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A Feminist Dialogue on Theatre for Young Audiences Through
Suzan Zeder’s Plays

Jeanne Klein, Gayle Austin, and Suzan Zeder

GA: 1 come to this dialogue about children’s theatre and feminist theory with all
the prejudices of an “adult theatre” training, in my case from 1968 to 1988. I
never took a creative dramatics [sic] elective and felt simultaneously inadequate
about and superior to dealing with children in relation to theatre. The prejudices
came down to: children’s plays are simplistic, moralizing lessons based on the
same old fairy tales over and over, usually performed by gesticulating adults with
a mixture of indicating and pandering. Certainly the play scripts themselves were
hardly worth adult critical attention.

But as I worked in feminist theory, I began to wonder why certain fields
with a majority of female practitioners were slow to embrace feminism: dance,
costume design, senior theatre, children’s theatre.! At a few recent Women and
Theatre Program (WTP) conferences I thought, “Why is there never anyone here
from children’s theatre?” In August 1995 suddenly Jeanne Klein was “here” at
WTP, and we knew that the 1996 conference of the Association for Theatre in
Higher Education (ATHE) was to be joined with the American Alliance for
Theatre and Education (AATE). Suddenly a real face and body was joining me
in talking about putting together children’s theatre and women’s issues. I realized
women weren’t “here” because they were busy being “there” at AATE. Here
was a kindred spirit, another woman willing to venture into liminal space between
fields, where “no man dared to go. . . .” My prejudices started unwinding. We
continued to speak by phone and e-mail, and submitted a panel for 1996. We
discovered a common interest in the not necessarily biological mother-daughter
paradigm. ‘

JK: 1 immediately called Gayle’s attention to Suzan Zeder, the most prominent
woman playwright in the field, and suggested that we base our project on three
of Suzan’s plays which mark the last three decades: Step on a Crack (1976) “first
brought her recognition as an innovator in scripts for young audiences.”* Mother
Hicks (1986) was deemed the best play of the 1980s by professional and university
directors in ASSITEJ/USA.?> Do Not Go Genile (1996), commissioned by the

Jeanne Klein is Associate Professor of Theatre and Film at the University of Kansas.
Gayle Austin is Associate Professor of Communications at Georgla State University. Suzan Zeder
holds the Endowed Chair of Playwriting for Youth at the University of Texas at Austin.
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Kennedy Center in 1991 in association with the American Association of Retired
Persons, marks Suzan’s intergenerational concerns across the life span. While
each play may not address feminist issues explicitly or directly, these three plays
exemplify the increased professionalism of TYA by tracing Suzan’s artistic

growth as a risk-taking playwright.

GA: For three days in Lawrence Jeanne and I dialogued, making hours of tapes
which she transcribed. We performed the dialogue and Suzan gave her response
at the 1996 ATHE/AATE conference in New York. The dialogue which follows
is a much edited version of some of our emotional exchange during those days in
Lawrence and later in New York, trying to share with you a sense of the passion
for theory, and practice, we felt then.

JK: As Gayle writes,

A feminist approach to anything means paying attention to
women. It means paying attention when women appear as
characters and noticing when they do not. It means making
some ‘invisible’ mechanisms visible and pointing out, when
necessary, that while the emperor has no clothes, the empress
has no body. It means paying attention to women as writers
and as readers or audience members. [t means taking nothing
for granted because the things we take for granted are usually
those that were constructed from the most powerful point of
view in the culture and that is not the point of view of women.?

I believe that the field of Theatre for Young Audiences (or TYA) takes liberal
feminism for granted. We tend to assume that all females and males, onstage and
off, are treated respectfully as equal participants in the processes and products of
theatre, regardless of age, ethnicity, and class. But these feminist assumptions
have not been questioned or examined systematically.® Despite the past two
decades of flourishing feminist theatre scholarship, the “F word” has seldom been
discussed, much less published, in children’s theatre circles. Why not? ‘What
images, ideas, and expectations does the word “feminism” conjure up in the
minds of children’s artists and educators? Why have women’s ways of knowing
children been assumed, ignored, denied, or dismissed so lightly, especially when
radical, materialist, and culturalist perspectives weave multiple feminist principles
beyond basic liberal notions of equity? '
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JK: What does a feminist children’s play look like?

GA: Why do children’s plays so frequently use fantasy characters and
theatricalism?

JK: Why do so many plays entertain children by showing them how to play?

GA: Is it because children accept these conventions better than adults, or do
children “require” theatricalism, while adults seem to “require” realism?

JK: Why do we keep comparing children’s plays against adult standards which
are essentially patriarchal and masculinist?

GA: How does the use of theatricalism reinforce the status quo in TYA?
JK: Why do child protagonists frequently struggle against adult antagonists?

GA: Will the use of realism and social issues help to mainstream children’s
theatre?

JK: Why do we assume that children live in fantasy worlds with vast
imaginations?

GA: Why are many children’s plays sentimental?
JK: Why do some children’s playwrights romanticize childhood?

GA: Where’s gender in all of this? Why does gender become an invisible issue

when women appear to dominate a field? — \\’(\ S ynedy (nN i%{\ﬂ €

) \;.Jise A

JK: How does cross-gender casting de-emphasize sexuality?

GA: Why is there a denial of gende;' and children’s sexuality in the field?
JK: Why is female sexuality limited to fairy tales?

GA: Who controls the development and production of new plays?

JK: Who controls children’s aesthetic desires?
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Step on a Crack, Zeder wrote, “As a writer, I have tried to confront the child
within myself as honestly as possible in order to bring you a child of this
moment.”

GA: In her preface to Mother Hicks, she wrote, “This play came from
somewhere and passed through me on its way to somewhere else. . . . The
characters and storyline are original and have shaped themselves through me.
This play has always moved with its own power. It has told me where it needed
to go next, and whenever I came to my desk there were characters waiting to talk
to me.”"

JK: In Do Not Go Gentle, Lillian’s name reminds me of Beatrice Lillie, a comic
actress who was a formative influence on Suzan’s love of theatre and writing.'¢

GA: Inregard to these three plays, let’s identify the Mother-Daughter figures,
biological and not, and their relationships in each play, and also identify the
Mothers of Choice, the Imposed Mothers, and the Father figures of each
daughter. And then let’s trace each Daughter’s identity formation and her journey
to find her identity.

JK: OK. In Step on a Crack, we have Ellie Murphy, the 10-year-old daughter
of Max who imposes a new stepmother—

GA: —Lucille, who is not her biological mother. As in all three plays, the
biological mother is not seen. In Step and Hicks she’s dead.

JK: Ellie’s Voice, her superego or the distorted image of her identity, acts as a
Wicked Step-Mother. Lana, Ellie’s imaginary friend in a toy box, plays her
Fairy Godmother, sort of her Chosen Mother until she chooses Lucille at the end
of the play. Ellie wants to live alone with her father, Max—

GA: —an inappropriate Mother because he doesn’t discipline her.

JK. Yes, in fact, he gives her junk to play with from his junkyard, like a grease
gun.

GA: Lucille wants Ellie to clean her messy room, but she also allows Ellie to tell
her “what mothers are supposed to do” (172-174). Max blurts out that he and
Lucille are going to Hawaii—a separation from Ellie.
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JK: But Ellie separates herself from Lucille by running away. After her
nightmare on the streets, she returns home and stages the death of Voice in her

toy box. She separates herself from this Wicked Stepmother and realizes that she
needs a mother.

