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“SOMETHING WILD . . .”

WHILE I was on the road with Summer and Smoke 1 was en-
tertained one evening by the company of a successful com-
munity theater, one of the pioneer outfits of this kind and one
of the few that operate on a profitable self-supporting basis. It
had been 10 years since I had had a connection with a com-
munity theater. I was professionally spawned by one 10 years
ago in St. Louis, but like most offspring, once I departed
from the maternal shelter, I gave it scarcely a backward
glance. Backward glances are a bit impractical, anyhow, in a
theatrical career.

. Now I felt considerable curiosity about the contact I was
about to renew: but the moment I walked in the door I felt
something wrong. Not so much something wrong as some-
thing missing. It scemed all so respectable. The men in their
conservative business suits with their neat hair-cuts and highly
polished shoes could have passed for corporation lawyers and
the women, mostly their wives, were impeccably lady-like.
There was no scratchy phonograph music, there were no
dimly lit alcoves where dancing couples stood practically still,
no sofas with ruptured upholstery, no garlands of colored
crepe paper festooning the ceiling and collapsing onto the
floor.

-In my opinion art is a kind of anarchy, and the theater is a
province of art. What was missing here, was something anar-
chistic in the air. I must modify that statement about art and
anarchy. Art is only anarchy in juxtaposition with organized
society. It runs counter to the sort of orderliness on which or-
ganized society apparently must be based. It is a benevolent
anarchy: it must be that and if it is true art, it is. It is benev-
olent in the sense of constructing something which is missing,
and what it constructs may be merely criticism of things as
they exist. I felt in this group no criticism but rather an adap-
tation which was almost obsequious. And my mind shot back

¢ to.the St. Louis group I have mentioned, a group called The
{ Mummers. .

.- The Mummers were sort of a long-haired outfit. Now there
-—" I8 no virtue, per se, in not going to the barber. And I don’t
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846 27 WAGONS FULL OF COTTON (1953)

suppose there is any particular v.irtue in girlls !1a\ti1ngt ;;tn:()lrr;
their stockings. Yer one gc;lf a kind of nostalgia for
isorderliness now and then. N
Ofscgi'ﬁ];how you associate it with_ thi_ngs that havcd no l(lg;;ﬁ
connection with it. You associate it W'Ilth really goo t;mﬂ, and
with intense feelings and with convictions. Most of a i
convictions! In the party I have mentioned there wa; L no-
table lack of convictions. Nobody was sl'llouU}r:'g_ h(;t cr
against—anything, there was just a fot of polite chit zh ot%m.
ing on among people who seemed to-havc knf)wn cslll : other
long enough to have exhausted all interest in eac
ldi?\i’ls‘mile I stood there among them, the sense that soft?cdn‘ng
was missing clarified itself into a trcmenc!ous Wfavc oﬂnonlglgr;%
for something that I had not been conscious o! wanting el
that moment. The open sky of ‘my youth.——ﬂ.} pc((:iua h‘t)_
American youth which somcl:i()w seems to have slippe
i f our grasp nowadays. . . . . _
ﬂc’lPIiz Ol\l/lltu?nmersgof g’t. Louis were my profcssu?nal yo;lli:h.
They were the disorderly theater group of St. toms,u Satlali itt}%
socially, if not also artistic;}lly, opposite to t ebusdcscribed
R B mecable, predomandy. middle
were eminently respectable, . :
Zgl;cc{ and devoted mainly to the presentation of erona;il-;\(;ag
hits a scason or two after Broadway. Their stage ;xas o
and notices usually mentioned how well they ha ot\lrlcrtcczh "
their spatial limitations, but it never scemed to me ! r:llc Hm}j
produced anything in a manner that 1‘1ccc'lcd to overc me Fn-
itations of space. The dynamism which is Fh(?atcr wa
cign to their philosophy as the tongue of Chlr:fs%e. bont five
Dynamism was what The Mummers had, zu;l Oé bous e
years—roughly from about.1935 to 1940—they lclithcn‘cx—
one of Miss Millay’s improvident little capdl&’rs—f—‘—an on ex
pired. Yes, ther¢ was about them .1:hat. kind "o exce:‘;lsll 1o
manticism which is youth and which is the best ar‘l purest
pa%h?:fflilrfset- time I worked with themlwas in 1936, wﬁer‘lkl ;w;:s
a student at Washington University in St. Louis. g I‘EIy I)l&; nd,
then, urider the leadership of a man named Willar 1.coﬁl blué
their organizer and their director. Holland always wo
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suit which was not only baggy but shiny. He needed a hair-
cut and he sometimes wore a scarf instead of a shirt. This was
not what made him a great director, but a great director he
was. Everything that he touched he charged with electricity.
Was it my youth that made it scem that way? Possibly, but not
probably. In fact not even possibly: you judge theater, really,
by its effect on audiences, and Holland’s work never failed to
deliver, and when [ say deliver I mean a sock!

