistry in the driving usage of Blues-oriented rhyth-
mic language to state complex thoughts in a simple and direct manner,
His imagery is strong and vivid and poetic. JNor is Milner's language
without ironic humor: "After all a feast celebrating the fact that you
ain't the one desd, 1s cool, no matter what the address, Right?"1® Ana
frequently it reflects the homespun wisdom common in Black American
speech babits: "Now you can't lay in ambush for yesterday; it ain't ever
coming down this road again. It's gone its way and you have to go

yours. »19

The fluidity of Milmer's languags amplifies the characters and
fully expresses the nuances of the situation, and Milner has brought a
great depth of understanding to his characterizations. Jas. Bronson,
for example, is a matriarchal figure or vhat Milner would call a "female
sustainer,” and she is drawn with sensitivity. JMilner goes beneath bher
calm, protective strength and pulls out the "terror that is beneath her
anguish, and forces understanding of wvhy she would accept the brutality
of her husband, and vhat that recognition must have done to bher at

lalilur, Who's Got His Own, p. 132,
19rb1d., p. bk,
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eighteen years of age: to be able to accept her role as the only means
of saving Tn 8r."° Implicit in the character of Mother Bronson is
the role the Black Baptist Church has played in the survival of Black
people.

Clara Bronson is also drawn vith compassion. Milner has achieved
& brilliant analysis of a young wvoman struggling with a paralyzing self-
bate, and & mammoth desire to escape everything Black. He describes her
as having been sucked into the vhite world, leaving her family, her church,
her 'roots.' While Milner describes these events, the characters and
situations are very real and vividly traced, so that the narrative por-
tions of the play do much to enhance the dramatic value.

Clara's relationship with the vhite youth, Wreyford lLouis Tildon
is, as Clayton Riley said, "handled very well, with no condemnation; and
not from the playwright's point of view,"2l but from his understanding of
Black people. Milner further indicates his perception by suggesting that
Clara wvas cared for by white lesbians after the failure of her affair.
Clara's character is drawn in a distinct arc, vhile Milner portrays her
progress further and further away from herself, and her heritage, he
also allows Clara the position of achieving the most growth within the
Play.

The catalyst for the action of the play is Tim Jr. His hatred
of his father has been consuming him actively and consciously; he was
forced to confront it, vhile Clara attempted to escape, failed and re-
turned to her mother's solace. Tim Jr. instinctively understands the

2°nng, personal intervievw,
21]!1191, personal interviev.



84

state of limbo his family is in, and is determined to bring their situa-
tion from under its wraps at vhatever price.
Tim Jr. exemplifies the Blackness of Who's Got His Owvn, “He is

young but very old in insight and thought and wvay of tackling problems.
His vhole very early break with his family and staying somevhere else,

and going to school, But yet looking back at his family, trying to be
independent, dut not being independent, knowing his white friend is not
his friend, but wishing he vas. He's a whole series of complexities.
He knows his sister is not as true or holy as she appears, because no
Black person vho really deals with the system can be sheltered."2

As a result of Tim's confrontation, Clara is forced to examine
herself, and Mrs. Bronson is made to see her family for the first time.
Tim, himself, reacts impulsively, as when he assaults de Leo. This
instinctive attack causes the mother to reveal important information she
has vithheld from her children, concerning their father's past. At this
point Mrs. Bronson acknowledges the failure of her method of accommoda-
tion. She has preferred to pretend that their life situation was nor-
ml, because it wvas her means of protecting her sanity and her family.
Her final recognition admits that this approach failed to bring her
children up healthily (an approsch common to the Black middle class).
Mrs. Bronson's attitudes are not revealed until she is shocked by Clara's
revelation,

Tim Jr. does not have the capacity for perspective on his own

attitudes, because he does not have a frame of reference for his father's

22[11:;, personsl interviewv.
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behavior. He overlooks the fact that his father never left the family,
which makes him assume larger proportions. "This man's humanity is con-
tinually explored as a way of saying to Blacks, if you have a father,
grandfather, uncle, if he wvas anything like this,‘ or if you thought 1ill
of him for any reason, here is & possible explamation. And I think
that takes Ron's work out of the realm of just being & play or even a
sociological tract and into the area of being fantastically bhumen and
instructive.”3  When Tim Jr. finally unearths the information he de-
sires, it causes him to conclude at the end of the play that nothing bas
changed in terms of the conditions Blacks are forced to endure.

It is interesting that both the father and mother thought they
were preparing their children with sufficient skill to exist in an alien
climate: the father by making them strong and the mother by feigning
ignorance. Neither method worked . . . the children must f£ind out for
themselves and forge their own tools:

Mame may have

Papa may have

But God bless the child

That's got his own,,
That's got his own

The major theme of Who's Got His Own is that one must understand

and examine the past to move into the present and future, and this is
also its message to Black people. But there are many levels on vhich
the play can be understood and interpreted. As Mr. Milner suggested:
"One of the levels of the play is that the father is the dead past and
there are three reactions to it, one nationalistic, one escapist to the

231014,

2hgupra., p. %0,
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right, and the mother who accepts. It has been suggested to me that
these are three psychic reactions to the Black thing."25

It is evident that Mr. Milner presented meaningful and rele-
vant material for a serious self-analytical dialogue among Black
people, treating in the process the prodblems of Black family life,
relationships between Black men and women, and the problems of Black
Youth suffering identity crises, because they do not have the images
they need to exist nor the information to gain perspective,.