GA: And Lucille is “a perfectly good one” (195):

Ellie: Uhhh Lucille? . .

Lucille: Yes?

Ellie: I'm . . . sorry I ran away.

Lucille: So am 1.

Ellie: Well, I'm back now.

Lucille: I'm glad.

Ellie: So am I, (Pause) Uhhh Lucille, I'm cold.

Lucille: Well no wonder, you kicked your covers off. (Lucille
billows the covers over her and tucks her in. Ellie smiles.)
Ellie: Uhhh Lucille, knock, knock . .
Lucille: Who’s there?

Ellie: Sticker.

Lucille: Sticker who?

Ellie: Sticker-ound for a while, okay?
Lucille: Okay. Good night, Ellie. Sleep well. (Lucille moves

away a few steps and crouches.) Good night, Lana. Good
night, Frizbee.

Ellie: Uhhh Lucille, they’re not here.
Lucille: Oh. (Lucille crosses t0 Max and turns back) Good
night, Ellie.

Ellie: (Pulling the covers up and turning over) See ya in the
morning. (196-197)

GA: So the ending implies that Lucille may help Ellie find her own identity later.

JK: But would you say that Lucille imposes a new identity on Ellie successfully
or not? Or would you say that Ellie already knows who she is and does it on her
own—especially in the whole confrontation with Voice, when she tells Voice to
£0 in the box and she puts her childhood away?

GA: I would say that, yes indeed, there is less power in terms of the Mother
figure influencing the Daughter figure’s identity. The daughter is accepting the
fact that she can have a mother who is not her biological mother.
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JK: Yeah, she has to acknowledge the fact that she needs a mother.

GA: So Step seems to be about Daughter realizing and admitting that she is a
daughter and she needs a mother. Lucille gives the power to name over to Ellie,
and Ellie saying, “Stick around,” is, in fact, endowing this identity of Mother on
her. And that’s one of the reasons why Step is so complex and emotionally
honest.

JK: Because it’s also giving Lucille the suggestion of how to be my kind of
mother, how to be the mother I need you to be. And Lucille is giving Ellie the
space to do that, giving her the permission: “You tell me the kind of mother you
want me to be.”

GA: And then I will be the kind of mother who will then, hopefully, help you
find your identity.

JK. But the crucial point here is that Ellie found her identity as a Daughter
herself.

GA: Yes, which is also true of Girl in Mother Hicks.

JK: In Mother Hicks, Girl is a 13-year-old foundling or another daughter of a
dead, biological mother. Her identity image is an old quilt piece marked with the
initials I.S.H. Tuc, a young deaf man, narrates the play’s past events in the
present as the Chorus verbalizes his sign language. At the beginning of the play,
Girl lives with Jake Hammond—

GA. —an inappropriate Mother who drinks and separates his family during the
Depression. Ella, his wife, is this sort of transitional, stand-in Mother for Girl.

JK: But after Ella and Jaker leave town, Girl is forced to live with Alma, an
Imposed Mother whose husband, Hosiah, is a mortician with a gun. So Girl
wants to live with her suspected biological mother—

GA: —Mother Hicks who is Mother Earth because Tuc explains her identity to
Girl as “earth, air, fire, water, blood, tears, everything” (408). Mother Hicks
is Girl’s Chosen Mother, the town’s witch, a mid-wife who heals rabbits in a
box—

JK: —the same mid-wife who was present at Girl’s—
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BOTH: —birth.

GA: Two scenes, in particular, dramatize Girl’s Daughter relationship with
Mother Hicks:

Girl: .. .Iknow who I am.
Mother Hicks: You don’t know anything! . . .
Girl: ... But, Mother Hicks . . .

Mother Hicks: (Turns on her) Don’t you EVER call me that!
Girl: Why not?
Mother Hicks: When they call me that in town, they don’t
mean “Mother.” (She turns away from Girl.)
Girl: (Simply) But Ido. Iknow who I am. I know that [ am
your child.
Mother Hicks: My child was taken. . . .
Girl: She died? . . . (Taking off her quilt piece.) But look at
. this, you know you’ve seen this before, it’s my name here and
the H . . . the H stands for Hicks! (Girl shoves the piece into
her hands. Mother Hicks looks at her squarely.)
Mother Hicks: It stands for Home.
Girl: Whart?
Mother Hicks: Illinois State Home. (There is a pause.) I seen
this piece before. I wrapped you in it just after you was born.
Your Mother came here from the State Home, scared and all
alone, hardly more than a child herself. I helped her with the
birthing . . .
Girl: (In disbelief) No.
Mother Hicks: She stayed a spell, but then one day she ran and
took you with her. She must have left you in the town on her
way to somewhere else. '
Girl: Andsolam. ..
Mother Hicks: The orphan child of an orphan child.
Girl: That’s not true!
Mother Hicks: Yes it is, Little Rabbit.
Girl: Witches is powerful, witches can make things happen,
witches is never lonely or afraid, because they’ve got the
power. I am your child and you are a witch!
Mother Hicks: I am not a witch!
Girl: Then what are you?
Mother Hicks: I'm just a left-over person, just like you! . . .
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Girl: That’s not true!

Mother Hicks: . .. Now, they are coming for you, and you’ll,
g0 back to town with them, because that’s where you belong!
Girl: NO! (Girl runs into the darkness). . . . (1995, 61-62;
1990, 417-419)

GA: At the end of the play, Girl returns to the graveyard where Mother Hicks
routinely visits her deceased daughter:

Girl: I'm sorry I ran away.
Mother Hicks: They always go when they’s healed.

Girl: But I'm not healed, not yet. But I do know one thing, I
know one thing for positive sure; someday things are going to
belong to me and I'm going to belong to them. But there’s
something I need first and I won’t be healed until I find it.
Mother Hicks: You look all right.

Girl: ’m talkin’ about something inside me, like a piece of me
left out and wanting.

Mother Hicks: (Looks at her evenly) You’ll never find her.
No matter how hard you look, you’ll never find that poor
scared rabbit that gave you birth.

Girl: I know, that part of me isn’t hungry anymore, it’s just
sad.

Mother Hicks: That woman, Alma, she cares. She wants you
back.

Girl: 1know, but I can’t go back there until I find what I need.
Mother Hicks: What?

Girl: A name. Ineed a name. So, I wonder, could I have her
name? Could [ be May-ry?

Mother Hicks: That’s her name, it ain’t yours.

Girl: But I wish it were.

Mother Hicks: (Simply) Well, you can wish in one hand and
spit in the other and see which gets full first.

Girl: Could you help me find my own name?

Mother Hicks: (Looks at Girl) I reckon I could.

Girl: Then I can stay with you ’til we find it, just for a while?
Mother Hicks: Creatures come when they need a healing spell,
but when it’s done, they go.

