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INTRODUCTION 

During his long and varied career, Maxwell Anderson 

constantly sought new form and new ideas. Change and ex-

perimentation were a part of his art. However, there was 

one segment of his philosophy with which he never experi-

mented. Even before he became a playwright, Anderson 

developed a belief in the right of the individual to de-

termine his own fate, and a hatred for anything that 

hampered that right. He never faltered in that belief. 

Thus, most of his plays have themes concerned with the evils 

of the abuse of governmental power and the social injustice 

that is the result of such abuse. It is the purpose of 

this thesis to study those beliefs as they were developed 

throughout several preceding plays and as they were finally 

expressed in both of Anderson's musicals, Knickerbocker 

Holiday (1933) and Lost in the Stars (l9ij-9). These two 

plays have been chosen because their form has often ex-

cluded them from discussions of Anderson's other plays, 

and because they are two of Anderson's most articulate 

statements of his beliefs. 

The first two chapters of this thesis deal with 

Anderson's general philosophy and with his ideas about 

playwriting. The third chapter introduces his political 

and social ideas through the use of examples drawn from 

f 
> 



several plays other than the musicals. Chapters Pour and 

Five deal with Knickerbocker Holiday and Lost in the Stars 

respectively and will discuss the expression of the ideas 

introduced in Chapter Three in detail. The final chapter 

is a summary of the thesis with an attempt to draw some 

conclusions about Anderson's effectiveness. 



CHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND AND GENERAL PHILOSOPHY . 

OP MAXWELL AXDERSON 

Though Maxwell Anderson was extremely prolific as a 

playwright and as an essayist, he never wrote about the 

actual formation of his ideas. He did write a number of 

essays explaining his theories of playwriting, of govern-

ment, of tragedy; and he put those theories into practice 
* 

in his plays. Therefore, he felt that any further dis-

cussion of himself was unnecessary. He once told Burns 

Mantle /that when a man starts selling "personal stuff 

about himself they should send a squad of strong-arm worms 

after him, because he's dead."-̂  Sometime later, Barrett 

Clark tried to get information about Anderson's personal 

background and got a similar answer. To his inquiries, 

Anderson replied: 
I hope you won't think me discourteous if I 

am niggardly of information about myself. This 
modern craze for biographical information leaves 
me cold for many reasons. For one thing it's 
always inaccurate, for another it's so bound up 
with publicity and other varieties of idiocy that 
to be heralded is to become a candidate for the 
newest list of "the busted geniuses of yesteryear," 
of which I hope never to be one.'2 

"̂ Barrett H. Clark, Maxwell Anderson, The Man and His 
Plays (New York, 1933)* p. 3. 

* H 

2Ibid., pp. 3-i|*. 



In spite of his unwillingness to talk about himself 

there are a few scanty pieces of information about 

Anderson's personal background. The son of a Baptist 

minister, he was born December 15, 1888, in Atlantic, 

Pennsylvania. He attended various schools throughout 

Pennsylvania, Ohio, Iowa, and North Dakota, and was gradu-

ated from the University of North Dakota in 1911. He 

taught for a few years in secondary schools in North 

Dakota and California. Then, in 1914* he started teaching 

at Leiand Stanford University, where he got his Master of 

Arts degree. In the years that followed, he taught at a 

variety of colleges. 

Of . . . importance, however, was his appointment 
to the faculties of several Middle West and Western 
colleges. In the classroom and library he no doubt 
picked up the historical details which have given 
authority to his historical tragedies, and more 
particularly to his interpretation of the American 
scene. And it is particularly important to remember 
when watching the development of the art forms used, 
revised, and discarded that Anderson brought to the 
theater not only the journalist's and editor's 
awareness of contemporary events, and the poet's 
depth of feeling and sense of language but also 
the scholar's knowledge of the heritage of the 
theater from Aeschylus to Ibsen.3 

His career of college teaching was not long-lived, 

however. His dismissal from Whittier College provides one 

of the few anecdotes about Anderson that has come to light. 

Vincent Wall tells of how Anderson told his class one day, 

after reading a poem, "A Prayer Before Battle," that "if 

^Vincent Wall, "Maxwell Anderson: The Last Anarchist," 
Sewanee Review, XLIX (1941), 3lp-. 
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the enemy had offered the same argument for victory, the 

Lord of Heaven might have been placed in an embarrassing 

predicament.nh 

Finding that his pacifist ideas had no place in the 

college classroom, Anderson turned to journalism, working 

for the San Francisco Chronicle and the San Francisco 

Bulletin. Once again, his pacifism got him into trouble. 

When he stated, in the late teens, that "it was hardly 

reasonable to suppose that Germany could pay the entire 

Allied War Debt,"^ the Bulletin people decided that he was 

"too outspoken and suggested that he had better be looking 

around for another job."^ The bent toward pacifism that 

was to produce his first successful play, What Price Glory?, 

a denunciation of war, was already firmly set. 
t, 

Throughout this period, Anderson had been experimenting 

with poetry and had contributed to several magazines, in-

cluding The Measure, The New Republic, The Nation, and 

several others.^ Although these poems were not collected 

in a single volume until You Who Have Dreams was published 

in 1925* some of them clearly demonstrate the sort of 

pessimism combined with a faith in the power of the 

fr-Ibid. 

Slbid. 

^Clark, Maxwell Anderson, p. 6. 

7lbid., p. 7. 



individual, selfish and foolish though he may sometimes be. 

One of the strongest is "Pull Circle." 

Now that the gods are gone, 
And the kings, the gods1 shadows, are gone, 

Han is alone on the earth, 
Thrust out with the suns, alone. 

Silent he walks among 
The unanswering stars of his night, 

Knowing his hands are weak, that his eyes 
Deceive in the light, 

Knowing there is no guerdon to win 
But the dark and his measure of mould, 

Foreseeing the end of dream, foreseeing 
Youth grown old. 

Yet knowing despair he is free, 
Free of bonds, of faith, of pain. 

What should frighten him now 
Who has nothing to gain. 

When he takes the place of the gods, 
And chaos is his and the years, 

And the thunderous histories of worlds 
Throb loud for his ears? 

Now that the gods are gone 
The skies are dust in his hands: 

Through his fingers they slip like dust 
Blown across waste lands; 

And his glance takes in beauty and grief 
And the centuries coming or flown: 

He is god of all ways and things 
And a fool—and alone." 

In 1923* at the age of thirty-five, Anderson finally 

became a playwright. His first play, White Desert (1924), 

was a dismal flop. However, the following year, What Price 

Glory?, written in collaboration with Laurence Stallings, 

was successfully produced. Maxwell Anderson, the teacher 

8 
Maxwell Anderson, "Full Circle," You Who Have Dreams 

(New Yorlf- - ->« 



turned journalist, turned poet, finally turned playwright, 

was set in motion, a motion that was to be constant and, 

at times, violent, for thirty years.9 

Throughout the first decade and a half of his career, 

Anderson made few statements of his philosophy. However, 

in 1939, he published a group of essays, The Essence of 

Tragedy and Other Footnotes and Papers. One of the essays 

in that group is more important than all the unattainable 

information about his personal background that interviewers 

had been trying so desperately, and so vainly, to get. 

"Whatever Hope We Have" is as clear a statement of Anderson's 

general personal philosophy as could possibly be made. In 

the opening paragraph, he explains his reason for avoiding 
"i 

statements about his purpose. 

There is always something slightly embarrassing 
about the public statements of writers and artists, 
for they should be able to say whatever they have 
to say in their work, and let it go at that. How-
ever, the writer or artist who brings a message of 
any importance to his generation will find it im-
possible to reduce that message to a bald statement, 
or even a clearly scientific statement, because the 
things an artist has to communicate can be said 
only in symbols, in the symbols of his art. The 
work of art is a hieroglyph, and the artist's en-
deavor is to set forth his vision of the world in 
a series of picture writings which convey meanings 
beyond the scope of direct statement. There is 
reason for believing that there is no other way 
of communicating new concepts save the artist's 
way, no other way save the artist's way of illum-
inating new pathways in the mind. Even the 
mathematician leaves the solid plan of the 

9Mabel Driscoll Bailey, Maxwell Anderson, The Play-
wright as Prophet (New York, 1957), PP» 13-15. 
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multiplication table and treads precariously 
among symbols when he advances toward ideas 
previously unattained.10 

This essay is meant to be "an examination of the artist's 

place in his universe, his relation to the national culture, 

and the dependence of a nation on its culture for coherence 

and enduring significance. 

Anderson begins with his view of the earth as a planet 

"which must have set out from somewhere and must be going 

somewhere, but which was cut adrift so long ago that its 

origin is a matter of speculation and its future beyond 

p r o p h e c y . O n that planet ride two billion people, 

divided into nations and cultures battling for space. 

The men who rule us have our own limited i^telligance} 

and are hampered, as we are, by the need to answer the 

immediate selfish demands. Those few who have shown wis-

dom have led us to take "their precepts to heart . . . and 

their gods and their inspiration for granted. 

Anderson's strong individualism is demonstrated when 

he says: 

Each man and woman among us, with a short and 
harried life to live, must decide for himself what 
attitude he will take toward the shifting patterns 
of government, justice, religion, business, morals, 
and personal conduct. We are hampered as well as 
helped in these decisions by every prejudice of 

•^Maxwell Anderson, "Whatever Hope We Have," The 
Essence of Tragedy and Other Footnotes and Papers 

(Washington," 5. C. H S l W T v 

11Ibid.» p. 18. 12Ibid. 13Ibid., p. 19. 
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nrk-oatry and race, but no man's life is ready-
made for him. Whether he chooses to conform 
or not to conform, every man's religion is his 
own, every man'3 politics is his own, every 
man's vice or virtue is his own, for he alone 
makes decisions for himself. Every other 
freedom in this world is restricted, but the 
individual mind is free according to its 
strength and desire. The mind ha3 no master 
save the master it chooses. 

Those choices, however, must be made with insufficient 

knowledge, in almost complete darkness. 

However, in spite of that darkness, men have always 

felt that "they had a destiny to fulfill--that they were 

part of a gigantic scheme which was understood somewhere, 

though they themselves might never understand it."^5 The 

hope of the race is in its dream of making itself better 

and that dream is communicated by the artist. 

The dream of the race is that it may make itself 
better and wiser than it is, and every great 
philosopher or artist who has ever appeared among 
us ha3 turned his face away from what man is 
toward whatever seems to him most god-like that 
man may become. Whether the steps proposed are 
Immediate or distant, whether he speaks in the 
simple parable of the New Testament or the complex 
musical symbols of Bach and Beethoven, the message 
is always to the effect that men are not essen-
tially as they are but as they imagine and as 
they wish to be. The geologists and anthropolo-
gists, working hand in hand, tracing our ancestry 
to an humble little animal with a rudimentary 
forebrain which grew with use and need, reinforce 
the constant faith of prophet and artist. We 
need more intelligence and more sensitivity if 
ever an animal needed anything. Without them 
we are caught in a trap of selfish interest, 
international butchery, and a creed of survival 

^Ibid. x^Ibid., p. 20. 
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that periodically sacrifices the best to the 
worst, and the only way out that X can see is 
a race with a better brain and superior inner 
control. The artist's faith is simply a 
faith in the human race.and its gradual 
acquisition of wisdom.1® 

The artist may be mistaken in his belief, but his 

creed is the one that Anderson takes for his own. "The 

world we live in is given dignity and meaning . . . by 

the great spirits who have preceded us and set down their 

records of nobility or torture or defeat in blazons and 

symbols which we can understand."^ The contemplating 

and understanding of these symbols is an ennobling ex-

perience for man and the "nobler a man1s interests the 

better citizen he is."-^ As for a definition of nobility, 

Anderson says: 

And if you ask me to define nobility, I can answer 
only by opposites, that it is not buying or selling, 
or betting on the races. It might be symbolized 
by such a figure as a farmer boy in Western Penn-
sylvania plowing corn through a long afternoon 
and saying over and over to hiinself certain musical 
passages out of Marlowe's Doctor Faustus. He 
might plow his corn none too we 11, 'he"mfgh t be 
full of what we used to call original sin, but he 
carries in his brain a catalytic agent the presence 
of which fosters ripening and growth. It may be 
an impetus that will advance him or his sons an 
infinitesimal step along the interminable ascent. " 

However, the ascent is very slow, and, as a nation, 

we have scarcely begun to make it. It is imperative in 

this ascent that we have "a personal, a national, a racial 

l6Ibid., pp. 20-21. 17rbid., p. 21. 

l6Ibid.. p. 22. 19Ibid. 



11 

faith. . . . More rationalism is mere death."2® Scientific 

advance without purpose is meaningless. 