Finally, another interpretive layer is suggested by the follow-

ing passage:

One of the most profound reactions I've had to Who's Got
His Owvn came from an African brother who told me I vas
dealing with some of the ancestor concepts of African re-
ligion--vhere the father returns in the son, mother in
the daughter., One of the reasons why children get so
much respect (in Africa) is that they say the grandfather
has returned in the child . . . so you get your respect
because the grandfather's spirit is alive, And Tim Jr.
carrying the father's spirit and wvanting to retaliate for
vhat the wvhites did to his father and grandfather is a
vhole religious concept. He said I almost had it per-
fectly and I had never heard or read that. I had done
it almost impulsively, trying to get the sense of--you
will pay now for what you have done to my father, and
vhat you are nov doing to me.26

Milner examines very difficult problems that are common among
Black people, and he does this in a manner that is incisive and innova-
tive. Who's Got His Own is an important play, because of its in-depth

exploration of the psychic results of racism. Milner has also opened
stylistic directions for other Black artists to explore and he is a very
sensitive writer at work expressing the Black experience in America.

25!11mr, personal interview,

2614,



CHAPTER IV

IN THE WINE TINE BY ED BULLINS

In the Wine Time premiered at the New Lafayette Theater in
Harlem en December 17, 1968. This preduction opemned the second
season and was the first play produced in a fully equipped and beau-
tiful theater at 137th Street and Seventh Avenue.

In the Wine Time was published late in 1969 in an anthology
entitled New Plays of the Black Theater, edited by Mr. Bullins.

Mmmm:mthwummWndml-
ist. 7This fact is a key to the shape of Bullins' work, because he
seems to have maintained his novelist's point of view, which gives his
work many narrative characteristics.

In the Wine Time is the first play of a cycle that Bullins is
writing about Black life in America, "that starts in the mid-part of
the twentieth century and goes forward in time and back in time. I
Plan to have twenty plays in the cycle. It will deal mostly with the
latter half with seme things about the earlier period."l

In this context Wine Time exists like the first chapter of o
novel that continues in the secend chapter, Goin' a Buffalo; third,

In New England Winter; fourth, The Duplex; fifth, The Cerner. In 1972

124 Bullins, personal interview.
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these first five have all been produced and in them Bulling is trac-
ing a family uwnit, a growp, a cemmmity through its transitiocms in
time, and he has been very suceessful.

There are certain early keys to Mr. Bulling' philosophy which
sppeared in the West coast literary journal, Contact in 1963:

Negroes have beea burning for a new identity in let-
ters for years; perhaps unknowingly this desired image
is & more secular and universal identity. Negroes
most of all, splinter in thinking of their natiomal
worth, role and identity, but only the activity of a
passive minority are getting belated recognition by
the mass media. . . . There can be no new ferms of
widely broadcast Negro ideas in America, until the
Negro himself realizes that he must breek out of the
Blackest ghetto of all, the stereotyped 'Negro' mind,
The Black writers must realize this above all else.
With such fragmented and isolated areas in the whole
of Negritude, it is unfortunate that the Black writer
is not creatively weaving these shreds into a com-
prehensible cloak which can be worn or identified by
all Black people, instead of addressing the empty state-
ments of yesterday in loud and flashy ocutfits, meanu-
factured in commercial, mass produced lots. And
finally . . . the serious writer should first seek
honesty with himself, concerning his work, he must
honestly consider what he wishes to make of his writ-
ing--art or facile craftsmanship for -gncy, recognition,

glameur, or proselytising for a camse.
While these statements were writtem about ten years age, when

Bullins was admittedly an angry young writer, they imdicate an im-

portant facet of his work. Bullins says he wishes te exalt the worth
and value of Black pecple and their life style. He weaves shreds of
nemory and experience into a new entity. Mr. Bullins says he meant
Wine Time to be a spiritual experiemce, Bince the emsemble of artists
at the New lafayette have a unity, a collective spirit of their owm,

2E4 Bullins, “The Polished Protest: Aesthetics amd the Black
American Writer," in Contact Magaszine, IV, NWo. 1 (July, 1963), 67.



89

this semse of community in the company effectively coincides with the
impulse of E4 Bullins' work.

In the Wine Time captures some of the essence of commmmity
life in a Black urban ghetto, specifically South Philadelphia, in the
early fifties. It begins with an interesting and well-written prese
prelogue that establishes the mood and circumstances of the play. It
projects an incideat in the grewth of a young boy, Ray, into manhood
and suggests that what is about to unfold is another sequence in am
wnending series of 'wine times.' The prologue has a very slow drift-
ing bittersweet quality that explores Ray's feelings sad establishes
him as the central character.