Girl: T know. (... Girl carefully folds the quilt piece and
places it on top of the grave.)
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Chorus: Mother Hicks is a witch, people say

And she lives a]] alone at the top of Dug HiJl
And she works her magic on the town below.
(She looks to Mother Hicks wh
and leaves it behind. )
Chorus: When a child falls sick
And there ain’t no cause
And there ain’t no cure
Then everybody knows, that it’s witched for sure
Mother Hicks is a witch, people say.
(Mother Hicks extends her hand to Girl,

to exit upstage just as the Chorus finishes
71-72; 1990, 424-425)

They rise and begin
their lines.) (1995,

seems like a kind of backward movement to me;

there should be 3 chronological progression anyway?

GA: This to me js like a bigger choice. It’s

Pretty obvious in the other two plays
who the daughter is. The daughter is child

and protagonist. But in Gentle, it’s
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not nearly as easy to pick out the protagonist. Maybe there’s not an intention to
have a single protagonist?

JK: It feels like Lillian, Kelly’s 84-year-old grandmother, wants to be the
protagonist. But she’s an invisible ghost, she’s dead. This is a memory play
about her flashbacks in the past.

GA: And playing out the influence of the past on the present, while her family
cleans her house for an estate sale after her death—just before the Persian Gulf
War.

JK: They’re trying to solve the mystery of why she painted pictures on the walls
now covered with sheets. In Act I, Lillian acts as a ghostly narrator to get in all
the exposition about past family relationships. She is the physically absent,
biological mother of Windsor, Kelly’s father—

GA: —but also sort of a repressed mother to Joanna, her niece; because Joanna
says, “I'd pretend that she was my mother and I was her only child” and that
Windsor was “a foundling child she took in” (27). See, to me the most
interesting thing here is Joanna who, in fact, could really be the Daughter figure.
She is the repressed Daughter figure to Lillian and is also at the same time the
repressed mother to Kelly. So, as always, 1 think that the repressed needs to be
talked about. It's where women hide things, and maybe some men do, too, but
I don’t care. Women do it more consistently. Finding the coffee cup that still has
Lillian’s lipstick on it (28) has more authentic emotion than almost anything else

in the play, and yet Joanna is a marginalized character who almost disappears
after the first act.

JK: But Lillian is simultaneously absent and present on stage during the whole
play—

GA: —as opposed to the other plays’ biological mothers who are just absent and
have stand-ins. And yet somehow Lillian doesn’t feel as strongly and singly the
protagonist as in the other plays—which may be Zeder’s point. The figure who
seems: the most likely candidate in this structure for being the Daughter is the
granddaughter, Kelly.

JK: Yes, Kelly is Lillian’s 13-year-old granddaughter, the daughter of Joyce, her

biological mother who remains invisible in this play—like Ellie’s and Girl’s
mother
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GA: At least she’s not dead.
JK: Kelly lives with her father, Windsor—

GA: —another inappropriate Mother, a colonel in the Air Force who wants to

play with military guns. Windsor keeps separating Kelly from her friends by
moving her around the world.

JK: But Kelly wants to live with—

GA: —Lillian who is Kelly’s Chosen Mother or her Fairy Godmother who plays
“Madame Lillian, Reader-Advisor”:

Kelly: You’re a fortune teller?

Lillian: . . . People come to me and I tell them what I see in
the crystal ball. If people come seeking help, they uvsually
know their own answers, I just help them find them.

Kelly: Can you tell my future, Grambie? Are we really going

to have to move to Hawaii? . . . I just want to stay in one place
for a while. ,

Lillian: I know.

Kelly: No you don’t. Nobody does unless you've done it and
done it. . . . I'm sick of it, Grambie.

Lillian: Have you talked to your dad about how you feel?
Kelly: What good would it do? He'll just say what he always

says, “It’s not a move, it’s an adventure.” Some adventure!
... (38)

GA: When Windsor gets reassigned overseas in Germany, Kelly runs away from
her parents while at summer camp and goes to Lillian’s house.

JK: But Lillian is hiding Buddy (or Nobody) in her house, a 12-year-old neighbor
boy, and teaching him how to read and write:

Lillian: What are you doing here?

Kelly: Surprise! Don’t tell on me, Grambie.

Lillian: You're supposed to be at camp.

Kelly: That’s what’s so perfect. Everyone thinks I'm supposed
to be somewhere else! . . . You and I are the only ones who
know where I really am. . . . I'am going to live wi: u.
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Lillian: Come and sit by me. . . . I'm ata time in H,E\ .Em
when I'm slowing down and you're at a time when you’re just
speeding up. . . .You need your parents now.

Kelly: You don’t want me.

Lillian: I want you to be my granddaughter. [ want «o: to H..o
my friend, but I am 83 years old and I can’t be starting again
with children.

Kelly: Not children, Grambie, just me.

Lillian: I'm sorry.

Kelly: You don’t want me.

Lillian: That’s not true.

Kelly: Yes, itis. . . . (63-66)

GA: So Kelly runs away back to camp. After Lillian’s death, Kelly finally tells
her father:

Kelly: Right after we went to Germany, I wrote Grambie this
terrible letter. 1 said I hated her, I never wanted to see her
again, | wished that she was dead. (77)

GA: And then she figures out one of Lillian’s paintings—a picture of Windsor
“crashing in a plane” (78):

Kelly: m.oi did Grambie know to paint my nightmare? .
Lillian: It was mine too. . . . Look at the fear. . . . and let it
go. . .. (78-79)

JK: Not only do they share nightmares about Windsor dying in war, but I just
remembered that Kelly has Lillian as her middle name.

GA: But that’s the imposing of the name, rather than looking for the m.mBm from
within. And the looking for the name within is done with Buddy, but it gets Ho%
because it happens midway somewhere through the second act, .s&mu we :Ehms,ﬁ
really known Buddy, except for E_: an act anyway. And that’s why the play’s
journey is diverted into two roads.

JK: You keep calling him Buddy, as Lillian does, and _.n»= him Z.owo@_ the
name he gives himself. I find Nobody to be the Girl of .mﬂn@_ and C.::S is the
Hicks of Hi-*~ Lillian is helping Nobody to find his identity and his name by
teaching hin  aguage through art, by painting the walls of her house.
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GA: But the actual climax of the play is with Lillian and Kelly. After Kelly and
the rest of the family discover Nobody, he reveals the mystery of Lillian’s

paintings by yanking down each drop cloth. As an invisible presence, Lillian
asks, “What do you see?” ‘

Kelly: It looks like a girl without a face.

Lillian: T haven’t finished the face.

Joanna: And she’s juggling something.

Lillian: I would have given you stars for eyes and a moon for
a mouth,

Windsor: It's Earth, she’s juggling the planet Earth.

Joanna: Look at her hair!

Kelly: It’s a rainbow!

Lillian: All the colors of the earth and sky.

Joanna: And there’s some writing here. “Kelly Lillian
Barron.”

All: “Citizen of the World!”

Kelly: It’s me! Dad, she forgave me! (80-81)

GA: So, unlike Step and Hicks, Lillian imposes an identity onto Kelly as a girl
with an unfinished face which she labels “Citizen of the World” as a means of
forgiving Kelly’s anger against her. In Hicks, Tuc uses Earth as a metaphor to
explain Mother Hicks, not to force her identity. She already has her identity and
is secure enough to say to Daughter, “Find your own.” Whereas in Gentle,

Lillian superimposes Earth as an identity onto Kelly. This Mother of Choice is
pretty busy finding her own identity.