The national conscience is the sum of the personal 
conscience, the national culture the sum of the * 
personal culture--and the lack of conscience is 
an invitation to destruction, the lack of culture 
an assurance that we shall not even be remembered. 
. . . A nation is not a nation until it has a cul-
ture which deserves and receives affection and 
reverence from the people themselves. Our culture 
in this country has been largely borrowed or sec-
tional or local; what we need now to draw us 
together and make us a nation is a flowering of 
the national arts, a flowering of the old forms 
in this new soil, a renaissance of our own. If 
we want to live, or deserve to live, as a force 
or in history, we must somehow encourage the 
artists who appear among us. and we must encour-
age excellence among them.21 

Anderson firmly believes that the artist is wiser than 

the materialist or the enthusiast for sweeping reforms 

because he realizes that although man is not perfect, he 

strives to be perfect. The materialist plays on that im-

perfection for selfish advantage while the Utopian tries 

to legislate perfection. In seeking this perfection, man 

seeks truth and justice. 

The concepts of truth and justice are variables 
approaching an imaginary limit which we shall 
never see; nevertheless those who have lost their 
belief in truth and justice and no longer try for 
them, are traitors to the race, traitors to them-
selves, advocates of the dust. 

To my mind a love of truth and justice is 
bound up in men with a belief in their destiny; 
and the belief in their destiny is of one piece 
with national and international culture. The 
glimpse of the godlike in man occasionally 
vouchsafed in a work of art or prophecy is the 

20 Ibid., p. 23. 21Ibid., pp. 23-25. 
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vital spark in a world that would otherwise 
stand stock still or slip backward down the 
grade, devoid of motive power.22 

Whatever immortality a nation is to have must be 

achieved through its arts. If we are not to be forgotten, 

a nation which simply waged wars and made scientific ad-

vances, we must create a culture of our own. In the last 

paragraph of his essay, Anderson makes a long and eloquent 

plea for the recognition of the importance of the arts. 

The arts make the longest reach toward per-
manence, create the most enduring monuments, 
project the farthest, widest, deepest influence 
of which human prescience and effort are capable. 
The Greek religion is gone, but Aeschylus remains. 
Catholicism shrinks back toward the papal state, 
but the best of medieval art perishes only where 
its pigments were perishable. The Lutheranism 
of Bach retains little content for us, but his 
music is indispensable. And there is only one 
condition that makes possible a Bach, an 
Aeschylus, or a Michelangelo—it is a national 
interest in and enthusiasm for the art he prac-
tices. The supreme artist is only the apex of 
a pyramid; the pyramid itself must be built of 
artists and art-lover3, apprentices and crafts-
men so deeply imbued with a love for the art 
they follow or practice that it has become for 
them a means of communication with whatever has 
been found highest and most admirable in the 
human spirit. . . . If the time arrives when 
our young men and women lost their extravagant 
faith in the dollar and turn to the arts we may 
then become a great nation, nurturing great 
artists of our own, proud of our own culture 
and unified by that culture into a civilization 
worthy of our unique place on this rich and 
lucky continent between its protecting seas.2^ 

This essay, as obscure and abstract as it sometimes 

seems, is an important statement of Anderson's philosophy, 

22Ibid., p. 2i+. 
23Eric Russell Bentley, In Search of Theatre (New York, 

1953). 
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the base on which he built the reasoning of his plays. 

With his railing against injustice, against the misuse 

of power, against the stifling of the individual, the 

protests that fill every play, whether subtly or openly, 

were trying to create that national conscience. At the 

same time, through his use of poetry in the drama, he 

was trying to create the beginnings of a new national 

culture. The exact nature of the ideas that grew out 

of this philosophy and the goals of the author in the 

use of such devices as poetry will be discussed in 

detail in later chapters. 



CHAPTER II 

PHILOSOPHY AND METHODOLOGY 

OP PLAYWRITING 

Maxwell Anderson's philosophy of playwriting was not 
yy... 

carefully devised before he l̂ ecjpi to write plays, for his 

was not a planned career in the theatre: " . . . I must 

confess that I came into the theatre unexpectedly, without 

preparation, and stayed in it because I had a certain 

amount of rather accidental success."-̂  He eventually 

realized that intuition was not enough to insure a good 

play. Having made this realization, Anderson began for-

mulating his methodology, a set of rules by which he could 

write. He has discussed these rules, along with ideas on 

the purpose of theatre in society in a number of essays, 

which he published in two volumes, The Essense of Tragedy 

and Other Footnotes and Papers^ (1939), and Off Broadway3 

(19^7). 

Maxwell Anderson, "The Essence of Tragedy," The 
Essence of Tragedy and Other Footnotes and Papers 
(Washington, D. C., 19 3T), pp. 3-ij-. 

2Ibid.» pp. 3-53. 

^Maxwell Anderson, Off Broadway (New York, 19l|7)> 
pp. 3-91. 



IS 

The theatre, for Anderson, is "a religious institution 

devoted to the exultation of the spirit of man."̂ - The 

theatre of a democracy is the most effective means it 

has of stating its thoughts. It is, therefore, one of 

its most precious institutions. 

. . . the arts of a democracy are its life. 
Business, law, politics, government, science--
these are outward signs of what men are think-
ing, but the arts are the thoughts themselves. 
And of all the arts "the theater can come closest 
to an affirmation of what we believe. You can 
say a part of it in a poem, a little of it in a 
song, a share of it in a novel or a painting, 
but the theater . . . can put man's faith in 
himself into exhilaration and worship and make 
a place for a nation in the world of time and 
space. . . . That's the only faith I have.5 

Anderson's most dominant belief, the one thought that 

repeats itself in almost every essay and shines through in 

every play is his belief that the drama must present the 

best that man strives to be. The hero can not be an evil 

man. Neither can the hero be a perfect man, because the 

play must deal with the conflict of good and evil in the 

mind or heart of its leading character. 

The story of a play must be a conflict, and 
specially, a conflict between the forces of good 
and evil within a single person. The good and 
evil to be defined, of course, as the audience 
wants to see them. 

The protagonist of a play must represent the 
forces of good and must win, or, if he has been 
evil, must yield to the forces of the good and 
know himself defeated. 

^Ibid., p. 28. 

^Maxwell Anderson, "Thoughts About Critics," Off 
Broadway (New York, 1947)» pp. 10-11. 

t 
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The protagonist of a play cannot be a 
perfect person. If he were he could not 
improve, and he must come out at the end 
of the play a more admirable human being 
than he went in. 

The protagonist of a play must be an 
exceptional person. He or she cannot be 
run-of-the-mill. The man in the street 
simply will not do as the hero of a play. 
If a man be picked from the street to 
occupy the center of your stage, he must 
be so presented as to epitomize qualities 
which the audience can admire. Or he must 
indicate how admirable human qualities can 
be wasted or perverted—must define an 
ideal by falling short.of it, or become 
symbolic of a whole class of men who are 
blocked by circumstances from achieving 
excellence in their lives. 

Excellence on the stage is always moral 
excellence. A struggle on the part of a 
hero to better his material circumstances 
is of no interest in a play unless his 
character is somehow tried in the fire, and 
unless he comes out of his trial a better 
man,® 

The hero is discussed in more detail in another 

essay, "The Essence of Tragedy."^ Though Anderson is 

writing primarily of the tragic hero, he makes qualifica-

tions that make it possible for one to fit his description 

to the hero of any play when he states that the pattern is 

the same in the serious play, altered only by the fact that 

the hero does not suffer death.® He also applies his 

theory to the hero of the comedy when he says that modern 

^Maxwell Anderson, "Off Broadway," Off Broadway 
(New York, 1947). PP. 2$-26. 

^Anderson, "Essence of Tragedy," Essence of Tragedy, 
pp. 3-14. 

. 8Ibid., p. 9. 
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y grew out of Euripides1 tragi-comedy, and "is 

separated from tragedy only in that it presents a happier 

scene and puts its protagonist through an ordeal that is 

less lethal,"9 The hero that Anderson describes is 

frankly Aristotelian: 

The hero must not be a perfect man. He must 
have some variation of what Aristotle calls a 
tragic fault--and the reason he must have it is 
that when he makes his discovery he must change 
both in himself and in his action--and he must 
change for the better. The fault can be a very 
simple one--a mere unawareness, for example--
but if he has no fault he cannot change for the 
better, but only for the worse, and . . . it is 
necessary that he must become more admirable, 
and not less so, at the end of the play. In 
other words, a hero must pass through an ex-
perience which opens his eyes to an error of 
his own. He must learn through s u f f e r i n g . 

That the hero must change, that he must be made better, 

is the demand of the audiences. Anderson firmly believes 

that the audience will not accept an evil man or one who 

is changed for the worse. "That which is considered 

despicable on the stage will be held despicable in real 

life--not only evil but those who will not fight evil are 

rejected on both sides of the foot light s.H 

It could be argued that what the audience 
demands of a hero is only conformity to race 
morality, to the code which seems to the spec-
tators most likely to make for race survival. 
In many cases, especially in comedy, and 

9Ibid., p. 12. 10Ibid., pp. 8-9. 

Anders on, "Off Broadway," Off Broadway, p. 3^. 
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obviously in the comedy of Moliere, this is 
true. But in the majority of ancient and 
modern plays it seems to me that what the 
audience wants to believe is that men have 
a desire to break the moulds of earth which 
encase them and claim a kinship with a higher 
morality than that which hema them in.^2 

The plot of the play is woven inextricably with the charac-

ter. The development of the character is_ the plot. 

Therefore, the only element of plot that Anderson considers 

at length is the recognition scene. Once again Anderson 

refers to Aristotle and Poetics as the source of his theory. 

In discussing construction he {Aristotle] made 
a point of the recognition scene as essential 
to tragedy. The recognition scene, as Aristotle 
isolated it in the tragedies of the Greeks, was 
generally an artificial device, a central scene 
in which the leading character saw through a 
disguise, recognized as a friend or as an enemy, 
perhaps as a lover or a member of his own family, 
some person whose identity had been hidden.^3 

Because the recognition scene has become so much more subtle, 

it is hard to identify in the modern play; nevertheless, it 

remains. "For the mainspring in the mechanism of the modern 

play is almost invariably a discovery by the hero of some 

element in his environment or in his own soul of which he 

has not been aware. . . Having made these discoveries, 

Anderson formulated a rule to guide him. 

A play should lead up to and away from a central 
crisis, and this crisis should consist in the 
discovery by the leading character which has an 

TP 
^Anderson, "Essence of Tragedy," Essence of Tragedy, 

p. 13. 
13ibid.. p. 10. ^Ibid., p. 6. 

i 



19 

indelible effect on his thought and emotion 
and completely alters his course of action. 
The leading character, let me say again, 
must make the discovery; it must affect him 
emotionally; and it must alter his direction 
in the play.15 

No discussion of Maxwell Anderson can be considered 

complete until it has dealt with his use of poetry in the 

theatre. His belief in the greatness of dramatic poetry 

led him to attempt what many people thought was impossible: 

a revival of the use of poetry in the popular dramatic 

theatre. 

"I have a strong and chronic hope that the theatre 

of this country will outgrow the phase of journalistic 

social comment and reach occasionally into the upper air 

of poetic t r a g e d y . W i t h this comment, Anderson stated 

one of his most enduring dreams, a dream of reviving the 

poetic drama. His faith in poetry as the best means of 

communicating the emotions and the dreams of a culture 

was extremely strong: 

The great poetry of Greece, of Italy and 
of England is nearly all as mystic in concept 
and as prophetic in tone as the Old Testament 
itself. Prophetic with the eye on the distant 
horizon, not on the excavation in the fore-
ground. Over and over again the poet, over-
occupied with the horizon, steps, still 
singing, into the excavation for a new edifice, 
and is walled into the foundation quite un-
heeded. Over and over again his musical cry 

l^Ibid., p. 7. 

•^Maxwell Anderson, "Poetry in the Theatre," Off 
Broadway (New York, 19^7)* p. ij-B. 
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is rcmombered when the building is ruined 
or effaced; often there is little known of 
an entire civilization save the words of 
an obscure singer long ago buried under 
the fallen walls of a lost and forgotten 
political order.17 

Anderson never doubted the superiority of poetry in 

the great works of the theatre. "Our modern dramatists 

are not poets, and the best prose in the world is inferior 

1 ft 

to poetry." The works of the great dramatists, 

Shakespeare, Aeschylus, Racine, have all been works of 

poetry, not of prose. They are not distinguished by their 

subject matter, but by their method of communicating that 

subject matter. 
To me it is inescapable that prose is the 
language of information and poetry the language 
of emotion. Prose can be stretched to carry 
emotion, and in some exceptional cases, as in 
Synge's and 01Casey's plays, can occasionally 
rise to poetic heights by substituting the 
unfamiliar speech rhythms of an untutored people 
for the rhythm of verse. But under the strain 
of an emotion the ordinary prose of our stage 
breaks down into inarticulateness, just as it 
does in life. Hence the cult of understatement, 
hence the realistic drama in which the climax 
is reached in an eloquent gesture or a moment 
of meaningful silence.^-9 

The lack of an audience to understand and appreciate the 

poetic drama is one of the problems that must be solved; 

but Anderson's faith in the belief that it will be 

solved is complete: 

17 
'Maxwell Anderson, "Yes, By the Eternal," The 

Essence of Tragedy and Other Footnotes and Papers 
(Washington, D. CT, 1939), p. 51. 

l8Anderson, "Poetry in the Theatre," Off Broadway, 
p. 50. 