It is difficult to discuss Wine Time in texms of plot. Iir.
Bullins has said, "I sm not a plot person. I don't care about plot.
If I cam, I like to reveal things through character, but I dea't think
sbout it. I just write and it flows and I accept that."> This
statemeat provides insight into M. Bullins' appresch to his werk, but
the key te his construction was suggested by Woodie King Jr. "Ed's
got that descriptive thing of time and place. Like situation, Ed told
me once, moves through time and place, and you follow your thread, amd
you've got to have theater. !oum'tniu...."u

The situatien in Wine Time takes place on a sultry evening in
late August in a small street in South FPhilsdelphia. Cliff Dawson,
his wife Lou and her nephew Ray, who lives with them, are sitting on

3Bullins, persomal interview.
.'nu, persomal interview.
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the stoop trying to escape the heat and drinking wine. Ray's girl
friemd, Bunny Gillette goes up on the "Avenue" and meets another
fellow. Time passes and Ray continues drinking., Bunny returns and
tells Ray that she is no longer his girl, but Red's. Ray hits Bunny;
Red attacks Ray and pulls a knife on him. In the emsuing struggle
Red is killed by Ray, but Cliff Dawsen steps in and takes the blame
in exrder te protect Ray and insure his future.

Thus, the situation when stripped of its layers sppears very
simple. "If you've got two pecple who dislike each other, just moving
through time and place something is bound to happen. Idke Red and
Ray, something hed to happen because the girl was too strong a force
in Ray's 1ife. It was impessible for him to have not let amything
happen. "’

On top of this skeletal framework, Bullins has sketched in
the environment. The play takes place arcund 1950 and the tene and
style are reminiscent of that period when Rhythm and Blues were very
popular. Bullins has focused on & small commmnity of the era, and
has coeustructed characters and a situation that are recognizable.

Bulling defines his major characters carefully and he has the
gift of selecting what seem to be insignificant details of the Black
life-style and making them meaningful. As Bullins said of his owm
work, "I am more of & 'shower.' And I dom't know if you can sum wp

wb

everything that is shown by semething that is said. Therefore,

STbid.
6luJJ.hl, personal interview.
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mach of the reality of In the Wine Time must take place in the soul of
the sudience. |

Bullins is especially concerned with the relationship between
Cliff and Lou Dawsen and Ray. Ray, of course, is not the Dawson's
child but the son of Lou's dead sister. 7This is mot an uncesmon
occurrence among Black families where circumstances often prevent con-
sistent family life and children are sent te live with relatives.
Superficially, Ray may seem to be an cutsider in this relaticmship,
but Lou and Cliff try to treat Ray like a son, and they do love him,
although they argue over him and with him. In a sense Lou and Cliff
battle for contrel over Ray, each trying to be the stronger influemce.

Bullins' writing frequeantly deals with families, as the dasis
of society. As he expressed it, "the cycle deals with a number of
families that are interrelated. It's the fabric of that society and
how the pecple disperse and how they mingle. Through tracing the
members of & family, I knew I could encempass & lot of territory."!

The commmity In the Wine Time has a great importance in ested-
lishing the mood, mores and atmosphere. Bulling suggests some of the
different ferces snd strata eperating in the neighberhood. And he
has done this mostly threough character.

The dialogue between Cliff and Lou reveals that they have not
lived on Derby Street as long as some of their other neighbors. And
that their presence is net appreciated by Miss Minnie Garrison, whe
lives next door [the cemmmity busybody]. Miss Mimnie is always

T1via.
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meddling and seldom seen. She is represented as a cross veice who
slems deors and bangs windows in an effort to keep order., While
Minnie is a steck type, the character is handled dramatically and is
entertaining. "What Ed knows very well--a stock character, if she's
talking, does not have to be seen, se you can put her behind a screea
door or upstairs. Instinctively, !dknmthnter.'s Miss Mimnie
sanctimoniocusly locks down on the Dawsons as low life and represents
the internal class confliet in the Black commsnity.

mmm-iu&mnmmnumm-,;mmu
feamily. In the New Lafayette production they were off-stege voices.
They are leud and Mo, Xrump comes home drunk every night, with Ray's
help. The Krumps are generally accepted and ignored, and always
sddressed as Mr. and Mrs.

The Black resideats of the Derdy Street area are a closely
knit greup. Everyene knows everycone else's business and all move
freely around one another's homes. A faverite pastime smong the
residents, along with drinking wime, is "signifying,” (also called
'sousding' er 'jugging') which is the "African inherited gift of being
sble te get into the mature of humen nature,” (verbal 'one-upsman-
lhip').9

Although the play is about Ray, most of the emphasis is placed
on Cliff Dawsen. Vhile Cliff dees not werk, he atteads school on the
G.I. Bill and is not satisfied with his present life style. He spent

5&1.-; perscnal interview.