JK: Yes, the play is about Lillian’s own identity journey to heal her grief, to give
forgiveness, and to remember flashback memories. She paints herself as an

“enormous” “terrifying” angel with “fire for hair and fiery wings of flame” and
weeping eyes (82).

GA: Yes, but Lillian expresses her identity by painting others’ identities on the
walls (81-82). The impactful thing for them is the pictures themselves, not how
they got there. The play loses its immediacy—

JK: —because Nobody is narrating the second act.

GA: The immediacy of Lillian’s journey is lost because we see the results of it,

not the making of it. Her journey is just not as interesting becau  he never
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does “rage against the dying of the light,” like the poem that keeps running
through her head (8). She paints pictures.

JK.: Well, but that’s her raging.

GA: Yes, it is her raging, but it’s happened in the past. Most of %n.mwzo:, Mm M”M
result of Lillian’s rage, her paintings, and their influence on Windsor

Kelly’s identity formations, and Buddy’s to some degree.

JK: Gotit. You know, there’s a part of me that likes Mildred, the estate sale

organizer, best because she provides comic relief.

GA: Because she is the most immediate and she doesn’t go back and forth in

time.

JK: Exactly! She’s trying to hurry people up, to get .m.ﬁmm Mﬂﬁmmwﬂ.mﬁ MM MMOMM
and they won’t. They keep interrupting the E.owwsﬂ action so S_\L o
the past. She’s the hurrying Mother éroum.ﬁ\am to clean Ew e
rooms. I find it fascinating that Lillian feels like Ellie 74 years later w

a messy room—

GA: —and who still doesn’t have her identity. Which leads H.ﬁo to mwv.r E,MWM
i i isn’t listeni herself. She’s listening to this ou
disruption here. Suzan isn’t listening to he’s
Momom ﬂaor is the Adult; which maybe is a way of listening to her own adult, but
m:mum‘uoazm her inner Child which is the basis of her identiry.

JK: That goes back to my first impressions. I wrote, ﬁ,h:.:mb is the _.Eocﬁ%ﬁomm
of .Noamn,m poetic word-images.” Like Step and Hicks, this play begins and en

with verse, Dylan Thomas’ poem:

And you, my children, on that sad height,
Curse, bless me now, but

Do not go gentle into that good night. .
Rage, rage, against the dying of the [light].

GA: Her last words, and they weren’t even her own (8).

JK: This play feels gentle—
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GA: —But the play itself has so little outrage, and the line is saying, “Do not go
gentle,” so the play is contradicting itself. It shows female identity in old age, as
in youth, always under threat of being usurped by middle-aged males—because
Windsor is trying to dictate Lillian’s life as well as his daughter’s life.

JK: But it’s Kelly who rages against her father and against Lillian.

GA: Like Ellie and Girl, all three Daughters express anger as a means of not
conforming to their assigned “feminine” roles.

JK: And all three plays involve guns as masculine or phallic symbols of violence.

GA: But in each play the Maternal power of healing tries to diffuse the Paternal
power of using guns and violence. And the box images in each play are all
female metaphors of wombs.

JK: Suzan also used boxes as her metaphoric image in her 1987 keynote address
for a (IUPUI) children’s playwriting symposium.'”  She spoke of the
commissioning box, and the children’s theatre style box, and the age group and
one-hour time boxes— _

GA: And the theory-type box and the r_oc.H-émE-S-cm-ﬁcic-m-nEER:“m,
playwright box— .

JK: —And the successful-formula box which prevents the field from growing.

In these three plays, I think there’s healing going on. Healing is a big issue for
Zeder.

GA: Because in all three cases, the literal Mother is not on the Stage. The
biological Mothers are not seen. They’re invisible or dead.

\N..wo&mbm:mrﬁammaw _ooEnmmoH._._mm:umma mu&:mEm: healing through
these Mothers. .

GA: Surrogate Mothers. Nancy Chodorow’s feminist theories of psychoanalysis
seem really applicable to these plays. She stresses the infant’s early preoedipal
bond with the mother and how the daughter’s separation from the mother takes

longer than the son’s Separation from the mother. In my book, I wrote it this
way:
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When the girl reaches adolescence, she is m‘mémmgm to momm_ﬂma
out from her mother, but at the same Sﬂm feels the o_omo
bonding. Mothers ‘desire both to wQ.% their daughters M Ho%
and to push them into adulthood,” which makes the %E.N mﬁm
anxious and ‘provokes attempts by these am;mmﬁna to brea
away.’ This ‘leaves mother and awmmrﬁm_, ooaia_oma Wrmﬁ ‘MW
separation between them will bring disaster to both Su:v. e
adolescent girl knows she is not really part of her BQ. er, M
may not feel the boundary .cngmm:.ﬁaﬂ. In separating, mE M
may criticize her mother, or Em.« ‘idealize the EoEM_. MM ihe
family of a friend’; she ‘may try in every way to be unli e
mother’ and may ‘idealize a woman teacher, another adu

woman or older girl, . . . and contrast them to her mother

(137).18

pwmwr‘. MO m.: ﬁ:~ cC Umﬂmwuﬁﬂ_m MW@WHNHG mnoa Hw.n@wﬂ OSOMQ; or H:u—,uOmﬂa goaﬂﬂm _uf
¥ @ 3 urn
% %
HﬁE.:zm away as H_.HO Crisis O_ @m—ﬁu: —m N:nm m: _:@O eventua “ _m_ -_::_ﬂ to
NCH:OT_ late gc—“_mﬂ_ S m:H@ to HLE.Ow—HO“ OHH.H 1o >MHHHN- m:a mﬂw:v. to ._Cwﬁ@.

GA: Each Daughter goes back and forth between the Mother and the Surrogate
Mother in a kind of liminal rocking.

| i i i their
JK: This whole business of naming, of language being so oEnMH mo thelt
_.oc.En«m the Daughter’s discovery of self, fascinates me. The cmﬁorwa zwm.ﬁm "
; i : ecau
indi i e “is worth more than regular.
finding a name and having a nam Il e . e
when you’ve named something, when you’ve given it a word, then it has ,
meaning. It’s embodied, it’s complete, it feels good.

GA: It has an identity.
JK: Exactly, that’s what naming is—identity.

GA: And feminist theory gets off on that a lot, too.

JK: And we asked to what extent, if any, are these plays informed by MQM:EMM
Eo.oQo ‘Well, they’re not; but that’s why I come back to the language and the u

of meaning in defining and in creating identity through a name.

playv ts cannot help being influenced by what’s—
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JK: —what’s in the air

GA: —in the air. I think that some of what’s in the air did inform all three plays.
But it feels to me that if it were a little bit more articulated, that maybe
practitioners would get other handles on how to produce the plays. So I guess
what I’'m theorizing now is that part of the reason that Mother Hicks works as
well as it does is because it does allude to this usually unarticulated loss of the
Mother. And at the same time, it dramatizes a fairly successful separation, from
the memory of the Mother through this surrogate Mother, and then a potential,
hinted at future separation from the surrogate Mother; which to me is more
positive and constructive because the surrogate Mother is not saying, “Here’s
your identity,” but “Find your identity yourself.” Which to me feels like a more
successful way of dealing with the merging, the separation, the pain, the pleasure,
and the need ultimately for the separation to happen, than for a mother to continue
to manipulate the daughter through saying, “OK, this is your identity, dear. You

better take it.” And probably that identity is going to be fairly close to what the
mother wanted herself to be,

JK: That is the summary of how Chodorow’s paradigm applies to these three

plays. But now, how do practitioners, such as directors and actors, apply this
criticism?