* 
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The stage is still a cathedral, but just 
now a journalistic one, dominated by those 
who wish to offer something immediate about 
our political, social, or economic life. 
Like every other existing condition it gives 
the illusion of permanence, but it will change. 
An age of reason will be followed once more by 
an age of faith in things unseen. The 
cathedral will then house the mysteries again, 
along with the jugglers and the vendors of 
rose-colored spectacles. What faith men will 
then have, when they have lost their certainty 
of salvation through laboratory work, I don't 
know, having myself only a faith that men will 
have a faith. But that it will involve a 
desire for poetry after our starvation diet 
of prose I have no doubt. . . . It is incum-
bent on the dramatist td be a poet, and 
incumbent on the poet to be prophet, dreamer, 
and interpreter of the racial di'eam.20 

In Anderson's statement of his philosophy and the 

practice of that philosophy in plays, there are often 

contradictions. However, these contradictions are the 

result of a constantly developing and changing theory, 

surely the finest attribute of a good playwright. Had 

Anderson never contradicted his own ideas, he would have 

remained static--and static he was not. Constantly ex-

perimenting, constantly developing new ideas, constantly 

growing as a writer, Anderson clung persistently to one 

basic faith, a faith in man and his ability to remain con-

stant in his striving toward his goal. He felt that man 

would survive as long as that goal is the achievement of 

his greatest dream, no matter what that dream may be. 

This idea influenced every work, essay and play, and is 

the foundation of all his other theories, contradictory 

though they may seem. 

20ibid., p. 5i. 



CHAPTER III 

DEVELOPMENT OP POLITICAL AND 

SOCIAL BELIEFS 

When Kenneth Tynan wrote his essay "Theatre and 

Living," it is highly unlikely that he was thinking of 

Maxwell Anderson. Yet his thoughts, written in 1957* 

several years after the flush of Anderson's popularity had 

faded, echoed the ideas that the playwright tried to com-

municate during his career. In that essay, Tynan argues 

that there are three attitudes toward life open to the 

dramatist: he can record it imitatively, he can withdraw 

from it, or he can seek to change it. Great art must, by 

definition, deal with more than the recording of detail; 

it must comment. Drama, in particular, demands not only 

explanation, but resolution as well. Therefore the artist, 

and particularly the dramatist, is forced to involve him-

self with political issues, to immerse himself in the world 

of which he is a part. Art which ignores social questions 

"is a shrinking flower that conspires at its own death by 

ignoring the soil in which it grows. 

But Anderson's own statement about commitment to an 

idea is perhaps the best. In speaking of the conflict 

"^Kenneth Tynan, "Theatre and Living," Declaration 
edited by Tom Maschler (London, 1957)# pp. 94-95. 

22 ' 
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between the importance of the idea and the need to com-

promise with producers in order to get that idea on the 

stage, he said: 

Unless you and your play have a dream—or 
a conviction (much the same thing)—and unless 
you can defend that "confiction against death 
and hell and the wiles of experienced tricksters, 
your play isn't worth producing. 

Unless you are willing to make nearly every 
possible business and artistic concession to 
the play-producing setup, you'll probably never 
get your play on at all. 

But if you let these concessions touch and 
injure the dream (or conviction) that animates 
your play (and those you deal with will try 
their damnedest to get at it) it isn't worth 
while putting on your play at all.^ 

Before proceeding with a discussion of Anderson's dreams 

and how he expressed them it is necessary to attempt to 

define his political outlook. This is not an easy task 

because Anderson was continually changing and re-defining 

his point of view. Vincent Wall calls him an individual-

ist, an anarchist.3 Gerald Rabkin, in his book Drama and 

Commitment, echoes this statement and expands it. He calls 

Anderson a "political paradox,"^- a man who strove to be 

non-political, but whose plays almost invariably carry a 

political theme. 

P 
^Maxwell Anderson, "Compromise and Keeping the Faith," 

Off Broadway (New York, 19J+7), p. 76. 

•̂ Vincent Wall, "Maxwell Anderson: The Last Anarchist," 
Sewanee Review, XLIV (July-September, 191+1), p. 339. 

^Gerald Rabkin, Drama and Commitment (Bloomington. 
Indiana, 196ij.), p. 280. 
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» . , Anderson was always a confirmed rugged 
individualist; he never felt comfortable 
within the confines of a specific political 
ideology. He distrusted and inveighed against 
all political organization, whether Communist, 
Fascist, Democratic, or Republican. The 
political man . . . is invariably a scoundrel 
and opportunist. And yet, despite his sus-
picion of political action, it is significant 
that Anderson never avoided political issues. 
. . . Most of his plays are involved with the 
problem of man in conflict with social and 
political forces. The persistent dichotomy 
which rings throughout them is a political 
one: the lust for power in conflict with 
the desire for freedom. . . .5 

Rabkin goes further and attempts to explain the basis of 

Anderson's convictions. 

There can be no denying that despite his 
abhorrence of political dogma, Anderson does 
affirm a political position. Time and again 
he asserts the destructive influence of all 
organized government, the inevitable tyranny 
of authority, and the necessary resistance 
of all organized authority in defense of 
personal freedom. In short, Anderson's posi-
tion is anarchistic, a compound of ideas 
derived from Rousseau (a benevolent priraltivisra 
and a sporadic faith in the goodness of man), 
Proudhon (property is theft), Thoreau (civil 
disobedience as a corollary of freedom), and 
Jefferson (that government is best which governs 
least). But Anderson is never . . . a revolu-
tionary anarchist. . . 

The expression of this philosophy took the form of 

protest against what he felt were the major ills of his 

society. Referring to Anderson, Edward Foster said, "For 

subjects the playwright chose sore spots in our way of 

living: . . , the miseries of the underprivileged, . . . 

Slbld., p. 284. 

6Ibid., p. 265. 
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the perversion of justice to serve cla3S interests, and 

gross dishonesty in government.7 Anderson had no fear of 

tackling the greatest evils; he was, in fact, eager to pro-

test. "Anderson is not abashed at anything. The biggest 

moral questions, the greatest historical characters, the most 

A 

difficult theatrical forms—he essays them all. • . ." 

It is impossible to discuss the ideas about govern-

mental corruption and socdal injustice as they appear in 

every Anderson play. Therefore seven plays have been 

chosen that seem to demonstrate these ideas best. The 

first group of plays, including Both Your Houses, Valley 

Forge, and Joan of Lorraine, will be discussed with spe-

cific reference to Anderson's treatment of governmental 

corruption, Elizabeth the Queen will then be discussed in 

a short separate section because it represents a deviation 

from the playwright's general attitude toward government 

and power. Another group of three plays, Gods of the 

Lightning, Winterset, and The Wingless Victory, will be 

examined in a third section to determine Anderson's atti-

tudes toward social injustice. All of the plays will be 

placed in chronological order, Elizabeth the Queen will 

be the only exception. It will not be placed in chrono-

logical order because it does represent different ideas 

^Edward Poster, "Core of Belief," Sewanee Review. L 
(January-December, 19ij.2), p. 88. 

Q 
Eric Russell Bentley, In Search of Theatre (New York, 

1953), P. 7. 
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and must be dealt with separately. The reason for choosing 

this method is to show what appears to be a pattern in 

Anderson's thinking. That pattern will be discussed in 

more detail in the introductory paragraphs of the first 

and third sections. 

The Evils of Governmental Corruption 

Anderson's greatest personal anger seems to have been 

with the corrupt blundering of government. The theme of 

the individual fighting to maintain his free will against 

governmental pressures is a recurrent one. "He believes 

that the individual mind is free 'according to its strength 

and desire' to choose between the shifting patterns of 

government, justice, religion, and business. . . . 

Though this anger with governmental corruption and with 

the social injustice that was its inevitable result re-

mained constant throughout his career, the way in which he 

treated it changed constantly. There were so many vague 

shadings of attitude and ideas reflected that it is im-

possible to discuss all of them here. However, there does 

seem to be a discernible pattern. In the earlier plays, 

Anderson contained himself on a reasonably practical and 

optimistic plane. He presented a practical problem, such 

as the corruption in the legislature (Both Your Houses), 

and pitted a strong man against that problem. Later he 

^Foster, "Core of Belief," p. 92. 
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lost some of his faith, and most of his anger, and his 

heroes sometimes wavered in their faith in the individual 

and his ability to determine his own fate. There is very 

little of the idealistic Allan McClean (the hero of Both 

Your Houses) in Washington's speech to his troops in 

Valley Forge. Apparently abandoning the common man almost 

completely, Anderson later turned to philosophical theory 

rather than practical action. One of Joan of Lorraine's 

weak points lies in the fact that Anderson spends the 

greater part of the play in a theoretical discussion of 

right and wrong in government. McClean and Washington 

fought; Joan is defeated before she has begun. Between 

these last two plays fell Knickerbocker Holiday, probably 

Anderson's most articulate statement of his beliefs about 

government. It contains a degree of pessimism; however, 

a great deal of faith in the individual is still reflected 

in the character of the hero, Brom Boeck. This play will 

be dealt with in a separate chapter. 

Both four Houses, produced in 1933* was one of 

Anderson's most direct attacks on governmental corruption. 

As the title implies, the play deals with the machinations 

of the two houses of Congress. Alan McClean, a novice 

Congressman, attempts to prevent the passage of a bill 

loaded with "pork barrel" provisions placed there for the 

personal benefit of the lawmakers. Seeking to make the 

t 
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bill collapse of its own overloaded weight, McClean heaps 

more non-essential provisions on it. However, the bill 

passes with all personally advantageous trivia attached. 

Although Both Your Houses is "a scathing attack on Congress 

and its hypocritical politicians,"*1"^ it has a spirit of 

playfulness that is necessary for good political satire.^ 

In her book, Maxwell Anderson, the Playwright as Prophet, 

Mabel Driscoll Bailey interprets the play as making four 

essential points: (1) "Honest government" is rare in any 

form. (2) Graft is the principal business of government; 

order is only a necessary "by-product." (3) Prosperity is 

created by "political gangsterism." (4) Voters are actually 

incompetent because they are as "self-centered and grasping" 

in small ways as politicians are in larger ways." This 

group of ideas constitutes a fairly accurate statement of 

Anderson's opinion of government, as dealt with in this 

play and many others. "That government is best which 

governs, and taxes, least is Anderson's perennial refrain."^3 

The success of the play as entertainment and as a 

medium for Anderson1 s id>eas is indicated by some of the 

critical reaction. Brooks Atkinson commented that 

^Edmond m. Gagey, Revolution in American Drama (New 
York, 1947), p. 80. 

"^Mabel Driscoll Bailey, Maxwell Anderson, The 
Playwright as Prophet (New York, 1957)» p. 58. 

"ibid. 

"^Rabkin, Drama and Commitment, p. 271. 
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Of all the theatrical attacks on the depravity 
of representative government, Anderson's Both 
Your Houses is the most stirring and direct. 
It fs not only an angry crying of name3 and 
cases, but an excellent play that will in-
terest those whom it is convincing.1^-

A lengthier comment came from John Mason Brora, who said: 

By having kept his temper in the writing of Both 
Your Houses, Maxwell Anderson has got the better 
not only of his subject and his audience but also 
of his fellow-dramatists who in recent years have 
attempted to turn the stage into a forum for the 
discussion of public questions. With the calm 
detachment usually reserved for the penning of 
drawing room comedies, he has held up to the 
patrons of the Theatre Guild as merciless and 
disheartening a picture of governmental corrup-
tion as anyone could imagine. It is a shocking, 
bitter indictment, calculated to raise doubts in 
the hearts of even the staunchest supporters of 
the democratic ideal.^5 

•"•n Valley Forge, Anderson uses the story of the plight 

of George Washington and his Continental Army to exploit 

his theme of corruption in government. Once again he 

attacks the merchant-politicians, showing Washington 

during 

the darkest days of the Revolution, when his 
starved troops were deserting, when his offi-
cers were plotting against him, when Congress 
was shipping rotten meat, if any at all, to 
the army and simultaneously carrying on secret 
negotiations with General Howe.1® 

-^New York Times, October 23, 1933, Sec. C, p. 18. 

1^John Mason Brown, Two On the Aisle, (New York, 
1938), PP. 208-209. 