%, Owano, "What was your slave nue?" in Village Voice,
August 17, 1972, p. .2k,
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nany years ian the Navy leading what he recalls as an exciting, remeantic
and dangercus life. Thus, settling inte the Derby Street routine,
where nothing seems to change, is very stifling for him. He and Lou
are about to have their first child and ke is pleased, although he
wonders how he is going to suppert another life.

Cliff is a streng man. He is very 'worldly' amd also has
plenty of 'motherwit.' He is fond of Ray and likes to practice his
father-role by instructing Ray. He doesn't like Leu and Miss Minnie
te tell Ray what to do. = Cliff seems to treat Lou roughly, but at
the same time he is gentle and loving. The more Cliff drinks, the
more he swears and the more sarcastic he becomes, which is a source of
irritatien to Lou.

But Cliff has an initial awareness of the context of life om
Derby Street that the others do not have. Ke has a monologue in which
he scorns these Blacks who believe in a white God. It is a very cut-
ting speech that criticizes Lou's beliefs:

Nice night we havin' ocut here on our well-scrubbed
steps . . . with all God's white stars shinin' above
your Black heads. Ain't that right, Lord? You old
shyster. You peur white heat on these niggers, these
Derby Street Domkeys, in the daytime and roest and fry
they shovel shit next te nuthin' and steam
ajight like big Black lebsters . . . habha . . .
the Krumps are little red lobsters of yourn . . . and
they Jjust drink and screw in the dark and listea te
Jive talk an' jive music an' jive holy music . . . but
they still have to face you in the mornin', That's
right, face you, you jive ass sucker! They don't
know they ain't got te face your jive, hot blazin' face
e o« o sinple niggers . . . but they do 'cause they bde-
lieve in you and your lies. 8Stupid donkeys! They
only got to look my God in the face once and forget
you, you jive time sucker . . . (remembering an old
joke) ha . . . ha . . . she's Black as night and as

i
1:
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as cool and slick as a king snake. . . . Yes, Loxd,
yes, Lord, yes, Lord, Yes Loxd, yes, Lord, 10 '

One of Cliff's duiru:llforhwtogohto the Navy'to see how
real men live.' He becames furiocus when Lou tells him he is Ray's
step-uncle and camnot sign the papers for Ray to enter the service at
sixteen. He slaps Lou; Cliff knews Ray has to escape Derby Street
in erder to survive.

CcLIFr?

Damn it! Demn it! I don’t care what his dead mother

wants. Who the hell cares what the dead waat? It's

what Ray wants that counts. He's to

got
here . . . don't you Ray? Off'a Derby Street and awny
from here s0 he can grow up to be his own man.

Lou
Iike you?
CLIFF
No, not like me . . . not tied down to a half-grown,
scared childish ditch!
10U
You don't have to be.
CLIFT

But I love you.lt

When Cliff slaps ber, Lou accuses Cliff of not wanting their
baby, and Cliff admits that he didn't want children until he could
afford them. He says that he iz going to night school, so he can go
into business and earn a decent living. He refuses to work in a

10g3 Bullins, In the Wine Time in Five by E4 Bullins
(Indienspolis: Bobbs-Werrill, 1969), pp. 130-131.

L1ys4a., pp. 135-136.




95

laandry for a dollar an hour, Cliff vows to ship ocut again and let
Lou and the baby go on relief, before he will submit to neo-slavery.
Cliff like Sam Knight in East of Jordan wants his share of the werld:

I'm going to get me a part of that world and stare

your God in the eye and scresm wvhy. I am not a

beast . . . an animal to be used for the plows of

the wvorld. But if I am one, them I'll act like ome.

I'1l be one and turn this fuckin' world of dreams and

fancy tales into a jungle or a desext. And I don't

give much of a happy fuck which. There's a world ocut

there wvoman. Just beyond that lamp post. . . . J

across the "Avenue,” and it'll be mine and Ray's.

Cliff makes Lou scream in anger and she tells him she doesn't want Ray
to be like him.

Cliff is both brotherly and fatherly toward Ray. He en-
courages Ray to drink and praises his capacity. He likes to instruct
Ray in ways to handle women, and to ask sbout Ray's persenal life.
Cliff warns Ray not 'to get stuck on ome girl' altheugh he explains
that he loves Lou, he makes Ray premise not to reveal these confidences
to his aumt. 8till most of Cliff's time is spent encouraging Ray to
leave Derby Street and discover the rest of the world.

The relatiomship between Ray and Cliff unfolds In the Wine Time.
When the play opens, Cliff aypears as a surly, hard-drinking man who
beats his wife, but gradually he develops inte a heroic figure of cem-
siderable stremgth. Whem Cliff aceepts the respomsibility for Red's
death, it seems a natural extemsion of his desires to protect his
family and insure Ray's future.

Lou Dawson is "in love with Cliff, She wants to hold the

127)44,
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family together, and she's bearing a child., This is what she does,
it doesn't say what she's sbout. She has values and her world is
disintegrating. 8o . . . she's desperate, anxiety riddem. . . .
th'lactrmgm.'n

Cliff describes Lou as & woman of principle. Lou is the
daughter of a preacher and holds tenaciocusly to the way she was brought
up, and te the way she would like her life to be. She goes to her job
in the laundry every day and struggles to keep her life on an even
keel. She is over-protective of Ray and tries to contrel him, in a
way she camnot comtrol Cliff, [Her instincts are to hold her family
close to her.