GA: For me, it’s fulfilling enough to be able to explain how Chodorow’s theory
operates in these plays. Tt helps explain why or how audiences make meanings
in plays. The meaning of the play is not the little tag-on thing at the end of Do
Not Go Gentle—where it’s spelled out in a little slogan. The meaning is the thing
that the people in the audience have to put together and make for themselves. 1t’s

attachment from breast feeding echoes back throughout a woman’s life, and it's
not articulated, but it’s still there. And I guess for me that takes ap of faith,
of g:@EmiEmﬁ you have to believe that On an unconscious leve,, _ still exists.
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But I'm an empirical structuralist. I pay attention to what’s visible on the stage
or the printed page.

GA: Tknow you’re still worried about what use this w:.a owcﬁ.:.w&ma is mo_z.m to
have for practitioners. I’ll tell you what I think. Criticism, if it’s good, survives
and enters the subconscious of directors, actors, and _.uwomcoonm EW.E w&@.nn
seasons. It’s not a one-to-one correspondence wngo.ms oE:n._mE and ES.SOMHL
concept or acting choice, but it enters the databank of EM..E.Em:oW mcqocnn”w:m M
play, to be used selectively by whoever wants to. In children’s Enmﬁo_ ere
no body of criticism yet. Let’s wait and see what happens when there is.

JK: But let’s not wait to include the criticism of living playwrights themselves.
Suzan?

SZ: This is a very strange position for a playwright to be in. Usually when this
sort of critical analysis takes place, the playwright has the good wo:.wo to vm. dead,
or at least a decorous distance away. Sure, we get reviews all the time, .égnw we
pretend to ignore while we wait for the other shoe to drop. Most reviews rm<.n
as their destination point a kind of judgment: good or _u...a_ rave or _um.z. This
verdict is, in some cases, literally life or death for a _umh..:oc_mw production. No
wonder playwrights get a little jumpy at the term ..ojzoaa.., .

But critical analysis is, or should be, quite a different matter, particularly
when it is serious and thoughtful and well researched. ._Nmioém wmms place the
playwright and the critic in adversarial positions, even if the Hoﬁoﬁm. are mmoa.
In the scholarly world of critical analysis, both the creator m:.a Ew critic ought to
have the mutual goal of illuminating texts rather than passing judgment. The
moment the scholar-critic steps into the role of J.:amn.. " the oa.:w role _mﬁ.owg
to the playwright is either pandering gratitude or neurotic defensiveness; both are
clearly counter-productive in this sort of discourse,

Critical analysis at its best borrows a set of spectacles from a mqﬁ._m.ﬁ
and uses them to look at a friend. In this case, the “lenses” are those of feminist
thought and theory, the “stranger” is Chodorow (who most probably =m.<2 E.wma
of any of these plays), and the “friend” is the three plays under oozmaﬂw:oﬂ
The purpose of borrowing these spectacles is, or mwosE._uP to see :.:.u:w clearly
the structures, relationships, and themes that are actually in the plays, in order to

provide illumination of their creative contexts. These %nﬁwm_nm allow a reader
to see something not seen without them, to deepen understanding, and to explore
the many possible meanings in a single text.

The tricky part of theoretical spectacles is that they must be crafted to
enhance, not t rit. If you use the wrong spectacles to look at the world, your
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first impression is that something awful has happened to the world—it is out of
balance, it is somehow wrong. But the problem is not with the world—it’s with
the damn glasses! 7

Now, Gayle and Jeanne have picked up some feminist spectacles and
have taken a look at three of my plays. For the most part, in two of the three
plays, the lenses are appropriate and the critical discourse is illuminating and
insightful.  Both Step on a Crack and Mother Hicks have at their core
Mother/Daughter relationships and issues of identity formation. So, the particular
model they have chosen to illuminate the text works well to chronicle the journey
to identity formation and to articulate the variety of mothering roles: Mothers of
Choice, Imposed and Surrogate Mothers.

I must confess that T am always taken aback when I read or hear of these
kinds of labels being applied to the characters in my plays, since none of this is
ever intentional on my part. When I write a character, I am rarely consciously
aware of trying to present an interpretative meaning. I am just running as fast as
I can to keep up with what the characters “tell me” they need. For example,
when I named Girl “Girl” in Mother Hicks, it was not to make an ideological
point about identity. It was because the character simply refused to allow herself
to be named. I remember with total recall the moment I realized why I could not
find her name—because no one had ever given her a name. Bang! In that
moment a symbol was born. If playwrights kept looking over their shoulders at

~ these “unidentified flying symbols,” plays would never get written. We’ll leave

that to the scholars!

Where the lenses of this particular critical analysis obscure rather than
clarify is in Gayle and Jeanne’s attempt to apply these spectacles to Do Not Go
Gentle. This play does not lend itself to this model for a number of reasons.
First, Do Not Go Gentle is a much more complicated play than the previous
plays. Both Mother Hicks and Step on a Crack have a single, clearly delineated
protagonist and a unified arc of action. De Not Go Gentle, on the other hand,
depicts the complex pattern of intergenerational relationships. Both Jeanne and
Gayle had trouble identifying a single protagonist. I'm not surprised. I never
intended a single protagonist; this is a choice not an error.

Second, Do Not Go Gentle is not about Eo&alcmcminw or
Mother/Mentor relationships. It was never intended to explore this theme, except
tangentially. Indeed, two of the most important relationships in this play are
between Lillian and her son, Windsor, and between Lillian and the neighbor boy,
Nobody. Unfortunately, these male-female relationships don’t fit the feminist
model as neatly as the patterns in Step on a Crack and Mother Hicks. Lillian’s
relationship with her granddaughter, Kelly, is important, but not as the “rimary
carrier of the action. Both Step on a Crack and Mother Hicks are ¢ dially
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concerned with women and girls, but Do Nor Go Gentle opens the frame of
reference to include the “no man’s land” of Mother-Son and Surrogate Mother-
Surrogate Son relationships. This does not fit the model imposed by Gayle and
Jeanne. Is this the fault of the play, or the limitation of the model?

Third, what is important in Do Not Go Gentle is not any single “dot” but
the spaces that exist between the dots. Many of the relationships in this play do
not find the kind of simple resolution we see in both of the earlier plays. There
is a great deal left unsaid between the characters here. Things don’t wrap up
neatly leaving a yearning for what has been left unresolved. This makes the
ending more ambivalent and, in some ways, more emotionally engaging. What
Gayle sees as a step backwards, I view as a leap forwards in my evolution as a
playwright. T believe this is what accounts for the power of this play in
performance. Of all the plays I have written, none, to this point, packs the
emotional wallop of the ending of Do Not Go Gentle when it is well done.