"^Eleanor Plexner, American Playwrights: 1918-1938 
(New York, 1938), pp. 100-101. 
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There is a much more evident trace of pessimism in this 

play than in Both Your Houses. The anarchist glimmers 

through occasionally, as in one of Washington's speeches 

as quoted by Eleanor Flexner. 

What I fight for now is a dream, a mirage, 
perhaps, something that's never been on this earth 
since men first worked it with their hands, some-
thing that's never existed and never will exist 
unless we make it and put it here--the right of 
freeborn men to govern themselves in their own 
way. Now men are mostly fools, as you're well 
aware. They'll govern themselves like fools. 
There are probably more fools to the square inch 
in the Continental Congress than in the Contin-
ental Army, and the percentage runs high in both. 
But we've set our teeth and trained our gun3 
against the hereditary right of arbitrary kings 
and if we win it's curfew for all the kings of 
the world, --it may not be worth doing. When 
you deal with a king you deal with one knave, 
fool, madman or whatever he may be. When you 
deal with a Congress you are dealing with a con-
glomerate of fools, knaves, madmen and honest 
legislators, all pulling different directions 
and shouting each other down. So far the knaves 
and fools seem to know it. —so far our govern-
ment's as rotten as the sowbelly it sends us. I 
hope and pray it will get better. But whether 
it gets better or worse it's your own, by God, 
and you can do what you please with it--and what 
I fight for is your right to do as you please and 
wish without benefit of kings. --If you've lost 
interest in this cause of yours—we've lost our 
war, lost it completely, and the men we've left 
lying on our battlefields died for nothing what-
ever--for a dream that came too early--and may 
never come true.1' 

At one point in the play, "with an evident allusion to the 

twentieth century,Anderson has an officer suggest to 

Washington that he make himself a dictator. The General 

17Ibid. 
l3 
Gagey, Revolution in American Drama, p. 8l. 

i 
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replies that "the war is being fought against usurpation 

of power and that if he [Washington^ should usurp the 

powers of Congress, from which he derived his powers, he 

would have nothing left to fight for. 

Valley Forge has many faults as a play and has been 

widely criticized. However, as a vehicle for Anderson's 

message, it was successful. Valley Forge is interesting 

as an early attack on dictatorship and a defense of demo-

cratic ideals. The play lambasted "fatbacked Puritans 

screaming over taxes, and not unwilling to commit treason 
O Q 

in order to save their money and their skins." 

In Joan of Lorraine, written in 19i|6, Anderson has 

given several speeches to his characters which are, in 

fact, statements of his own ideas. At one point, Dunois, 

trying to explain the Dauphin's desertion, says, 

Every government is made up of bargainers, Joan. 
That's to be expected. Even God must be aware 
of that. . . . And it's a lucky country where , 

the bargainers don't have it all their own way.21 

Despite his belief in the individual Anderson shows strong 

feelings of pessimism about the men who allow their govern-

ment to be corrupt. 

19Ibid. 

^Ibid. 

21Maxwell Anderson, Joan of Lorraine (Washington, 
D. C., 1947), pp. 105-106. 
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Dauphin. And do you think your coming here has 
reformed the methods of government? Men have 
been governed by corruption since the inven-
tion o.f government. They like it. They don't 
want to be governed any other way! And if you 
think a green girl from the country is going 
to change that by winning some victories you 
have more delusions than I thought. 

Joan. Men hate corruption! And God hates it! 
Dauphin. I don't know about God, but men take 

to it very naturally.22 

However, in this same play, Anderson makes one of his 

strongest statements of belief in democracy and in the 

place of the theatre in a democracy. 

Masters. I believe in democracy, and I believe 
the theatre is the temple of democracy. A 
democratic society needs a church without a 
creed--where anybody is allowed to talk as 
long as he can hold an audience--and that's 
what the theatre is—though it's sort of 
dwindling down to a side-chapel here lately.23 

The Effect of Power on Those Who Rule 

Elizabeth the Queen (1930) is discussed in a separate 

section because it represents a deviation from what appears 

to be Anderson's usual pattern. Rather than an attack on 

governmental corruption, this play is a sympathetic treat-

ment of those who must govern. Anderson is dealing here, 

not with the abuse of authority, but with the way in which 

authority abuses those who hold it. Elizabeth the Queen is 

"a convincing demonstration that power—not just the abuse 

of power, but power itself—is evil, and that it is dis-

astrous, not only to those over whom it is to be exercised, 

, 22Ibid., pp. 101-102. 23Ibid., p. 92. 



33 

but even to those possessing it. . . . Elizabeth and 

Essex are presented as two people whose deep love for each 

other must be sacrificed to the will for power. Elizabeth 

is a woman in love; however she is also a queen, a woman 

born to rule. She is aware that she has power, the ability 

to rule and that ability "is not a divine right but a 

tragic flaw."^ 

The play is built on a kind of awful irony. Anderson 

establishes the great depth of the lovers1 feeling for each 

other early in the play. Yet even in the early scenes, it 

is obvious that the conflict of desires must have disastrous 

results. Essex feels that a man, a man with courage to 

attack, to make great conquests, would be a better ruler. 

Elizabeth is much the wiser of the two. She realizes that 

she has been right to "have kept the peace / And kept my 

people happy and prosperous. They / Have had time for 

music and poetry. . . . It requires more courage not to 
n/L 

fight than to fight." Told once again that she fails 

because she rules as a woman, Elizabeth replies with charac-

teristic anger. "By God, I'll make you sorry / For those 

words! Act and think like a man—! / Why should I / Think 

like a man when a woman's thinking is wiser? . . ."27 In 

4̂-Gagey, Revolution in American Drama, pp. 80-8l. 

^Bailey, Playwright as Prophet, p. 1|5» 

26Maxwell Anderson, Elizabeth the Queen (New York, 
1930), p. 30. 

27Ibid., p. 32. 
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spite of her great love, that pride that is part of the 

ability to rule begins to be obvious. 

Brought to a confrontation with the will of Elizabeth, 

Essex is shown to be the weaker. Though he wishes power, 

he does not hold it, has not learned what price it costs 

those who know how it must be used. Elizabeth arrests him 

after tricking him into returning her guard to her. She is 

only too aware of the price of power; she says that she 

has "found that he who would rule must be / Quite friend-

pO 

less, without mercy--without love. . . ,n 

Does Elizabeth sacrifice Essex because she knows that 

she rules better; or has power corrupted her so that she 

cannot give it up or even share it? There is no doubt 

that Elizabeth rules better; even Essex admits it before 

his death when he says: 
You govern England better than I should. I'd 
lead her into wars, make a great name, / Perhaps 
like Henry Fifth, and leave a legacy / Of debts 
and bloodshed after me. You will Igave / Peace, 
happiness, something secure. . . .^9 

However, Elizabeth's will to hold her power cannot be 

doubted. She might have shared her kingdom with Essex and 

held him from foolhardy wars with her wisdom and the in-

fluence of her love. Why then kill him? Because she 

cannot bear to compete with him. He is not a base Cecil, 

content to be a power behind the throne; he must have all 

28Ibid., p. 91+. 

29Ibid., pp. 110-111. 
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the power, and the glory, and he admits it openly. In his 

honesty lies his end. On the morning of the execution, 

she says to Cecil: 

It's your day, Cecil. 
I daresay you know that. The snake-in-the-grass 
Endures, and those who are noble, free of soul, 
Valiant and admirable--they go down in the prime, 
always they go down— 

Aye—the snake mind is best--
One by one you outlast them. To the end 
Of time it will be so--the rats inherit the earth.3° 

The Tragedy of Social Injustice 

Anderson's second great crusade was conducted against 

the social injustice that is a corollary of governmental 

corruption. Rabkin maintains that he "invariably attri-

butes this evil Qu,e. > social injustice*) to the coercive 

and brutalizing effect of organized authority. . . ."31 

Anderson's attacks against this social injustice followed 

a pattern similar to the one explained in the introductory 

paragraph of the section dealing with governmental corrup-

tion. However, it is not exactly parallel. The early plays, 

including Gods of the Lightning, have a strong individual as 

the hero. The man may be defeated but he never renounces 

his faith in himself and his cause. Mio, the hero of 

Winterset, is not so strong. He is not only killed un-

necessarily; he gives up his cause far too easily and 

3°Ibid., pp. 105-106. 

-^Rabkin, Drama and Commitment, p. 266. 
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quickly. Anderson1s faith in the individual seemed to 

return temporarily when he wrote The Wingless Victory. 

Oparre is magnificent even in her death. Her denunciation 

of the hypocrisy of her husband's "Christian" family is 

scathing. However, Anderson had sunk deeply into the 

pessimism that marked the last years of his career when 

he wrote Lost in the Stars ten years later. That play will 

be dealt with extensively in a later chapter. 

In his two plays drawn from the Sacco-Vanzetti case, 

Gods of the Lightning and Winterset, he explores the horror 

of justice based on a class system. Gods of the Lightning 

was produced soon after the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti, 

two immigrant anarchists, for the robbery and murder of a 

paymaster. The events surrounding the dubious trial and 

execution brought the attention, and the anger, of the 

entire world down on the United States. In writing Gods 

of the Lightning (in collaboration with Harold Hickerson), 

Anderson had 

a desire to reinforce the social lesson he 
drew from the celebrated case: the men were 
condemned, not because their opinions were 
non-conformist, but because organized society 
could not tolerate threats to its oppressive 
authority.32 

The result was "an angry play, a play that came searing hot 

from an event whose shadow was still present. "33 «jhe play 

32Ibid., p. 267. 

33Caspar Nannes, Politics in the American Drama 
(Washington, D. C., 19^0), p. 9IJT 
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is almost a reproduction of the actual trial with only a 

few names changed, and the addition of the actual murderer# 

It was an early effort and is not very polished; however, 

it is strong material for Anderson's cause. In the final 

curtain speech, delivered by the wife of one of the men 

executed, Anderson makes one of his most emotional state-

ments against the kind of justice that kills irresponsibly 

and then forgets. On hearing that the executions have 

taken place, Rosalie says: 

Don't whisper it! Don't whisper! That's what 
they'll want you to do--whisper it—keep quiet 
about it—say it never happened—it couldn't 
happen—two innocent men killed—keep it dark-
keep it quiet—No! No! Shout it! Shout! Cry 

. out I . Run and cry! Only—it won't do any good— 
now.3*+ 

Eleanor Flexner criticizes the clumsiness of the play; yet 

she recognizes the validity of its purpose. 

With unsparing outspokenness . . . it shows up 
the institution of "class justice" for what it 
is worth. The scenes in which the State's 
Attorney shepherds his uneasy witnesses back 
into line under the threat of blackmail, and 
the eloquent court-room scene, are among the 
most bitter and forthright indictments of in-
justice in the service of vested interest that 
have ever been penned for the stage.35 

Winterset is a sequel to Gods of the Lightning, though 

it was not written to serve that purpose. The former is 

concerned with the efforts of Mio Romagna to clear his 

^Maxwell Anderson and Harold Hickerson, Gods of the 
Lightning (New York, 1928), p. 163. 

-^Flexner, American Playwrights, p. 85. 
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father (a combination of Sacco and Vanzetti) of a murder 

for which he had been executed thirteen years before. It 

is unfortunate that the fact that it was the first modern 

verse tragedy to succeed has occupied the attentions of 

the critics so completely. Many reviewers seem to dismiss 

the theme because it is so poorly carried out after the 

climax. This is true; however, some of the speeches of the 

first two acts are eloquent statements of Anderson's grief 

at the state of justice in this country. Plexner quotes 

one particularly strong speech on the class nature of 

justice. 

I don't think of anything you can't buy, 
' including life, honor, virtue, glory, public 

office, conjugal affection and all kinds of 
justice, from the traffic court to the immortal 
nine. Go out and make yourself a pot of money 
and you can buy all the justice you want. Con-
victions obtained, convictions averted. Lowest 
rates in years.3° 

Judge Gaunt's admission of his doubts is a "damning self-

indictment of his role as a weapon in the hands of the 

ruling class. 

Suppose it known—justice once rendered 
in a clear burst of anger, righteously, 
upon a very common laborer, 
confessed an anarchist, the ruling found 
and the precise machinery of the law 
invoked to know him guilty--think what furor 
would rock the state if the court flatly said: 
all this is lies—must be reversed? It's better, 
as any judge can tell you, in such cases, 
holding the common good to be worth more 
than small injustice, to let the record stand, 

36Ibid., p. 105. 37ibid., p. 108. ' 

i 
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let one man die. For justice, in the main, 
is governed by opinion. Communities 
will have what they will have, and it's quite as well, 
after all, to be rid of anarchists. Our rights 
as citizens can be maintained as rights 
only while we are held to be the peers 
of those who live about us. A vendor of fish 
is not protected as a man might be 
who kept a market, I own I've sometimes wished 
that this was not so, but it is.3° 

In spite of the strength of such speeches, much of the 

power of the theme is diminished when Anderson turns the 

final act into a sort of Romeo and Juliet duet. It is 

filled with lovely, lyrical poetry: however, he has failed 

to have his hero accomplish the task. He put Mio into a 

situation in which he had many logical alternatives, then 

allowed him to take none of them. As a result, the ending 

of the play seems more melodramatic than tragic. 