Constantly, Lou argues with Cliff about his drinking sand swear-
ing and lack of employment. She understands some thimgs about Cliff,
but wants him to be different. Although she loves Cliff, ghe is also
thinking sbeut the kind of life her child will have, and so Lou throws
the image of her father at Cliff as an example.

In the Wine Time is primarily concerned with Ray, Black men-
ch:l.ld,lhmic half-boy, half-man, He is in the middle of the re-
lationship between his sunt and uncle; the mores of the street and the
era. He is romantic and in love for the first time, and at sixteen,
Rey already has considerable experience. Ray Admires Cliff and would
like te emulate him and join the Navy, but he also wants to please Lou.

He is different from the other Derdby Street boys--younger and probadbly

BMH.II, personal interview.
in4a,
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more sensitive, but he has strength and will vie for his girl with
Red, VWhem Ray is challenged, he has no choice, but to respend in
accordance with the laws of the 'street.”

Ray is in love with Bunny Gillette, his part-time girl friend.
She is a strong enough force in Ray's life to make him fight for her
against older and more experienced boys. Bunny is half-girl and
half-woman: the girl is drawn to Ray, but the woman seeks excitement
up on the "Avenue" with young men like Red and Bama.

Mmyofth‘dmchlrwbmthatmhthcnmsmotcﬁ-
mnity are not fully drawn characters. Likeltlu.lﬂ.nnic,thobusy-
bedy, they are stereotypes and tend to be cliches. Red is very
antagenistic toward Ray and everyone else. He is aggressive and
representative of the street gangs of that period. While Red thinks
he is a man, he is immature. He constantly torments and challenges
Ray, and eventually Ray responds and Red is accidentally killed.
Red's side man, Bama, acts as a foil, and does as bhe is told.

The females Bullins has drawn, with the exception of Lou, are
all distinct types, but without much depth., Beatrice is young,
sheltered and religious. Tiny poses as Lou's friend, but is really
interested ia Cliff, and Doris is knife-wielding and tends to be crude.

The most interesting minor character is 8illy Willy Clark.
Clark is a rogue drunk, and has very little dialegue. His Iumer
potential is considerable, and it is unfortunate that he is not more
fully developed.

The langusge of In the Wine Time iz rich in imagery and
thythmical. "People say how close the langusge is to the real idiom
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« o o Dut 1t's not. It could be. Anyway it's theatrical language.
It's heightened and I do little things that have the langusge sppeal
to the ears snd the senses; it carries the ideas and the action.
Like Cliff likes to play word games and s¢ on, and I use it to move
thnplwon."ls

Bullins has a sensitive ear for dialogue, and it is close to
the real argot. He suggests speech patterns and rhythms and the
language style of the fifties, and frequently the characters slip into
e distorted dialect, which he suggests is a favorite game:

CLIF?
(Fake dialect)

Wahl, hon-nee chile. . . . I jJust to tell yawhl dat

yo husband is one ob dem comnoisseurs of dem fleshy

hottentot 8 which'n yous is so wenderfully in-

vested wit'

Throughout Wine Time Bullins has captured the affectionate
Play that is & characteristic of Black life. While this is usually
good-natured, it is almost always clever and perceptive but it some-
times strips bare the person it is directed to:

CLIFF
Ray. . . . You know Lou i3 a lot like your mother

used to be. Quiet, except that your mother usually
had a glass up her mouth instead of her mouth

clamped tight.l
Bullins includes "the dozens” as part of the verbal game playing In

the Wine Time. In this instance Ray is carrying his drunken neighdbor,

15Bullins, personal interview.
16pu111ns, In the Wine Time, p. 122.
1Tmvia., p. 129,
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Mr. Krump into the house, as Red and Bama enter Derby Street:

RED
Hey . . . Ray . . . is this lump ah shit a friend of
yours?
| RAY
Nawh
RANA

Maybe the're related. [a referemce to Ray's mether]

RED
(Chuckling)
Hey, man, cool it. I know Ray don't play that.
Do you Ray?
RAY

(Trying to support Mr. Krump)
Nawh, Red, Kewh.

RED
See Rama, Ray don't play the dozens. You better be
careful.
RAMA
shit, 18

Bullins is net omly comcerned with languege, he is also fully
sware of character differences caused by the periocd of time, and he
is careful to comnect the characters with the elements surrounding them.
This concern makes the expression and form very fluid and natural and
the force of events logical. There has been seme criticism of what
has been called the senseless and unnecessary death at the ead of the
Play. M. Bullins commented on this:

1Bmp4a., p. 113,
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There is a theme of death hovering in my work., It

is indicative of a cultural thing. The American

culture is very antagonistic to Black people. We

get taken off., I grew up in and around street gangs.