The first thing 1 worked with them on was. Bury the Dead,
by Irwin Shaw. That play ran a little bit short of full length
and they needéd a curtain-raiser to fill out the program.
Holland called me up. He did not have a prepossessing voice.
It was high-pitched and nervous. He said I hear you go to
college and I hear you can write. I admitted some justice in
both of these charges. Then he asked me: How do you feel
about compulsory military traininig? I then assured him that I
had left the University of Missouri because I could not geta
passing grade in the ROTC. Swell!, said Holland, you are just
the guy I am looking for. How would you like to write some-
thing against militarism?

So I did. : -
~.Shaw’s play, one of the greatest lyric plays America has pro-
duced, was a solid piece of flame. Actors and script, under
Holland’s dynamic hand, were one piece of vibrant living-
tissue. Now St. Louis is not a town that is easily impressed.
They love music, they are ardent devotees of the syniphony
concerts, but they preserve a. fairly rigid decorum when they
are confronted with anything off-beat which they are not
used to. They certainly were not used to the sort of hot lead
which the Mummers pumped into their bellies that night of
Shaw’s play. They were not used to it, but it paralyzed them.
There wasn’t a cough or creak in the house, and nobaody left
the Wednesday Club Auditorium (which the Mummers
rented out for their performances) without a disturbing kink
in their nerves or guts, and I doubt if any of them have for-
gotten it to this day. ~
It was The Mummers that T remembered at this polite sup-

per party which I attended last month.

~ Now let me give you a picture of the Mummers! Most of
- them worked at other jobs besides theater. They -had to,
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because The Mummers were not a paying proposition. There
were laborers. There were clerks. There were waitresses,
There were students. There were whores and tramps and
there was even a post-debutante who was a member of the
Junior League of St. Louis. Many of them were fine actors.
Many of them were not. Some of them COL.lld not act at a!J,
but what they lacked in ability, quland inspired them kvrlr(liq in
the way of enthusiasm. I guess it was .a_ll run by a kin of
beautiful witchcraft! It was like a dclﬁmtlonlc')f what I tmnk
theater is. Something wild, somcfthmg exciting, something
that you are not used to. Offbcat' is the word.
They put on bad shows sometimes, but they never put on
a show that didn’t deliver a punch to the solar plexus, maybe
not in the first act, maybe not in the secpnd, but alyvays at la_st
a good hard punch was delivered, and it made a difference in
the lives of the spectators that they had come to that place
show. _
aﬂ%ﬁzeﬁaﬁa; gave them were bad. But the first of these plays
was a smash hit. It even got rave notices out of all '_chree.pa-
pers, and there was a real demonstration on the opening night
with’ shouts and cheers and stamping, and the pmk—_faced au-
thor took his first bow among the grey-faced c.oal—mmers that
he had created out of an imagination never stimulated by the
sight of an actual coal-mir;;a. Tll'le scc‘ond ple;yn;}i?zclo ‘;g:\;
itive Kind, was a flop. It got one rav
zgzn;;ﬂi{t%:ws, but the Post-Dispateh and Fhe Globe Democrat
gave it hell. Nevertheless it packed a conslderabl.c Wallop land
there are people in St. Louis who still remcr_nbcr-_lt. Bad p zﬁzs,
both of them, amateurish and coarse and juvenile and ta hy.
But Holland and his players put them across the footh%h s
without apology and they put them across with the bang that
is theater. 1 ot was
ow long ago that was! _
'(T)l}llé Ili/lumrm:grs %ivcd only five years. Yes, tl:i’ey h'ad some-
thing in common with lyric verse of a too romantic I:iattlkllrc;
From 1935 to 1940 they had their fierce l_1t_tle flame, an : en
they expired, and now there is not a visible trace of t ctlr]:..
Where is Holland? In Hollywood, I think. And where are the
ers? God knows. .. .
pla‘Iyam here, remembering them wistfully.
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Now I shall have to say something to give this recollection
a meaning to you. '

All right. This is it. :

Today we are living in a world which is threatened by to-
talitarianism. The Fascist and the Communist states have
thrown us into a panic of reaction. Reactionary opinion de-
scends like a ton of bricks on the- head of any artist who
speaks out against the current of prescribed ideas. We are all
under wraps of one kind or another, trembling before the
spectre of investigating committees and even with Buchenwald
in the back of otr minds when we consider whether or not we
dare to say we were for Henry Wallace. Yes, #t is as bad as that.