In 1936, Anderson used the theme of racial prejudice 

that had been implied in Gods of the Lightning and Winterset 

as the central theme for another tragedy. "The Wingless 

Victory, a story of miscegenation in the year 1800, is a 

tragedy of intolerance. Anderson is lashing out at the 

hypocrisy and smugness of false Christianity when he excor-

iates the Puritan persecution of the Malay princess whom 

Nathanial McQueston brings back from his adventuring in 

the South Seas."-^ In this play, Anderson has added a new 

-^Maxwell Anderson, Winterset (Washington, D. C., 
1935), PP. 56-57. 

^ B a i l e y , playwright as Prophet, pp. l̂ -lijî # 
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dimension to his fight against social injustice. He has 

taken up the cause of colored peoples mistreated by whites 

as the result of ignorant prejudice. 

Constructed on a Medea pattern, The Wireless Victory 

relates the story of McQueston's denial of his wife and 

children after he has worked himself back into the New 

England community. Oparre, the wife, realizing that she 

and her children face death if they are sent back as 

McQueston plans, kills her children and herself. Finding 

his children dead and his wife dying, McQueston is stricken 

by the tragedy of his mistake. Oparre is one of Anderson's 

strongest women. She has been called "Magnificent . . . 

one of Anderson's greatest creations."^0 She is obviously 

superior to her husband and his relatives, a point that 

Anderson is almost heavy-handed in making. Despite this 

fact, her bigoted neighbors deny her the right to be 

treated simply as an equal. The irony of the play is 

clearly displayed in one of Oparre's last speeches. The 

dark Oparre, ostracized because she ijg dark, curses the 

whites. Anderson has taken a typical attitude demonstrated 

by whites and turned it against them. 

Why was this body gathered out of dust 
and bitten to my image? Let that day be evil 
when a lover took a lover to mould the face 
that stares up blind from agony! Stares up 
and cries, and will not be still! Let all women born 
take a man's love with laughter, and leave it; take 

^°Ibid. 
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the coil of animals they give, and rise 
in mockery. And you dark people of the earth, 
cling to your dark, lie down and feed and sleep 
till you are earth again; but if you love, 
love only children of the dark--keep back 
from the bright hair and white hand, for they are light 
and cruel, like the gods1, and the love that breeds 
between us is honeyed poison. Let no flesh 
of theirs touch flesh of yours; where they have touched 
the welt rots inward I They are unclean, unclean 
and leprous to us I to lie with them is sweet, 
but sweet with death I I bear that death in me 
in a burning tide that rises-choking—Oh, God,— 
torture me no moreIM-1 

There are also echoes of the world situation at the time 

of the play. 

This . . . dramatic play is obviously not so much 
a colonial story as an attack on intolerance and 
racial hatred with an eye on Nazi doctrine as in-
dicated in the line that "in sheer asininity the 
Aryan tops the world. "4-2 

A similar theme was treated several years later in Lost in 

the Stars; that play will be dealth with extensively in a 

later chapter. 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to evaluate the 

effectiveness of Anderson's plays in communicating his 

ideas. There seems to be a rather strange phenomenon 

associated with these plays: the best plays, those which 

are the moat artistically perfect and were most successful, 

are not the ones in which he made his strongest statements. 

Winterset is a far better play than Gods of the Lightning; 

^•Maxwell Anderson, The Wingless Victory (Washington, 
D. C., 1936), pp. 112-113. 

^Gagey, Revolution in American Drama, p. 82. 
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yet the latter play is a much more scathing denouncement 

of the class system of jtistice. Eleanor KLexner calls 

Gods of the Lightning a "scorching indictment . . . un-

compromising in its anger and condemnation."^ In 

Winterset, "he compromises all along the line." However, 

Winterset is ranked by Flexner as a "great contribution 

towards enriching the domain of the theatre."^ Such a 

comment has never been made about Gods of the Lightning. 

Bobh Your Houses is not one of his greatest plays, but it 

is one of his most articulate protests against the corrupt 

machinations of organized government. Elizabeth the Queen, 

acknowledged by most critics as one of Anderson's greatest 

plays, is not an attack on government, as his plays often 

were, but a sympathetic and objective portrayal of govern-

ment. Perhaps the objectivity that he seemed to demonstrate 

in that play is the answer. Perhaps he could only write 

great plays when he maintained an aesthetic distance. 



CHAPTER IV 

METHODOLOGY AND BELIEFS AS EXPRESSED 

IN.KNICKERBOCKER HOLIDAY 

In the preceding chapter, Anderson'a views on govern-

mental corruption were discussed with brief references to 

several plays which seem to demonstrate those views. This 

chapter will deal at length with those ideas and the way 

in which they were expressed in Knickerbocker Holiday (1938). 

There will also be some reference to Anderson's philosophy 

as it was discussed in the first chapters. This play can-

not be categorized as the others were. It does not 

demonstrate the pessimism that was beginning to mark 

Anderson's work during this period. There was a steady 

growth of this pessimism throughout Anderson's career, 

with a few plays that are exceptions, plays which seem to 

express a resurgence of Anderson's faith in the individual. 

Knickerbocker Holiday is one of those plays. It was pre-

ceded by The Masque of Kings (1937), a play which deals 

with the way in which man is corrupted by power, and followed 

by Journey to Jerusalem (l9i)-0), which deal3 with Christ's 

discovery of the inhumanity with which he will be treated. 

Thus, Anderson's portrayal of Brora Broeck's defeat of 

oppression is a break in the pattern. 
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In 1938, Maxwell Anderson and Kurt Weill, a German 

composer, began a joint venture that was to produce 

something different for the Broadway stage. The 1930's 

was a period of the drama of social comment in America. 

The upheaval of the system brought on by the Great De-

pression had produced a questioning of values and ideas 

which often had its outlet in the theatre. However, the 

effort of Anderson and Weill produced social comment and 

criticism in a new form, the musical comedy. There had been 

two previous musical comedies with social comment, Of Thee I 

Sing (1932) andPd. Rather Be Right (1937). However, both 

were more farcical than satirical, and neither had the 

tightly drawn form of Knickerbocker Holiday. With Anderson 

and Weill's play, there appeared for the first time an 

integrated play-with-music. 

Kurt Weill was particularly well-suited to compose 

the music for Anderson's play. Trained in the music-

conscious Germany of the early twentieth century, he was 

an artist as well as a craftsman. When he arrived in 

America in 1935* he had already been acclaimed as the com-

poser of three popular operas.2 He became interested in 

popular musicals after watching the reaction of children 

to a children's opera. Finding that he could please 

Stanley Green, The World of Musical Comedy (New 
York, I960), p. 228. 

2Ibid. 
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children, he decided that it would be more rewarding to 

write for a popular audience rather than the opera elite.^ 

There were other factors which made Weill particularly 

well-suited for collaboration with Anderson. He had had a 

lifetime of personal experiences that had taught hira a love 

for freedom and a sympathy for the man denied that freedom. 

The son of an Orthodox Jewish family, he had been.forced 

to flee Germany in 1934 to escape the rising wave of anti-

Semitism that Hitler was urging forward. He had also had 

previous experience in writing music for a social satire 

when he wrote the score for Bertolt Brecht's The Three-

penny Opera.^ It is hard to imagine a man with better 

qualifications to form a partnership with Maxwell Anderson. 

The musical comedy of the 1920's and 19301s bore very 

little resemblance to the musical of today. Although there 

was some notable work being done, such as Gershwin's folk-

opera, Porgy and Bess, most of the musical fare was in the 

form of the musical revue, a group of songs and dances 

held together with the barest suggestion of theme. However, 

the revue vanished when the Depression made its expense 

impossible to meet. During the middle thirties, the hardest 

years of the Depression, the musical became rare. Musicals 

were still being produced, but the theatre was more con-

cerned with problems that seemed too heavy for such a 

light-hearted form. 

•hbid. ^Ibid., p. 227. 
I 
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By 1938> however, the nation was beginning to recover 

its balance and Franklin D. Roosevelt had begun to lose 

some of his popularity. Good popular music had appeared 

in the twenties, good social comment scripts had appeared 

in the middle thirties, and the nation had lost some of 

its awe of P. D. R. by the late thirties. Thus Anderson 

and Weill arrived on the scene with Knickerbocker Holiday 

at precisely the right moment. There is no explanation of 

Anderson's reasoning in writing a musical comedy, something 

he had never done before. His only comment was that he had 

written it to 

make an occasion for Kurt Weill's music, and 
since Mr. Weill responded with the best score 

" in the history of our theatre, the venture 
would seem to justify itself without further 

comment.5 

Perhaps he felt that integrating his poetry into music 

would make it more acceptable to popular audiences. Or 

perhaps he had the vision to realize that the musical 

comedy was going to become the most popular, and the most 

profitable, theatrical form. Whatever his reasoning, the 

result justified it. 

Knickerbocker Holiday is concerned with the adventures 

and misadventures of Brom Broeck, a freedom-loving scoundrel, 

in NeT-r Amsterdam, in 1647• The play opens with Washington 

Irving sitting at his desk contemplating the worthlessness 

^Maxwell Anderson, "The Politics of Knickerbocker 
Holiday," Off Broadway (New York, 1947)* p. til. : 

i 
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of his newspaper writing. He decides that he will write a 

history of New York to compensate for his gossip columns. 

Thus the entire play is within the framework of Irving's 

mind and he is free to interrupt the action from time to 

time. The bubbling Council of New Amsterdam enters dis-

cussing the fact that it is "Hanging Day" and that, as the 

new governor is also to arrive, they must find someone to 

hang. This presents a problem as all the prisoners have 

escaped through a hole in the wall of the jail. The Council 

exits pondering their problem and Brora enters with his 

friend Tenpin. Brom is a quarrelsome individual who has 

managed to alienate everyone in town except Tina Tienhoven, 

the daughter of the most influential member of the Council. 

Brom has tried to reform so that he can marry Tina, but he 

simply cannot take an order and quarrels violently with 

anyone who tries to give him one. The Council returns, and, 

finding the thoroughly disliked Brom, hits upon the idea of 

hanging him. They are at a loss for a reason until Brom 

reveals that Tienhoven has been selling brandy to the 

Indians. This is making accusations against the Council, 

definitely a hanging offense. However, Brom tricks the 

Council into hanging him by the middle rather than the neck. 

Brom 

It's ray wish to die quickly and easily, if 
you'll grant me that final boon, and therefore 
I beg and pray that you use the old-fashioned 
way of hanging, with the noose around my neck. 
The modern method, now in vogue in England and 

i 
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on the continent, may be more gratifying as 
a spectacle and more effective as punishment, 
but it's very trying to the central partici-
pant, and I don't wish my agonies prolonged. 

Schermerhorn 

Vot is dis modern method? 

Brom 

Hanging by the neck has been discarded 
completely in all civilized states, I believe, 
hanging by the belly is now the proper mode of 
capital punishment, partly because the prisoner 
takes longer dying, which adds to the merriment / 
of the crowd, and partly because he suffers 
more pain, which assists in deterring crime. 

Vanderbilt 

If it's a good vay I gues maybe ve should 
use it. 

When Pieter Stuyvesant, the new governor, enters the city, 

he finds Brom swinging by his stomach, and, laughing, 

pardons him because of his cleverness. Stuyvesant then 

announces the tyrannical reforms that he intends to make 

in the administration of the city, leaving the people 

shocked and thoroughly cowed. After the people have left, 

Stuyvesant enters into an agreement with Tierihoven to sell 
v 

brandy to the Indians, an act strictly forbidden by the 

law. They also agree that Tina shall marry Stuyvesant to 

cement the partnership. Brom becomes angry and quarrels 

with Stuyvesant with the inevitable result that he is 

thrown into jail. 

^Maxwell Anderson, Knickerbocker Holiday (Washington, 
D. C., 1938), p. 38. 

f 
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As the second act opens Tina is visiting Brom in 

jail. They discuss their plight and decide to escape 

through the hole in the jail wall. However, they are too 

late. The hole has bars clapped across it just as they 

start to leave. Tienhoven comes and drags Tina away, 

threatening to have Brora hanged if she does not marry 

Stuyvesant. 

The second scene of the second act is opened with the 

army, consisting of the Council and a few boys, drilling 

for Stuyvesant. After the governor leaves, the Council 

begins to discuss and bewail the loss of their old free-

doms. Then the wedding of Stuyvesant and Tina begins. 