I do not intend to offer this much detail on this particular point in an
attempt to “defend” Do Not Go Gentle. This dialogue is a discourse not a
defense. There is a larger point here. In some cases, the lenses of analysis may
become blinders. Instead of clarifying the internal dynamics of a particular play,
the lenses blur and confuse and do a disservice to both the play and the model.
Noted Gestalt therapist, Fritz Pearls, once said: “If the only tool in your toolbox
is a hammer, it’s amazing how everything begins to look like a nail.” Enough

said.
So, how should we look at and analyze a play? First, I think it is

important to read without assumptions and agendas and to read carefully. Both
Jeanne and Gayle have assumed that the biological mother in Mother Hicks is
dead. This is not the case as I have just finished a prequel to Mother Hicks and
Girl’s biological mother is very much alive. They assume that Lillian has drawn
herself as the “Killing Angel” in Do Net Go Gentle, where there is nothing to

suggest this. Also they have stated that Lillian imposes an identity on Kelly by

drawing her as a “girl without a face.” As one very perceptive member of the

panel audience pointed out, the fact that Kelly is drawn without a face is an
“indication that Lillian has left Kelly’s identity up to her. I happen to agree;
indeed, that’s why I chose this particular “picture” for Kelly, to leave her identity
open-ended. What is important here is not whether this interpretation or Gayle’s

interpretation is “correct.” Such an open-ended metaphor as “girl without a face”

can be read in a number of ways. This multiplicity of meanings should be

encouraged and explored, instead of attempting to nail down a single proof to
make a particular point which reinforces a preconception.
Critics should be careful not to confuse the playwright and the play.

Both my 1er child” and I were somewhat amused by the statement: “Suzan
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informed discussions, then great! If, however, the lenses of inquiry are blinders
which prevent true insight and impose a particular prescriptive agenda, then
neither the field of children’s theatre nor the wider context of theory and criticism

is well served.
One of the great pleasures of writing for and about young people is the

fact that children invariably understand plays better than critics do. It is ironic
that when Mother Hicks first opened in Seattle thirteen years ago, the critic of the
Seattle Times stated emphatically that this was not a play for children, that
children would never understand its complexity. A whole sixth grade class wrote
back to the paper. One young boy offered to explain the play to the critic, who,
he thought, obviously had not understood it. The children’s response was
published under the headline, “Dear Critic, We Think You Are Nuts!”

At I stated in the beginning of my response to this dialogue, we should
not confuse thoughtful, intelligent critical analysis with journalistic reviews. The
work of my colleagues presented here has an entirely different focus and intent
and has as much to teach as it has to learn. We can also Jearn much from the
children in our audiences, who are, after all, the experts of their own experience.
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August 27, 1997

To: Jeanne Klein
University of Kansas

Dear Jeanne,

I’ve just finished reading "A Feminist Dialogue on Theatre for Young
Audiences Through Suzan Zeder’s Plays” [in the spring 1997 issue of JDTC].
Thanks for sending it to me. What a big, juicy subject to tackle! I applaud your
exploration—and don’t know where to begin in terms of responding. The frame:
Two women talking about feminist theory, applying the analysis to three plays by
a female playwright, and focusing on three sets of relationships between
characters in the plays. Should I feel left out? Iknow: I sound like one more guy
whining about not getting any respect. As a man (a white man no less; thank God
I'm gay), I felt another blow to the head. Dear, dear Jeanne: I accept your
impatience with me ahead of time. But if there is no room (or interest?) in the
discussion about how a man (or male characters) might fit into the issues of
feminist theory, then I wonder how a man can properly respond. I say that
because the frame (and some of the subjects that came up) made me wonder if
we’re talking about feminist theory in plays written for young people—or the
gender of the writer writing those plays? Semantics? It’s a mistake to generalize
writers and their work by gender. While the gender of a writer can’t be changed
(without a lot of trouble)—plays change. For me, that should be the focus.
Because of my gender do I feel excluded? In a way. Poor me. I suppose this
letter could turn out to be a ghost looking for himself, but I'm going to try and
find myself in all this.

The subject of feminist theory and its presence (or lack of) in the field
of children’s theater is an interesting flag to raise. Maybe it’s because we are in
the latter part of a decade where the arts in general have taken a measurable
beating in American culture by our government and a few loud critics—but part
of me felt cut up into even tinier pieces by the questions raised in the dialogue on
feminist theory. I was struck by the frustration raging beneath the surface of the
dialogue and wondered if left to our own divisive theoretical selves, if we
wouldn’t just blow each other up anyway in one metaphorical way or another.
On a gut level, I related most strongly to Suzan’s response to the in-depth
analyses of her plays. As a playwright, she impresses me (again) with her sheer
courage. The way the dialogue was set up or conducted or edited, it seemed one
thing for certain: if these three plays did not conform neatly to ti inciples of
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feminist theory, then there’s something wrong with the plays. What the theory
(as suggested in the dialogue) doesn’t seem to acknowledge, is that a play (and I
would argue most great works of art) is seldom a celebration of the perfect,
politically correct paradigm. Taken to the extreme, it reminds me of a panel at
a recent Words Into Pictures conference called "Get Me A Greek Orthodox
Paraplegic African-American Deaf-Mute Weight-Challenged Gay Woman . . .
The Political Correctness Debate.” While it’s clear that you and Gayle (whom
I’ve never met) are operating from the most honorable of intentions, I think you
miss the mark when you analyze the plays. Art that engages me is often about
our struggles with our flaws. I've often found that in my experiences of listening
and reading about what other people make of my plays or productions of my
plays—that I learn more about the RESPONDENT than what's being responded
to. This seems most painfully obvious if you look at which movies sell the most
tickets every weekend. (I raise this as an analogy because the cinema may be the
closest thing we’ll ever know to a "National Theatre"). Movies successful at the
box office tell a shocking story about the tastes of mass culture and little about the
STORIES of mass culture. In a similar way, I learned more about Jeanne Klein
and Gayle Austin and your passionate quest for answers to feminist values in art
than I did about the three plays by Suzan Zeder. And while I found the analysis
fascinating and in certain instances breathtaking in its lucidity, the discussion
ultimately never rose above a discussion about itself. The plays—even the two
that seemed to fit most the Feminist Theory Model—were slippery and difficult
to pin down. This is where I would ask—no, plead—that we consider very
carefully how plays are approached and what lenses (borrowing Suzan’s phrase)
we use in determining whether or not they qualify as feminist. Every play has its
own peculiar, wonderful, elusive doors that lead to rooms filled with floating
walls and hidden layers of inner and outer spaces. The challenge is not to
predetermine where the pot of gold might be buried—but to be surprised by what
we find. There was a feeling in reading the analysis of the three plays that you
and Gayle had written your own maps rather than discovered the maps that each
play had to offer,