There were always casualties. I've had friends whe

died because they didn't receive proper medical atten-

tien. . . . And I knew a girl who died in a fire, a

vibrant healthy girl, because the building she lived

in d4dn't have a fire escape. These things oecurred

all through my life.l9

There is a natural theatricality In the Wine Time that evolves
from the life style and the form that Bullins has developed. Much
of the play's humor is visual and sural: Miss Minnie banging windows,
drunken 8illy Willy Clark, Doris sheuting for hot dogs. And Rhythm
and Blues is used throughout the play to set the tone and style of the
envirenment. One of the successful devices Bullins used fregquently
was simultanecus action on "the Avenue™ and Derby Street; in the New
Jafayette production this was staged with a catwalk.

Bullins shows facets of Black urban life in the early fif-
ties. There is no comment en that life style within the play. Pes-
sidbly, because the appreech is nestalgic, the playwright seems to
leave the pecple where they are. While this may raise questiens,
there is no doubt that the situation In the Wine Time is very moving.

One Black artist, writer and critic, Sam Anderson, was very
disturbed by the content ef In the Wine Time. Mr. Anderson lives
in the Harlem commmity and is the Afro-American Editer of the New
African magazine. His reviev is included here in its entirety, be-

casuse it raises seme important issues.

1931:111:1. » personal interview.
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After seeing In the Wine Time at the New Lafayette
Theater, one could ask: is the play really necessary?
It attemptis to reflect what is happening with the .
grass roots brother and sister, telling it like it is
but not like it is and like it should be. What is
needed is our community is a Black theater that will
preduce Black plays: plays that create positive imeges
of brethers and sisters; Black people who attempt to
build families and themselves around the ways and means
of destroying the now America and all those who support
it; plays that give us new habits, new ways of living;
plays that move brothers and sisters from spebding
their lives drinking rotgut and rotmind wine to become
the warriors that have a revolutionary task at hand
and a new world to create.

In the Wine Time is full of stereotypes. There

is the typical sister in everybody's business; the

. typical wino, typical sanctified young sister, typical
Negro cop. But so wvhat, since the play doesn't move
from being a reflection of Negroes doing their self-
defeating thing. Ed Bullins does not offer Black pee-
Ple any way out of the negative environment he depicts.
One expected to see In the Wine Time's sluggish beginning
resolved in a way that did not resemble Eugene O'Neill's
plays. In the Wine Time's style is the same as an off-
breadway play that legitimizes the decadence of the white
man,

For example, Cliff Dawsen, ex-sailor/student tells
his nephew Ray, that to be & man he must go into the
racist American Navy. Ray would be mere of & man re-
sisting the Navy and fighting for Black people. Ray
finally winds up killing a brother. Why did Bullins put
in this senseless killing? Was it because this is what
really happens in the Black commmnity? Partially. It
appears, however, that the play was slowing down, not
going anywhere--even though the dialogue was natural and
done extremely well. Thus, what was needed was some
vielent action. And we got it.

Generally speaking In the Wine Time is net a Black
Pplay. It is militant Negro entertainment for Negroes
who feel lost and guilty sbout their middle class eco-
nemic status and want to get down with the nitty gritty
folk. This may be a psychological necessity for some
Blackfolks, but it is not sufficient. Let us hope that
Brother Bullins will get 12'80 “rainbow sign" no more
wine; the fire this time.

20geamel E. Anderscn, "Review of In the Wine Time" in Black Cul-
ture Weekly, I, No. 3 (January 27, 1969), 1B :
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Anderson's comments are very exact and at least partially
true, but they do not take into eonsideration that the play’'s desig-
nated time is the early fifties. Although, even at that time most
Blacks were disillusioned with the Armed Services as a real solution
Ander said he wrote the review in anger immediately after seeing the
production, and befere he was informed that Wine Time was meant to
be seen with a sequel, entitled We Righteous Bﬂbm.a Yet, in
spite of this justification a play must stand by itself as a separate
entity and on its own merits. Its wvalidity should not depend on a
sequel or cycle.

There are several extraneous characters In the Wine Time, who

have no significance in terms of moving the action of the play forward.
While it is possible their presence might be explained in a later pro-
duction that argument does little to enhance the significance of this
introductory piece.

Ed Bulling is one of the most prolific and also most well-
nown of the new Black playwrights. His work has been very influ-
ential and his style is emulated by a number of other young writers,
in and ocutside of his writer's workshop. Bullinsg works in an ideal
situation, as resident playwright of an sutonomous well-funded theater
in New York City. As such he has a very dominant rele in the Black
theater commmmity.

2y, Righteous Bombers resesbles Camus' The Just Assassins.



CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION

The primary factor in the plays that are discussed here is
that they are consciously directed to Black audionéu and therefore
have & Black point of view., This is significant because it indicates
that the authors are engaging in a familial dialogue with other Blacks.
They, therefore, have a commitment to deal with the truth and reality
of the Black experience in terms of the racial values of Blacks. This
represents a break with the earlier tradition of Negro literature and
classifies these writers as part of the contemporary Black Art and |
Literary movemsnt.