However, it is soon interrupted by an attack of drunken 

Indians, who have burned the jail, allowing Brom to escape. 

The entire populace flees in terror. Brora, Stuyvesant, 

and Tenpin are the only ones who fight, and they heroically 

defeat the Indians alone. Thinking Tenpin dead, Brora 

delivers a scathing denunciation of Stuyvesant as a funeral 

oration. When Stuyvesant challenges Brom to produce a 

witness to support his accusations, Tenpin leaps up, quite 

alive and unhurt. Realizing that he cannot afford such 

accusations, Stuyvesant decides to hang Brom. When the 

people rebel against his action, he turns the cannon on 

them. However, Irving conveniently steps in to persuade 

Stuyvesant that he cannot besmirch his historical reputation 

by.hanging Brom and firing on the citizens who object. 

j 
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Brom is saved and allowed to marry Tina, Stuyvesant's 

7 
reputation is saved, and the play ends happily for all. 

Because Knickerbocker Holiday is a play in a completely 

different style for Anderson, it is difficult to discuss 

it in terms of the methodology that was explained in 

Chapter Two. However, it is possible to discuss Brom 

Broeck as Anderson's ideal hero. Hfe is very strongly in-

dividualistic, as demonstrated in his inability to take 

orders, and this is Anderson's first requirement for a 

hero. Though he is something of a quarrelsome scoundrel, 

his loyalty to his friends, his strength in the face of 

danger, and his complete honesty mark him as a basically 

good man. As a lone rebel against Stuyvesant's tyranny, 

he represents what Anderson feels are the forces of good. 

And those forces of good are triumphant when he persuades 

the people to rebel against Stuyvesant's totalitarian rule. 

He does have one flaw that is nearly tragic: he does not 

realize that his inability to take orders is an attribute 

to be cherished rather than criticized. His recognition 

scene comes when he thinks that he has seen Tenpin killed 

by Indians who have gotten drunk on brandy sold to them 

illegally by Stuyvesant. At this point, he finally realizes 

that rebellion against a tyrannical form of government is 

right—that he has been wrong is assuming that the individaal 

7Ibid., pp. 1-109. 
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must bow to the government. He then understands that he 

must take a public stand against Stuyvesant, no matter 

what the result. In doing so, he persuades the people to 

rebel and the forces of good are triumphant. Thus Brom 

is an excellent example of the hero as Anderson outlined 

him in "The Essence of Tragedy"® and "Off Broadway. 

The strength of Brom Broeck as a central character is 

just one of the indications of the uniqueness of Knicker-

bocker Holiday as a musical comedy. It was the first 

"genuine attempt to fuse a philosophical book with songs 

pertinent to the play's action.-1'® Though the story is 

light-hearted and not at all bitter, Anderson was, in fact, 

airing his objections to organized government in general 

and the Roosevelt administration in particular. Weill 

joined him in this conviction. Stanley Green described 

their affinity when he said: 

. . . As both men Anderson and Weill were 
deeply concerned with the world situation, they 
longed to say something pertinent, yet enter-
taining, about the evils of dictatorship and 
the value of freedom. To express their con-
victions they drew modern parallels with the 
attempts of the tyrannical Pieter Stuyvesant 
to suppress the liberties of the people of New 
Amsterdam. The theme of the play was posed in 
the song, "How Can You Tell an American?" To 

3 
Maxwell Anderson, "The Essence of Tragedy," The 

Essence of Tragedy and. Other Footnotes and Papers 
(Washington, D. C., 1939)V pp. 3-li)-. 

^Maxwell Anderson, "Off Broadway," Off Broadway 
.(New York, 191̂ 7), pp. 18-35. 

"^Green, Musical Comedy, p. 3» 

i 
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Anderson and Weill, the answer was simple: an 
American is someone who loves freedom and hates 
any restrictions on his thoughts or on his 
actions. 

The important point made by this quotation is that, for 

perhaps the first time, an American musical comedy had a 

serious theme. Furthermore that theme was expressed in a 

song. This meant that, finally, a musical had been 

written with at least one song that had a purpose other 

than mere incidental entertainment to break the dialogue. 

This was not the only change. The most notable difference 

between Anderson's musical and the ones that had preceded 

it was that Knickerbocker Holiday was, before all else, a 

play. It had something to say—it was more than a showcase 

for some nice songs. Had Anderson chosen to produce it as 

a straight play, it would probably have succeeded. However, 

Anderson was fortunate enough to have Weill as a collaborator 

and the result was a stronger show. The songs of the earlier 

shows had detracted from the plays; Anderson and Weill's 

songs contributed to the advancement of the plot, the cre-

ation of character, all the elements of the play. 

The ideas that Anderson set forth in Knickerbocker 

Holiday are surely anarchistic. However, his disillusion-

ment with the New Deal had led him to reconsider the merits 

of the representative form of government which he had so 

11Ibid., pp. 230-231. 



53 

12 

roundly condemned in Both Your Houses (1930). The best 

source of information on the attitudes that Anderson was 

trying to demonstrate is his essay, "The Politics of 

Knickerbocker Holiday.Before proceeding to a dis-

cussion of passages in the play, it will be valuable to 

discuss that essay. 

The primary belief that Anderson holds is that there 

is really only one freedom, "The freedom from oppression."-^ 

His belief is in the kind of attitude that motivated the 

revolution that brought about the founding of this country. 

That attitude is "that the gravest, most constant danger 

to a man's life, liberty, and happiness is the government 

under which he lives.""1'-' Anderson goes on to define his 

view of civilization and the part which government plays 

in it. 
. . . a civilization is a balance of selfish 
interests, and a government is necessary as 
an arbiter among these interests, but that 
government must never be trusted, must be 
constantly watched, and must be drastically 
limited in its scope, because it, too, is a 
selfish interest and will automatically become 
a monopoly in crime and devour the civilization 
over which it presides unless there are definite 
and positive checks "on its activities. ° 

The government, as it is outlined in the Constitution, is 

"a monument to our forefathers* distrust of the state. 

•^Gerald Rabkin, Drama and Commitment (BloominKton, 
Indiana, 1964), p. 272. 

"Politics," Off Broadway, p. 81-86. 

34lbid., p. 81 I5lbid.. p. 82. l6Ibid. ^Ibid. 
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The division of power has succeeded so well in keeping the 

state from gaining too much authority that it is now con-

sidered a wise, benevolent institution, "capable of assuming 

the whole burden of social and economic justice. 

However, no government organized by men like Franklin 

and Jefferson, who had a cold regard for the powers and 

dangers of centralized authority, should be regarded in 

this manner. "Knowing that government was a selfish in-

terest, they treated it as such . . #»19 The mistake that 

the reformer of today makes is in not realizing the dangers 

of governmental authority. Anxious to right the world's 

wrongs, to take from the haves and give to the have-nots, 

he siezes the law as his weapon. In doing so, he increases 

the power of the government and replaces one tyranny with 

another that is far worse. 

Government is essentially in business for the protection 

of its citizens. Thus, all members of government are in 

business, a business that is "in continual danger of lapsing 

into pure gangsterism, pure terrorism and plundering, 

buttered over the top by a hypocritical pretense at patriotic 

unselfishness."2® If this business is allowed to become 

monopolistic, the result is a government-dominated economy, 

which means "a loss of individual liberty in thought, speech 

and a c t i o n , I n short, the economically guaranteed life 

is not a free life. 

l8Ibid. 19Ibid. 20Ibid., p. 83. 21Ibid. 
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There is a popular argument, according to Anderson, 

that the government must not allow its people to starve 

for the sake of preserving their freedom. Emergency 

relief cannot be condemned; it is the attempt to put that 

relief on a permanent basis that must be condemned. Such 

relief is an attack on the free institutions. 

The greatest enemies of democracy, the most violent 
reactionaries, are those who have lost faith in the 
capacity of a free people to manage their own 
affairs and wish to set up the government as a 
political and social guardian, running their 
business and making their decisions for them. 

When the choice must be made between life and freedom, 

life becomes "infinitely less important than freedom."2^ 

A people which has sacrificed its freedom simply for the 

sake of surviving would be better dead. At least then it 

would not serve as the power behind a dictator. "Those 

who are not willing to sacrifice their lives for their 

liberty have never been worth saving."2^-

Anderson felt that if this country becomes totalitarian 

through a desire to make life easy for all the people, we 

shall have gotten what we voted for. No humanitarian cause 

is so great that people must sacrifice their economic free-

dom to serve it. 

When a government takes over a people's economic 
life, it becomes absolute, and when it has become 
absolute it destroys the arts, the minds,, the 
liberties,, and the meaning of the people it 
governs.25 

22Ibid., p. 8^. 23Ibid. ^Ibid. 2%bid., p. 85. 
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The paternalistic state is the greatest danger to freedom. 

"Men who are fed by their government will soon be driven 

PA 

down to the status of slaves or cattle,"co 

Anderson concludes M s essay with the comment that 

the Constitution, drawn up by the founding fathers, who 

were wary of any form of government, is the best guide to 

government. 
The Constitution is so built that while we 
adhere to it we cannot be governed by one man 
or one faction, and when we have made mistakes 
we reserve the right to change our minds. The 
division of powers and the rotation of offices 
was designed to protect us against dictatorship 
and arbitrary authority. The fact that there 
are three branches of government makes for a 
salutary delay and a blessed inefficiency; the 
elective rotation makes for a government not by 
cynical professionals, but by normally honest 
and fairly incompetent amateurs. That was 
exactly what the wary old founding fathers 
wanted, and if we are wise we shall keep it, 
for no scheme in the history of the world has 
succeeded so well in maintaining the delicate 
balance between personal liberty and the mini-
mum of authority which is necessary for the 
free growth of ideas in a tolerant society.27 

Having examined Anderson's statement of his ideas, it 

will now be possible to examine how he expressed those ideas 

in his play, Knickerbocker Holiday. It is, of course, 

impossible to use all the appropriate material; therefore, 

certain passages have been selected which seem to best 

demonstrate the ideas. 

26Ibid. 

^7Ibid., p. 86. 
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The play opens with Irving's prologue in which he 

gives an accurate description of the Council while 

commenting on all such bodies. 

Behold the bulging council of the city, 
These grave and solemn elders, 
Chosen, like all city councils, 
For their weight and density, 
The incredible dilatoriness of their deliberation, 
The impenetrable intransigence of their opinions, 
But more especially for the inordinate breadth 

of their views and bottoms, 
And for their intolerance of any corruption 
In which they have no share.28 

As the Council enters, the bubbling corruption is obvious. 

They decide that they must hang someone, anyone, simply 

because it is "Hanging Day." When the persistent Roosevelt 

questions this, he is paid off in the usual manner. In 

the song that follows, he discusses how he had once asked 

questions to find the answers and how he now asks questions 

to find the guilders.^ It is hardly by accident that 

Anderson has written a character named Roosevelt. He has 

one line that seems to sum up Anderson's idea of the 

President. At one point, the character says, "My name's 

Roosevelt and ven I get a idea it sticks!"-*0 The foolish-

ness of the Council is further demonstrated when Brom 

persuades them to hang him by the stomach rather than the 

neck. 

pg 
^Anderson, Knickerbocker Holiday, pp. 7-8. 
29Ibid., p. 28 30Ibid., p. lOij.. 
31Ibid., pp. 38-39. 
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However, the advantages of the clumsily corrupt 

Council become obvious as soon as Stuyvesant comes on the 

. scene. In his first speech he tells the people about the 

reforms he intends to make: 

People of New Amsterdam, I come to save you . . . 
and I judge just in time! 

Yes, my citizens, there is to be no more official 
nonsense. Prom this date forth the council has 
no function except the voting of those wise and 
just laws which you and I find that we need! 
Prom this date forward all taxes are abolished! 
Except for those at present in effect and a very 
few others which you and I may find necessary for 
the accomplishment of desired reforms. 
From this date forth every man shall be guaranteed 
enough to live on--
--unless it be my personal opinion that he is not 
worthy to live. The entire freedom of the city 
shall be granted to every man, woman and child— 
—in return for the mere formality of registering 
name, place of residence, amount of income and 
total wealth. And lastly, there shall be no 
coercion used by the government toward any man, 
woman or child— 
--except on my persona] order or the order of 
officers delegated by myself. In other words, 
citizens, you may safely put yourselves in my 
hands. So long as you are my friends I guarantee 
you good fortune, and it follows that I have no 
enemies. At least I hope not. Life for my enemies 
will be most uncertain. If I have one draitfback as 
governor, and to be honest with you I must mention 
it, it is only that I am absolutely insistent 
on having my own way. Do not, I beg of you, make 
me your enemy, for I am utterly implacable; 
the one man I cannot tolerate is the man who can 
not take orders.32 

Having sold the people on the glories of the "regimented 

life,"^- Stuyvesant sends them off so that he can make an 

arrangement with Tienhoven to expand the illegal sale of 

' 32Ibid., pp. ij.O-ij.1. 33Ibid.. pp. I;3-i{4. 
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brandy to the Indians. In the process of this, discussion, 

Stuyvesant gives his definition of government. 