I also found it interesting that you seemed to strongly intuit the need for
the rest of us to understand how this information might be put to practical use
while Gayle seemed satisfied that the exploration was practical in and of itself,
I'agree with you: in order for this information (or the essence of the exploration)
to make its way onto pages and stages (forgive the rhyme), we’re going to need
.ﬁwE. help or we’re going to have to agree that this is fascinating information that
will only appeal to people who enjoy theory as theory. I think many of us are on

a perpetual search for ways to integrate what we’re learning into our daily lives
and our wo-
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Early on, Gayle writes "a feminist approach to anything means paying
attention to women." While I absolutely loved that direct, clear definition—I
don’t think that was what the dialogue "proved.” There was deeper agenda—or
wish—at work in this analysis. In fact, I don’t think Gayle’s initial definition is
even true! If it were, I would be chagrined to admit that a play with all male
characters who spend the entire time talking only about women—no matter what
the point of view . . . well, I don’t think this is the kind of play that Gayle had in
mind., And if that’s not the definition, then what? In a letter to the Editor in the
8/24/97 New York Times Book Review, Miranda Thompson of Los Angeles
writes, "If only more American men would realize that the transition from sexist
to feminist values is a human rights struggle that all decent men and boys should
support. . . ." She goes on to call sexism a "moral disease." (This letter was
written in response to a review written by Russell Banks on the book Our Guys
by Bernard Lefkowitz). Understanding feminist values as a human rights issue
makes sense to me and this may be the point at which I part ways with your
estimable company because I feel as a culture we are splintering ourselves, forced
to choose between causes—which charities to give to, which places to do volunteer
work, which political party to support, which religion to seek, which philosophy
to raise our kids by, which schools to send our kids to, and
even—hopefully—which plays to attend (will I see an adaptation of a classic book
or a new play I know nothing about?). With this plethora of choices that have the
potential to shape our roles in the communities in which we live, I cannot condone
setting up another Land of Either/Or. Does this mean I’m not a feminist? I
believe that I am. Do I write feminist plays? 1 believe that my body of work
shows compassion toward people who are struggling with their flaws on their
journeys toward discovery. There are great plays that do not adhere to feminist
theory and there are terrible plays that do. And sometimes, there is a play that
seems to freely embrace feminist theory (among many other things) and shimmer
with its own particular and strange grace. I don’t believe that a play’s success on
its own terms depends on which paradigm it maintains. Frankly, it is less
academic than that,
I laughed out loud when you asked, "why haven’t you heard of Suzan
Zeder" (no offense to Suzan). I think it’s absurd to assume people have heard of
almost ANY playwright. We’re simply not a crowd that inquiring minds want to
know. Isn’t the question really "Why haven’t you ever heard of the PLAYS by
Suzan Zeder?" Or ANY play written for young audiences? Go to any library and
look at the shelf of plays. Plays for young audiences? There will maybe be a few
anthologies of plays for children. That's it. Go to schools. Kids are not reading
our plays. We’re lucky if they're seeing them.
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On page 117 you talk further about the need to make women playwrights

more visible to those outside the TYA family. Hmmm. The agenda feels murky
again. What about more visibility for men playwrights "paying attention to
women?" Or more to the point, what about more visibility for PLAYS that pay
attention to women? It seems to me that it’s the play that we should be talking
about, not the gender of the playwright. Maybe all this comes down to labels and
semantics because while I respect and agree with you and Gayle about the need
to pay attention to women, even more important is the need to treat women and
men (boys and girls) as equals. To me that is the real issue.

I'must take great exception to what you write on page 117. On one hand
you voice an advocacy for new plays that made me cheer. Yet almost in the same
breath you talk about the lack of dramatic criticism and dismiss the reviews in
national publications as "descriptive reports written so as not to offend the small
circle of TYA family." I appreciate the demand for good dramatic criticism (and
I agree)—but please do not underestimate the devastation that can result in the life
of a play when it is misunderstood, badly produced, or simply not liked. The
stakes are very, very high. This is a huge country with very little active exchange
i.e., seeing each other’s work—and so every bit of information that reaches
producers affect a play. I say this because many playwrights do not have a safety
net, a salary—they only have a handful of pages with two or three years worth of
fingerprints and dreams. While playwrights are—and must be—tough and
responsible, it is a major accomplishment to get one, two or three productions of
aplay. The field is fragmented into so many factions regarding what makes a
play "good"—that again, context becomes everything. In reading reviews for
adult theater, a relationship is developed over time between reviewers and
readers. We learn whom to trust by pitting our own tastes against what we read.
What amazes me about reviews is how often people assimilate the reviewer’s
opinion, even quoting them as if they’ve seen the plays! They form an opinion
based on the reviews instead of an experience based on the work itself. What's
especially odd about dramatic criticism for TYA is that often the person doing the
writing is not the intended audience. The audience experience IN THE
MOMENT is something that can only be reported, it can’t be replicated. I'm just
not 50 sure that a review puts the writer (or the audience) any closer to the play
itself. If anything, I find that it often does the opposite by focusing on the
intellectual experience. It’s ironic that while so many people working in theater
for adults would like to do away with critics completely because of the incessant
damage and disappointments, you’re asking why we don’t have what they don’t
want. To be honest, I've held my breath when my plays have been "reviewed"
in national publications because T knew the response would depend on who was
respondir  Telieve it or not, even a descriptive paragraph can kill interest in a
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play. It can also be very, very helpful. Especially in a market .%76: by a
bottom line that keeps getting more and more bottom, every production of a new
play is a gift to the writer and to the evolution of that play.

I found the questions ("baby questions") on pages 118-119 very
interesting and a little overwhelming. I could write a lengthy response to any one
of them. But a few things jumped out at me. Fantasy characters? Shakespeare
did it throughout his body of work. It seems to me that Gayle cmmm the word
"theatricalism" disparagingly as if it were one more thing to mwo_om_mo. for. Of
all the things in my work that has come under fire, I never imagined that
"theatricalism" might be added to the list. It’s one of the things H._o<m. about the
theater—not just theater for children—but all theater. Theatricalism is mE.uEQ
language, it’s another tool that we have in theater to tell a story. I love seeing a
play and feeling totally satisfied by the theater in it—by that I mean, I love when

“aplay takes place IN THE THEATER. Theatricalism and the status quo? I don’t

get the connection. If anything, it’s the opposite; in an age of E:w-nnmzma,
theatricalism is often a challenge for audiences of all ages. I don’t E.:% young
people "require" it any more than adults "require" realism. ,_,wn.n:nm:oc for me
is always "What does the STORY require?" In either case, it must be done
brilliantly or it doesn’t matter. .

‘ I find that your (and Gayle’s) admirably concise focus in the dialogue
puts restrictions on the plays in a way [ don’t think you intend. I shudder to think
of writing a play that must be one thing and one thing only. If we want to reflect
our culture, record our times, shine a light on our futures—a play will be
interpreted in many different ways by many people who will msz.E to B&S
meaning out of voices, action, gesture. Throughout a play’s E%aoa_oﬁzn. life,
it will mean many different things—and everyone will believe his/her experience
is right! That is finally a play’s ultimate mystery, not its failure.

Sending you my best wishes,
James Still
Venice, California
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25 November 1997

Dear Jeanne and Gayle,

After reading your dialogue and the responses by Suzan Zeder and James
Still, I feel the need to add an additional perspective to the conversation. As you
know, I’'m not a scholar of children’s theatre, but I am familiar with several
varieties of feminist theory and have applied some of them, in combination with
other critical tools, to specific plays. I've also talked with Jeanne at some length
about her use of feminism in discussing children’s theatre, and in theorizing new
m@?omnwm,m to its production. I’ve admired Jeanne’s efforts to put her ideas on the
stage, not as a way of imposing feminist ideas on children, but to open up their
experience of theatre and make it as interactive and creative as possible.