And yet it isn’t really as bad as that.

America is still America, democracy is still democracy.

In our history books are still the names of Jefferson and
Lincoln and Tom Paine. The direction of the Democratic im-
pulse, which is entirely and irresistibly away from the police
state and away from any and all forms of controlled thought
and feeling—which is entirely and irresistibly in the direction
of that which is individual and humane and equitable and
free—that direction can be confused but it cannot be lost.

I have a way of jumping from the particular to the abstract,
for the particular is sometimes as much as we know of the
abstract,

Now let me jump back again: where? To the subject of
community theaters and their social function.

It seems to me, as it secems to many artists right now, that
an effort is being made to put creative work and workers un-
der wraps.

Nothing could be more dangerous to Democracy, for the
irritating grain of sand which is creative work in a society
must be kept inside the shell or the pearl of idealistic progress
cannot be made. For God’s sake let us defend oursclves
against whatever is hostile to us without imitating the thing
which we are afraid of!

Community theaters have a social function and it is to be
that kind of an irritant in the shell of their community. Not to
conform, not to wear the conservative business suit of their
audience, but to let their hair grow long and even greasy,
to make wild gestures, break glasses, fight, shout, and fall
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acting like this—not re-

irs! Wh see them !
dovmstajrs! e e I—then you will know that

ly, not quite decently, even : at
25)?32?1&% is gCloing to happen in tklllat Olétﬁt, sorrécftlkggcgstdls
ing i i e an .
i omething irregular, something brav _
tul:‘?ﬁ;gl;isologist will tell you that progress 1sfth<i( rcsl\]lltr oé g:;s
i i another word for {reaks, Ko

tations. Mutations ar¢ ano \ freals. Lo

’ a little more freakish behavmr_ : ‘

Sali\(:’l:(:):: l;ac;rcpar cent of the freaks will be just freaks, ludi-

i ' into trouble.’
ic and getting nowhere but in .
Cr B, however— Ily them into conformity—

imi them, however—bu ‘
anglgggffy incAmeri'ca will ever be really young-z;?y more
and we’ll be left standing in the dead center.of nowhere.

TALK TO ME LIKE THE RAIN
AND LET ME LISTEN .

CHARACTERS
MAN
WOMAN
CHILD’S VOICE (off stage)

SCENE: A furnished voom west of Eighth Avenue in midtown
Manhattan. On a folding bed lies & Man in crumpled under-
wea, struggling out of sleep with the sighs of & man who went to
bed very drunk. A Woman sits in g straight chair at the room’s
single window, outlined dimly agninst a shy heavy with a rain
that has not yet begun to fall. The Woman is holding a tumbler
of water from which she takes small, jerky sips like a bivd drink-
ing. Both of them have ravaged young fices Iike the faces of chil-
dren in @ famished country. In their speech theve is a sort of
politeness, a sort of tender formality like that of two lonely chil-
dren who want to be friends, and yet theve is an impression that
they have lived in this intimate sitnation for o long time and
that the present scene between them is the vepetition of one that
has been vepeated so often thar its plausible emotional contents,
such as veproach and contrition, have been completely worn out
and there is nothing left bur acceptance of something hapelessly
inalterable between them. -

MAN‘ (hoarsely) What time is it} (The Woman murmurs some-
. thing inaudible.) What, honey?
WOMAN: Sunday.

MaN: T know it’s Sunday. You never wind the clock,

v ('The Woman stretches a thin bave avm out of the vavelled

‘pink rayon siceve of her kimona and picks up the tumbler of
- water and the weight of it seems to pull her forward a little.
© The Man wasches solewnly, tenderly from the bed as she sips
inthe water. A thin music begins, hesitantly, vepeating ' phrase
" seveval times s if someone in & next voom weve trying to
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