. . . a government is a group of men organized to 
sell protection to the inhabitants of a limited 
area--at monopolistic prices. The more dangers 
there are the higher those prices are set, and 
it follows that the sale of weapons to the 
Indians, which is a danger to the community, 
is a positive blessing to the government .3 4-

Later in the play Stuyvesant describes to the Council the 

new, sophisticated economy. With his system, everyone 

will be provided for, but by the government. 

Stuyvesant 

My dear fellows, you speak in the terms 
of an outworn economy. Under my system there 
is no such thing as ruin, and no such thing as 
bankruptcy; there is only a slight financial 
sophistication supported by unlimited govern-
ment credit. 

Tienhoven 

Der government vill gif credit? 

Stuyvesant 

Unlimited credit. 

Roosevelt 

Der must be a ketch in it. 

Stuyvesant 

There is. The government will naturally 
become a partner in any business which it 
guarantees. 

Variderbilt 

A silent partner, mebbe? 

' ~^Ibld., p. 46. 
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Stuyvesant 

Quite conversational. 

Vanderbilt 

Taxes vould be high, yes? 

Stuyvesant 

Taxes will be moderately high, yes. 

de Peyster 

But maybe ve couldn't pay dera high taxes 
and high vages, so nobody vorks, so nobody 
buys anyting, so nobody makes any profit, so 
it stops going I 

Stuyvesant 

In that case the government would have 
to take over. 

de Vries 

Maybe von man gonto run der whole works? 

Stuyvesant 

It's possible. 

Anderson wrote one song in which he explains the guaranteed 

life that he discussed in his essay. That guaranteed life 

is in jail!3^ 

Brom Broeck is the perfect foil to the tyrant Stuyvesant. 

He represents the free man, the man willing to do anything to 

maintain his freedom. He is "a person with a really fantas-

tic and inexcusable aversion to taking orders, coupled with 

a complete abhorrence of governmental corruption . . . ."37 

3^Ibid., pp. 85-87. • 36Ibid., pp. 68-69. 

37-Ibid., p. 30. 
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Anderson asks, in song, the question, "How Can You Tell an 

American?" and answers: 

No, it's just that he hates and eternally despises 
The policemen on his beat, and the judge at his 

assizes, 
The sheriff with his warrants and the bureau-

cratic crew 
For the sole and simple reason that they tell 

him what to do; 
And he insists on eating, he insists on drinking, 
He insists on reading, he insists on thinking— 
Pree of governmental snooping or a governmental 

plan--

It's only that authority repels him as a lad 
And never goes down with him. 
Yes, it's just that he hates both the guts and 

the faces 
Of the people who can order him and put him through 

his paces, 
The assessor with his taxes or the colonel at 

review 
Or a fool official who can tell him what to do, 
And he won't go to heaven and he won't go to hell, 
And he will not buy and he will not sell 
According to the precepts of a governmental plan-

It's only that it takes away his appetite 
To live by a book of rules. 
Yes, it's just that he hates and he damns all 

the features 
Of any mortal man set above his fellow creatures, 
And he'll hate the undertaker when at last he dies 
If he hears a note of arrogance above him where 

he lies; 
He does his own living, he does his own dying, 
Does his loving, does his hating, does his 

multiplying 
Without the supervision of a governmental plan— 
And that's an AmericanI 

When, at the end of the play, Brora confronts Stuyvesant, 

it is obvious that he has passed Anderson's supreme test. 

He knows that Stuyvesant will condemn him for what he says, 

38Ibid.. pp. 31-32. 
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yet he says it. He is willing to die for his freedom. 

In the process of this confrontation, Brom sums up the 

issue of clumsy, corruption versus efficient tyranny when 

he says: 

Last night in jail I got thinking about that 
ridiculous council of ours you shoved into 
the background when you came in. You said it 
was stupid, and it was. It was so inefficient 
and witless that we could get away with a little 
fun once in a while. I guess all governments 
are crooked, I guess they're all vicious and 
corrupt, but a democracy has the immense ad-
vantage of being incompetent in villainy and 
clumsy in corruption. Now, your tyranny's 
another matter--

I say his tyranny's another matter. It's effi-
ciently vicious and efficiently corrupt! They're 
both bad. But since we have to have one or the 
other let's throw out this professional and go 
back to the rotation of amateurs! Let's keep 
the government small and funny, and maybe it'll 
give us less discipline and more entertainment 

To the Council he gives what he thinks may be his final 

piece of advice. It is the wisest, and perhaps the most 

important, thing that Anderson puts into his mouth. 

Gentlemen, I used to think there was something 
wrong with me because I couldn't take orders--
but now I know it was a virtue—and one you'd all 
better learn if you want to live! 

I'm sentenced for saying that your government was 
better than his, and now if you don't want him to 
hang you all, one by one, you'll throw down that 
rope and speak up to him. 4-0 

Critical reaction to Knickerbocker Holiday varied from 

delight to disgust. Brooks Atkinson (who must surely have 

had a grudge against Mr. Anderson—he consistently panned 

39Ibid., pp. 100-101. ^°Ibld., p. 103. 
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his shows) felt that the book was "too heavy-handed"^-1 for 

a musical. However, even Mr. Atkinson had to admit that 

the jabs at government were thought-provoking. 

In spite of the New York Times' review, Knickerbocker 

Holiday was accepted happily by most critics as the most 

entertaining and effective punch that had been taken at the 

New Deal. Joseph Wood Krutch1s review in Nation seemed to 

best express the majority opinion. Mr. Krutch recognized 

both the well-aimed satire of the play and its tightly drawn 

structure when he wrote: 

Both the dialogue and the lyrics are rich with 
satiric implications. . . . Pieter Stuyvesant's 
conception of the totalitarian state seems sus-
piciously modern . . .[and} the unhappy political 
choices with which the burghers are faced bear a 
striking resemblance to our own. I am, however, 
inclined to think that Mr. Anderson . . . and Kurt 
Weill . . . deserve even more credit for the broad 
demonstration that musical comedy need not be dull. 
. . . the effect on me and upon the rest of the 

audience was surprisingly exhiliarating, for the 
result of combining literate lyrics and a coherent 
plot with robust music and honest low comedy was 
to make Knickerbocker Holiday the first musical 
show . in which no one fell asleep.^ 

Like Mr. Krutch most of the critics felt that something new 

and exciting had happened--a play had been written that was 

a good musical comedy and still managed to comment on the 

political scene. With such a play, Anderson and Weill had 

introduced a new form to the stage, a form that wouldn't be 

recognized until the production of Oklahoma! in 191+2. 

^"New York Times, October 20, 1938* Sec. L, p. 21. 

^Joseph Wood Krutch, Nation, CXLVII (November 5, 
1938), 487-1+89. 

t 



CHAPTER V 

METHODOLOGY AND BELIEFS AS EXPRESSED 

IN LOST IN THE STARS 

The purpose of this chapter will be to discuss 

Anderson's ideas about social injustice as they are ex-

pressed in Lost in the Stars, This play was written 

thirteen years after The Wingless Victory, and although 

the ideas are essentially the same, Anderson's pessimism 

had. deepened. He was still concerned with the evil of 

racial oppression, but he seemed to find it harder to 

express his faith in the ability of man to triumph.over 

that evil. 

When Maxwell Anderson decided to adapt Alan Paton's 

novel, Cry, the Beloved Country, for the stage, he was 

dealing with material and ideas that paralleled his own. 

Although he had written several adaptations before,including 

one of Edith Wharton's Ethan Frome, it is probable that none 

of them expressed thoughts that so closely matched his own. 

Paton's novel is a story of the exploitation and maltreat-

ment of the Negro in South Africa, and of the class system 

of justice that resulted from this white supremacy. 

Anderson had dealt with prejudice and with hypocrisy of 

paternalistic treatment of Negroes in 1937 when he wrote 

6i|i 
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The Wingless Victory. The subject of class justice had 

become a recurrent theme, dealt with in plays such as 

Winterset. The ideas were far from being new to him. 

The theatre for which Anderson wrote Lost in the Stars 

(19ij-9) was a theatre recovering from the famine of the war 

years. Those years between 19I4.I and 19k% bad produced very 

few plays of note; however, the plays that have been remem-

bered are very interesting in their subject-matter. 

Thornton Wilder's Skin of Our Teeth (191̂ -2) dealt with 

"both the old-fashioned world of living up to external 

appearances and the more modern subconscious world of re-

cognizing disreputable realities.1,1 This same play brought 

into the spotlight of Broadway, the unusual episodic form 

that had previously been relegated usually to the experi-

mental theatre in America. The Glass Menagerie was the hit 

of that period. It also dealt with the breakdown of the old 

social orders. This seems to have been a recurring theme of 

this period. The United States was engaged in the largest 

war the world had ever experienced. The old order, speci-

fically the dominance of the ideal of graceful culture in 

Europe, had been dealt a devastating blow by World War I; 

World War II meant that it was ended. American dramatists 

seemed to sense this coming of a new order, and it was 

reflected in their plays. 

•^Harold Hewes, ed., Famous American Plays of the 19110's 
(New York, I960), p. 10. 
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During this same period, the musical comedy came of 

age, Okiahoma 1 (19i}.2) "became the prototype for a series 

of heavily laden musicals which combined psychological 

ballet sequences, soliloquies in song, and a folk-art 

background."^ There were also patriotic musicals, meant 

to boost the morale, such as Irving Berlin's This Is the 

Army« However, the expense of producing a musical made 

them rare during the war years. 

The plays produced in the years which immediately 

followed the war were often concerned with the readjust-

ment of men returning from war. Having won the war, we 

could now turn to analyzing our motives, Arthur Laurent's 

Home of the Brave (19l|5) and Arthur Miller', s All My Sons 

(19̂ 4-7) are the best examples of plays with this theme. 

In 19^8* two of the best plays of modern American 

drama appeared in quick succession. The first was 

Tennessee Williams' Streetcar Named Desire; the second, 

Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman. Once again the 

dramatists were turning to the death of an old order for 

a theme, and to the tragedy that the end can bring to 

those caught in it. 

The musical comedy was also undergoing further trans-

formation during the post-war years. Having substituted 

sophisticated, complex characters for the cute, romantic 

boys and girls of the earlier shows, the musical now 

2Ibid., p. 13. 
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acquired a social consciousness. Such plays as South 

Pacific, attacking anti-miscegenation, became fairly 

common.3 The form 0f the musical also was becoming more 

sophisticated. Street Scene, with its arias and quartets; 

Regina, with its dialogue partially sung; and The Medium. 

a dramatic, contemporary opera, attempted "to make serious 

musical works exciting and immediate enough to interest a 

lively theatre audience wider than just the opera house 

aficionados."^ 

1"rhen L o 3 t th,Q Stars appeared in 19lj.9, it was a sort 

of amalgamation of all these things. It was an operatic 

musical, complete with soliloquies in song a$d a folk-art 

background. It also made social comment and was concerned 

with the end of an old order. 

>:n 
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he novel . Cr^, the Beloved Country, relates the search 

Reverend Stephen Kumalo, a Negro Anglican priest, for 

Absalom. The son had left his village home and gone 

nnesburg in search of his aunt, Stephen's sister 

e* However, neither Gertrude nor Absalom have been 

rom for a year when the story opens; and Stephen 

sets off on his first trip to Johannesburg to try 

them. He goes to another Negro priest, Msimangu, 

p because Msimangu has written asking him to come 

to rescue Gertrude from prostitution. The J ohannesburg 
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two priests quickly find Gertrude and her small son and 

Stephen takes them from their shack in the lowest Negro 

district to the home of the respectable woman with whom 

he is staying. Kumalo and Msimangu then set out on their 

search for Absalom, a search that gradually reveals that 

Absalom has turned to stealing. In the process, they find 

a girl, Irina, with whom Absalom has been living and who 

carries his child. She-is also taken into Stephen's 

quarters, to be taken back to Ndotsheni along with Gertrude 

and the boy. The search goes on, but it appears to be 

fruitless. One evening, Kumalo reads a newspaper story 

about the murder of a white man, Arthur Jarvis, by Negro 

housebreakers and he is seized with a foreboding fear. 

There is great irony in the fact that the murdered man had 

been a great champion of the natives' rights, tfithin a few 

days, Stephen learns that his fears have not been unfounded, 

and that his son was the assailant, along with Matthew Kumalo, 

the son of Stephen's brother John, and Johannes Pafuri, 

another young Negro. Absalom, however, had fired the shot 

that killed Arthur Jarvis. Already crushed by the news, 

Stephen is further broken when he visits the prison and 

finds his son a stranger and realizes that his brother John 

is plotting to rescue Matthew at Absalom's expense. 