I was not surprised to hear Jeanne call herself an "empirical structuralist"
for I know she is most comfortable with those varieties of feminism that identify
structural elements in a play and highlight them to make the audience aware of a
play’s underlying assumptions—something that kids are quick to note and discuss
in her post-show sessions. Her studies of specific audiences supply the empitical
data. Nor was I surprised to hear Gayle speaking from a variety of feminist
positions, keeping in mind (as she does in her book Feminist Theories for
Dramatic Criticism) that the best scholarly results are produced by a careful
match of approach to text. It seems to me, therefore, that while the main focus
of the discussion hinged on the identification of various mother-daughter
relationships, how they originated, and how they demonstrated options for the
audience, other elements in the discussion begged to be discussed further, using
perhaps different vocabularies. One "paradigm” isn’t enough; even the notion of
using a paradigm may be counterproductive. _

Let me give an example. After the wonderful series of "baby questions”

" probing the current status of children’s theatre and scholarship about it, Gayle

proposes identifying in three plays by Suzan Zeder "the Mother-Daughter figures,
biological or not, and their relationships in each play, and also . . . the Mothers
of Choice, the Imposed Mothers, and the Father figures of each daughter."' She
continues, "And then let’s trace each Daughter’s identity formation and her
journey to find her identity.” Right away I'm both intrigued and irritated. What
has determined this approach? Why are the characters divided into these

Iris L. Smith is Associate Professor of English at the University of Kauoas.
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categories? Later Gayle makes an important connection to Nancy Chodorow’s
theories of mother-daughter bonding and separation, work that builds on earlier
psychoanalytic theories of identity formation. It’s familiar territory for anyone
who’s worked in feminism, and I can see that it provides a good place to begin.
As we get into the first two plays, the labels are valuable for sorting out the child-
characters’ bewildering array of options. Soon, however, the labels themselves
become confusing. Why, in Mother Hicks, is Jake Hammond an "inappropriate
Mother"? Is it necessary to co-opt all figures, male and female, to a position
Jjudged on whether they are good or bad nurturers? I’m not sure Chodorow would
say so.

But, you might say, the point here is to see these plays differently—in
other words, to put the focus just on the issue of nurturing because it is so often
ignored. Allright. Let me give another example that will probe a bit further into
your unspoken assumptions about identity formation. As the discussion continues
on Mother Hicks, Gayle comments, "The influence of Hicks on Girl’s identity
formation is that Hicks is allowing and encouraging her to find her own name,
and is saying, ‘Your name is within you, go and find it.” And to me, that is the
most unusual way of portraying a Mother of Choice’s influence on the identity
formation of a Daughter. It’s rare in life. It’s almost unheard of in drama or
literature. It’s fresh, it’s exciting, and it is by my value what a ‘good mother’
is."> Now I'm in complete agreement with Gayle about the value of this scene
for audiences, young or old. Suzan’s work strikes me as powerfully innovative
in this way. But let’s be careful here. In the two long passages taken from
Mother Hicks, nowhere does Suzan Zeder say or imply that Girl’s identity is
already within her. Suzan does say that Mother Hicks admits she could help Girl
find her name, but this finding is not treated as a search for something that
already exists. To imply that might suggest that essence precedes experience, and
I suspect from what Suzan has written that she doesn’t believe that. I don’t think
either of you believe it either. Most feminists don’t. Here the psychoanalytic
paradigm has tripped up the discussion, and cultural feminism needs to look
outward to radical feminism. In other words, rather than putting the characters
in structuralist categories separate both from the author’s intentions and the
audience’s expectations, we might talk about how these characters reshape
familiar cultural behaviors. To re-cast one of your own questions, how does
Suzan make gender visible? How does Mother Hicks make us aware that Girl is
actively constructing herself? Or, remembering that radical feminism points us
beyond the family romance to broader economic and cultural influences, is there
a sense in which Girl is finding ways to choose her path among the limited set of
options that her environment offers? The assumption that Girl’s identity is simply
dorme - repressed seems too simple here,
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Suzan seems to be saying much the same thing about your critique of Do
Not Go Gentle. Here, though, the crux is your focus on finding w.mgm_m
protagonist, i.e. following the linear model of realism so amenable to patriarchal
readings of identity formation—flawed hero makes mistake, mzmna.m. comes to a
realization, acts (or doesn’t act) on it. I’ll refrain from speculating about the
alternative Suzan offers to the single protagonist; she makes her own case here
much better than I possibly could. .

1 hope no one will take my comments as a dismissal of your dialogue or

“the need for feminist scholarship in the field of children’s theatre. Far from it!

I'm not sure James Still appreciates what Gayle means when she m.da,. very
simply, in her book: "A feminist approach to anything means paying Emg:o: o
women."* James seems to interpret this to mean that now we don’t write about,
speak to, or hear men any longer. Hence he calls for attention mo a more
"universal” "human rights struggle": "my body of work shows compassion S.Emﬂm
people who are struggling with their flaws on their journeys toward &woc.SwJ\.
Idon’t question James’s intentions or the accuracy of his mSﬁBoE.. but he is back -
on the ground that liberal feminism shares with linear realism, i.e. a m.ﬂmﬁm of
reference that assumes, first, an essential subject, and, second, that given our
flawed identities as subjects, our tasks are those of fixing ourselves and redressing
H.:omo inequities that remain in society. As Jeanne says early in the &&omaﬁ this
attitude takes the gains made by equal opportunity programs as equivalent to a
fundamental dismantling of patriarchal culture. Although women, minorities, and
gays and lesbians have made gains, of course, that dismantling has not .uaﬁ
occurred.  So for me the gender of the playwright, like the race of the job
candidate, is still a painful issue, one it is necessary to keep visible. Our w:..cm.mﬁ
is not just with our flaws but with the limitations that a homophobic, Eﬁm_.ar
misanthropic society imposes on all of us, limitations that hurt all of us—white,
heterosexual men too. What’s encouraging is that Suzan Zeder and James Still
both seem to be working on these issues thoughtfully and creatively.

I sense that James is right about the need to pay attention to what Suzan
calls the "boxes" that often determine how plays are written, distributed, and
staged. Here James is speaking radical feminism by paying attention to nno:oH.En
and, in this case, institutional factors. The word "box" is not a metaphor, i.e.
another image or paradigm by which to organize one’s response to Suzan’s plays.*
Instead, it’s a metonymy, a figure that reaches out beyond the text to the world
and how the world is shaping that text. Again, Suzan has said it better: "The
challenge to all of us concerned with making and talking about theatre is to keep
the theory grounded in the practical world of the sensory experience of theatre"
[emphasis added].?
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I'believe that all of us in this discussion are "op the Same page" in many
ways. But, as Jeanne notes, our uses of language shape who and what we S¢
understand each other to be and know. By framing the discussion In an accessible )
Way, you have opened a door that | hope will invite others to begin talking and
writing about children’s theatre in feminist terms, I’s essential that we find Ko
ways, as the two of you have done here and as Suzan also has in Do Not Go '
Gentle, to share the focus among multiple characters. Perhaps the feminist : T
e . , €
teaching mode] of the person in dialogue, rather than the lecturer who fills empty !
vessels, is appropriate here too Please continue this discussion. It’s a vital, and ' 4
often overlooked, element of theatre research. i
3 2 g an
Iris Smith i
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