The priority of these writers: Walker, Milner and Bullins is
to clarify the world from the point of viiv of their people. To
accomplish this goal, they have delved deeply into their personal
psychic experience, pulling out momesnts, realizations, and sensory
perceptions, and have woven these into comprehensible situations that
are instructive and msaningful to Black people.

In translating the Black experience to the stage, all three
playwrights have produced work that is semi-autobiographical in nature.
Their plays are almost exclusively drawn from their collective en-
vironments and various personal experience, In East of Jordan the

background reference is that area of Georgia, vhere Evan Walker was
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bern. Who's Got His Own occurs in Detroit, where Milner was born

and raised, and the protagonist, Tim, Jr. wrestles with problems
Milner confronted. Ray, In the Wine Time, grows to manhood in South

Philadelphia, E4 Bullins' hometown.

These writers are all young men in their thirties. Thus, it
is not surprising that they have chosen the fifties as the time of
their plays, as that was the time when these men began to mature. As
Milner said, "Most of us started to becems aware at that time . . . and
the music . . . and things started to haypea to you. At that time you
started to say, 'Ney I love these pocplo'."l Milner is the youngest

of the three playwrights, and Whe's Got His Own is set latest in time;

Evan Walker is the eldest, and East of Jordan is set in 1949-1950,

the earliest point in time. Jilner cemtinued to say that most of the
Black writers of his generation are nostalgic about the period eof the
fifties, lecking back at it, as a time vhen they lived more fully.
The nostalgic feeling is evideat in all three plays, least so in
Whe's Got His Own, because it is so analytical; mostly In the Wine

Time, because it is remantic and part of a centinuum; and pertially
in East of Joxrdan in the character of Jolmny Slater amd in Shango.
The placing of the plays in the fifties gives them a kind of
historical perspective. These writers were the children of World
War II, when the all-Black batallioms cemtributed im the patrietic
effert and returned heme to the same segregated conditions that
existed before the war. This created an atmosphere of cynicism and

])uhu', persenal interview.
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resistance in the communities, which spawned these writers, and also
paved the way for the rebellion of the late fifties and sixties. All
three plays accurately reflect the comditions that are respemsible
for this rebellion, rather than the rebelliom itself.

The Black revolution is ethical, cultural and political. And
in these three plays, in particular, there is no major concentratioa
on the political aspects of Black liberation. Each of the writers,
however, has dealt with the political struggle in other works. There
are few full-length plays ef the new Black theater that exsmine the
problems of revolutien--most commenly this particular subject is
treated in ene act forms. Ome exceptien, of course,is Richard
Wesley's Black Terrorx.

In terms of ideclogy, and the content of these plays, the
Playwrights have moved past Raisin in the Sun, and are not dealing
with wish-fulfiliment, but the hard facts of the Black experience.
Inplicit in each of these three plays is the playwright's understand-
ing that Black people need a new spproach to their existemce in Amer-
ica.

For exsmple, East of Jordan examines a man who is trying to

achieve success in the same fashien as the Younger family in A Raisin
In the S8un: through thrift and hardwerk. Unlike the Youmgers who
are left hoping for a new day, Sam Knight fails and loses his life
threugh the process. Playwright Evan Walker emphasizes the reasons
for Knight's failure, and his implicit statemeat te Black people is
that since Inight's sppreach was incerrect, a mew directiom is needed
for Blacks in America.
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Who's Got His Own deals with the personal problems of a family

that has been destroyed by racism. It details their attempts to
pull themselves back together after the destruction has takea place.
The Bronson family actively searches for a new way of focusing their
lives, as they have learned from their experience that the old ap-
proaches will not allow them to live in the present eor future.

In the Wine Time the social situation is understoed, Mr.
Bullins is mainly concerned with a Black life style, the personal re-
lationships and the natural humen desires of the peeple he portrays.
Ne said, he meant In the Wine Time to be a spiritual experiemce, not
a message to a wvhite andience. But, In the Wine Time the enly sug-
gested change is for Ray to join the Navy and escape the Derby Street
syndrome by living a fuller individual life. The collective exper-
ience of Blacks has shown that this is not the solutiom. Thus, any
alternatives illustrated frem In the Wine Time would have to occur
through recognition in the response of the audiemce. However, Who's
Got His Own shews a family attempting to pull the pieces of their
lives back together after at least one mesber has realized the destruc-
tion caused by living in a racist society. Thus, the Bronson family
is struggling to change during the course of the play, and through
their persomal realisatiems the aundience comes to grips with the idea
that it is very impertamt to kmow who you are.

While the ideclogy of the plays that are explored here is sig-
nificantly different frem Reisin in the Sun, the style of these plays
is still similar to Lorraine Hansberry's. Some young Black writers
are experimenting to find theatrical forms unique to Black culture,
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yet among the writers of crafted plays such as these discussed here
the most common technique is still realism/maturalism, perbaps because
this traditional form is very suitable to socio-political content.

Although these playwrights utilize traditional theater forms,
they have each wvorked to make the material reflect the Black experi-
ence and culture, Walker and Bullins specifically include a number
of distinct cultural elements, and all three playwrights have been
creative in the use of language. Milner, however, seems to have
moved a step further by bending the structure of his play to incor-
porate the Afro-American musical tradition, in an attempt to capture
the immediate response that is so much a part of Black heritags. All
three playwrights, of course, utilize various styles of Black music
to make specific points, because Black American culture is very closely
tied with its music,

In terms of secondary themss and subject, there are a great
many similarities in these three plays. They are all based on a
family unit and specific sets of relationships. The family is a
matter of great concern to Black people in America, because the family
structure vas destroyed (by the middle passage and slavery) and has
been extremely difficult to maintain under American conditions. In
these plays the family units either were, or are destroyed.

Along with the concentration on the family, another distinct
operative in these plays is sudden and violeant death, which is also
e harsh reality of Black life, (Mslvin Van Peebles used this idea in

the title of his play, Ain't Supposed to Die a Natural Death). In
East of Jordan the family unity is first destroyed by the 'system’ and
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secondly by the actual murder of Sam Knight. In the Wine Time the

Dmmt-ihutmmctbynwcimmgﬁskimng. The sud-
den death of Tim Bronson Sr. in Who's Got His Own brings to light the

paralysis of the family, which has indirectly beem caused by the
brutal and vioclent murder of Bromson's father: an act which essen-
tially destroyed three gemeratioms.

In most societies, the man is the strength and provider of
the family. The very qualities that are most necessary for a man to
achieve self-respect are the qualities comsidered most dangerocus and
therefore to be eliminated in the Black man. So in this sense, which
is closely tied with ability to function, the Black man carries a hor-
Tendous burden in America. Thus, all three of these plays concen-
trate on the struggle of the Black man to live with rightful dignity
in this society, and emphasize the struggle to raise healthy Black
male children. Sam Knight died to salvage a decent home for his wife
and step-som. Cliff Dawsom went te prison to protect his family and
insure an wnimpeded future for his foster son; Tim Bromson, Sr. worked
a degrading and menial job in an attempt to matntain both psychic and
physical survival.

The role of Christianity is significant in all three plays,
and in each instance, its value for Blacks is challenged, usually om
the basis of hypocrisy. In two imstances, the women in the plays are
daughters of preachers and this provides a source of conflict with
their husbands. Another vital issue that is treated in all three
Plays is the encrmous difficulty of maintaining a firm relatiomship
between Black men and women. This problem still reflects the shadows
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of the dehumanizing, destructive aspects of slavery.

Each of these playwrights has managed to include many rich
details of the Black life style. All three plays indicate the vari-
ety of life styles in Black commmities, where all kinds of people
live together; for instance Lou Dawson and Miss lﬂ.ﬁnie are neighbors,
as are Slick and Gussie, and while the Bromson family is in mourning,
there is a party going on upstairs. Walker and Bullins both dealt
with this characteristic of Black neighborhoods, by staging simul-
tanecus action in an attespt to capture some of the activity and tempo
of Black life. This technique was alse used effectively in Ain't
Supposed to Die a Hatural Death, and in several other recent produc-

tions, and may be a developing style.
In each of these plays the authors have clarified and dis-

tilled many facets and levels of Black life, and these materials can
creste meaningful experiences for their awdiences. Evan Walker,
Ron Milner and Ed Bullins are playwrights who can strongly influence
the people for vhem they write and theredby exert great fexrce on the
nature of the Black experience in America.
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AFPENDIX



At the inception of this research, Drama Department requirements
restricted this study to full-length plays and Aristotelian definitions
of dramatic criticism. These restrictions not only eliminated signifi-
cant Black authors and plays from the study, but also added certain 'seem-
ingly' contradictory elemsnts. Later Department inquiries raised ques-
tions about the validity of using the "White Aesthetics" of this same pre-
set requirement--in a paper on Black drama.

It is a common practice of European scholars to ignore the exist-
ence of thriving ancient cultures on the African continent and to dimin-
ish this very important influence on Greek culture, prior to and during
the "Golden Age" of Greece. Yet it is significant to note:

that Aristotle not only received his education, but
stole an entire library of works belonging to the

Egyptian mug_ System, vhen he entered Egypt with
Alexander "the great”, placing his name as the author
on most that he kept for his private collection . . »
others he sent to friends in Greece--of wvhich they too
claimed authorship, and others he allowed to remain in
the library of Alexandria, wvhere he brought students
from Greece. He 2lso had others burned or otherwise
destroyed.l

Despite the irony of this rather revealing view of the *father of
Dramatic Criticism' as a plunderer of the riches of Africa, the choice of
the critical format was not voluntary, and successfully changed the focus
of this thesis. Therefore, many ideas that ought to be aired here are
omitted, as this simply is not the correct forum.

ltouf ben-Jochannan, Black Man of the Nile, (New York: Alkebu-
m BOOkl, 1970)’ po 189'1”0
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