At this point, the focu3 of interest is shifted in the 

novel from Stephen Kumalo to James Jarvis, the father of 

the man murdered. Jarvis represents the typical landowner 

f 
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with a kindly, paternalistic attitude. He does not mistreat 

his workers, he simply patronizes and exploits them. Re-

ceiving word of Arthur's death, Jarvis and his wife go to 

Johannesburg, where they stay with the parents of Arthur's 

wife. Mr. Harrison, the wife's father, also represents 

the old school of thought about the total inferiority of 

the Negro and the futility of trying to change him. There 

is a particularly revealing conversation on this subject 

between Harrison and Jarvis on the night of the Jarvis' 

arrival. However1, the next day Jarvis goes to his son's 

home and begins to read some of his books and letters, books 

and letters concerned with the injustice of the treatment of 

Negroes. Gradually his attitudes begin to change, although 

it is not completely obvious at this point. 

The focus is once again shifted, this time to the 

trial of Absalom and Matthew Kumalo and Johannes Pafuri. 

Absalom confesses the crime, maintaining that he shot in 

a moment of panic, and showing deep regret and repentance. 

Matthew and Johannes deny being the other men and are re-

leased, in spite of their obvious guilt. Absalom, however, 

is found guilty and sentenced to be hanged. There is a 

particularly poignant scene inserted into this section in 

which Stephen Kumalo and James Jarvis are accidentally 

brought face to face. This passage serves two important 

functions: it demonstrates the manner in which the elder 

Kymalo has been broken by his son's deed; and it shows the 

! 
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compassion which Jarvis has acquired through reading his 

son's books and other writings. 

Following his conviction, Absalom and Irina are 

married in prison so that the child will have a name. 

Stephen leaves for Ndotsheni, taking Irina and Gertrude's 

son to live with him and his wife. (Gertrude has dis-

appeared again before their departure.) Stephen is joy-

ously welcomed by his people in spite of the condemnation 

of his son. Prom this point, the book is primarily con-

cerned with the plight of the people, the ruin of the land, 

the work that James Jarvis undertakes to help the people he 

had previously dismissed as undeserving of help. 

On the night before his son's execution, Stephen goes 

up to the mountains to pray. On the way he has a brief 

encounter with James Jarvis. Jarvis is shown as having 

found complete compassion. He pities Stephen because he, 

also, is losing a son, even though that son was responsible 

for the death of Arthur Jarvis. The novel ends on a hopeful 

note with Stephen watching the sunrise and knowing that his 

son's death and the death of Jarvis' son has brought about 

the understanding of Jarvis, and has thus brought help to 

the people of Ndotsheni. There is some compensation in 

the almost complete futility of both deaths.£ 

^Alan Faton, Cry, the Beloved Country (New York. 19ii8). 
pp. 1-277. 
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It would seem valuable to discuss how Anderson adapted 

the novel before proceeding further. Certainly his adap-

tation emphasized those ideas that he wished to express 

most strongly. The novel was as strongly concerned with 

the ruin of the land through neglect caused by the necessity 

for the natives to leave to make a living as it was with the 

issue of racial prejudice. It was also deeply concerned 

with the breaking of the tribe, the collapse of the native 

family unit. The former issue Anderson chose to ignore 

almost completely; the latter, he dealt with only as it 

related to the issue of facial prejudice. Thus the focus 

of the play was on the maltreatment and general economic 

and social plight of the Negro, and on the class system of 

justice. 

In order to bring about this stronger definition of 

focus, Anderson made several changes, although there was 

no great alteration of the plot. The most-apparent alter-

ations were made in the characters. Msimangu, the priest 

who helps Stephen Kumalo in his search through Johannesburg 

is completely eliminated. The chorus that Anderson uses 

in the play serves some of the function of this character, 

making comments on the action as he sometimes did. Gertrude 

does not appear in the play either. The boy Alex, Gertrude's 

son, becomes more important as a symbol of the continuation 

of life in spite of the great tragedy. There is also a 

very important scene near the end of the play in which he 

i 
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and the grandson of James Jarvis play together, symbolizing 

the cooperation of white and black that the new generation 

will hopefully bring, John Kumalo, Stephen's brother, 

takes on one of the functions of Msimangu by calling him 

to the city, telling him where Gertrude is, and starting 

him on his search for Absalom. In the novel, John represen-

ted the rebellious feeling growing among the Negroes of 

Johannesburg. In the play, he is used only to advance the 

plot; even his betrayal of Stephen and Absalom is de-

emphasized. Arthur Jarvis appears in the play, though he 

does not appear alive in the novel. The reason for this is 

obvious: in the novel, his humanitarian views are expressed 

in the papers that his father reads. Because the audience 

obviously is unable to read these papers, Arthur must be 

presented in a graphic illustration of his views. This 

is done early in the play in a short scene in which he makes 

a point of talking to Stephen despite his father's displeasure.? 

James Jarvis' prejudiced attitudes are shown in the same scene 

for similar reasons. Obviously the thoughts of Jarvis that 

are recorded in the novel cannot be communicated, except by 

example, to the audience. The James Jarvis of the play also 

appears as a more extremely prejudiced character than the 

man portrayed in the novel. 

^Maxwell Anderson, Lost in the Stars (New York, 1950), 
pp. 76-78. 

?Ibid., pp. 9-12. 
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However, the greatest change is in the character of 

Stephen Kumalo. Paton's Stephen is a very old, very simple, 

not very bright country minister. He is an extreme example 

of the "white man's dog" type of Negro. He accepts his fate 

and the fate of his son unquestioningly. He is a saint and 

not really very human or believable. Nevertheless, he is 

an extremely touching and beautiful character. Anderson's 

Stephen appears to be a younger man. He does not falter 

both physically and mentally as the man in the novel does. 

He is also much more worldly; there is none of the awed 

fear of Johannesburg in him that is so apparent in the 

Kumalo of Cry, the Beloved Country. He has enough sophis-

tication to take John's calling him an "old faker in Christ"® 

with a certain amount of humor. Sophistication and humor are 

utterly lacking in Paton's Stephen. Though he is certainly 

obsequious toward all white men, Anderson's Stephen is some-

how a prouder, more independent man than the other. He also 

does not accept Absalom's fate as easily as the novel's 

character does. Instead, he goes to James Jarvis to ask 

for his intervention. The Stephen of the novel would have 

never had the courage to do such a thing. In fact, Paton's 

contrives to make the confrontation of his Stephen and 

Jarvis accidental. Anderson's character has more depth and 

is much more human and believable. Unfortunately, the 

character lost a great deal of beauty in becoming human. 

8Ibid., p. 16. 
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There are only two alterations of plot that need to be 

mentioned. Anderson almost completely eliminated the several 

scenes in which John and his friends talk of revolt, and 

the scenes in which the Negroes are revolting by striking, 

boycotting bus lines, and holding rallies. This seems ex-

tremely strange when one considers the strength of Anderson's 

views on such matters. Why eliminate those scenes in which 

the Negroes state their grievances most articulately? Any 

answer would have to be conjecture; however, three possi-

bilities cone to mind. Perhaps he felt that such scenes 

would encumber the movement of the play as they have no 

direct effect on the plot. There is also the possibility 

that he wished to gain more sympathy for the Negro by showing 

him completely downtrodden. The third possibility is that 

he did not want to break the poetic feeling created by the 

numerous songs and generally lyrical style by interjecting 

scenes of this nature. Although any of these reasons might 

be a valid one, it does seem unfortunate that he did not 

transpose some of the most articulate protest made in the 

book to the play. 

The second change is the addition of a comic scene with 

Matthew and Johannes.9 Anderson expanded these characters 

for this scene and added a girl who does not appear in the 

novel. It is a rather nice touch of humor, something that 

is totally absent in the novel. It is important to the 

' 9Ibid., pp. 25-33. 
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advancement of the plot and to the creation of irony 

because Matthew and Johannes are shown plotting the robbery 

of Arthur Jarvis' house and drawing Absalom into the plot 

unwillingly. They also persuade him to carry the fatal gun 

against his better judgment. The importance of this scene 

in relation to the theme of social injustice will be dis-

cussed later in this chapter. 

It is difficult to determine Anderson's reason for 

writing Lost in the Stars as a musical. It certainly seems 

significant that Kurt Weill was the composer for this play, 

as he was for Knickerbocker Holiday. It seems that these 

men were drawn to each other because of the similarity of 

their views. Anderson certainly seems to have had great 

respect for the man; he wrote only two musicals and Weill 

was the composer for both. 

There is also a possibility that Anderson realized 

the economic practicality in producing a musical during 

this period. It was certainly a period in which the musical 

was becoming the most popular theatrical fare. Or perhaps 

he felt that the musical form was the best he could use to 

express the sorrow of the Negroes. He chose to express his 

ideas in the form in which Negroes have traditionally best 

expressed themselves. 

The poetic language of certain passages in the book 

might have suggested the ideas of writing a musical to 

1 
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Anderson. Often he took whole passages and simply altered 

them slightly to make them formal poetry. There is an out-

standing example of this in the similarity of the opening 

chapter of the book to the opening song of the play. Paton's 

book begins with a description of the hills and valleys 

around Ndotsheni. 

There is a lovely road that runs from Ixopo 
into the hills. These hills are grass-covered 
and rolling, and they are lovely beyond any 
singing of it. . . . About you there is grass 
and bracken and you may hear the forlorn cry-
ing of the titihoya, one of the birds of the 
veld. . . . 

The grass is rich and matted, you cannot see 
the soil. It holds the rain and the mist, and 
they seep into the ground, feeding the streams 
in every kloof. It is well-tended, and not too 
many cattle feed upon it; not too many fires burn 
it, laying bare the soil. Stand unshod upon it, 
for the ground is holy, being even as it.came 
from the Creator. . . . 

Where you stand the grass is rich and matted, 
you cannot see the soil. But the rich green 
hills break down. They fall to the valley below, 
and falling, change their nature. For they grow 
red and bare; they cannot hold the rain and mist, 
and the streams are dry in the kloofs. Too many 
cattle feed upon the grass, and too many fires 
have burned it. Stund shod upon it, for it is 
coarse and sharp, and the stones cut under the 
feet. It is not kept, or guarded, or cared for, 
it not longer keeps men, guards men, cares for 
men. The titihoya does not cry here any more. 

Tho great rod Ml 1 n stand dosolato, and the 
oarth has torn away liko flesh. Tho lightning 
flashes over them, the clouds pour down upon 
them., the dead streams come to life, full of 
the red blood of the earth. Down in the valleys 
women scratch soil that is left, and the maize 
hardly reaches the height of a man. They are 
valleys of old men and old women, of mothers and 
children. The men are away, the young men and 
the girls are away. The soil cannot keep them 
any more.̂ -O 

-^Pabon, Cry, the Boloved Country, pp. 3-4» 

t 
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Anderson takes this same passage and changes only a few 

words, eliminating references to specific places. 

There is a lovely road 
that runs from. Ixopo into the hills. 
These hills 
aro grass covered and rolling, and they are lovely 
beyond any singing of it. 
About you 
there is grass and bracken, and you may hear 
the forlorn crying of the titihoya bird. 
The grass of the veld is rich and matted. 
You cannot see the soil. 
The grass holds the rain and mist, 
and they seep into the ground, feeding 
the streams in every clove. 
The clove is cool and green and lovely beyond 

any singing of it. • • • • • • • « • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • « 

Where you stand the grass is rich and matted--
but the rich green hills break down. 
They fall to the valley below--
and, falling, change. 
For they grow red and bare; 
they cannot hold the rain and mist; 
the streams run dry in the clove. 
too many cattle feed on the grass; 
it is not kept or guarded or cared for, 
It not longer keeps men, guards men, cares for men. 
The titihoya cries here no more. 

The great red hills stand desolate, 
and the earth has torn away like flesh. 
These are the valleys 
of old men and old women 
of mothers and children. 
The men are away. 
The young men and the girls are away. 
The soil cannot keep them any more.^i 

There are several other instances in which passages of the 

book have obviously been' the inspiration for songs. It 

certainly seems possible that Anderson's poetry in the 

form of songs was the result of the influence of Paton's 

unusual language. 

•^Anderson, Lost in the Stars, pp. 2-3. 

i 
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The point has now beon reached at which it will bo 

possible to examine Lost in the Stars as it embodies 

Anderson's ideas. The discission will first center on 

some of Anderson's general philosophy as described in the 

first chapter. Then some of the ideas of playwrighting 

dealt with in Chapter Two will be applied to this play. 

Finally, the social and political ideas will be pointed out. 

The very title is reminiscent of Anderson's statement 

about men, chained to the world hurtling through space to 

some unknown destination.^2 The song "Lost in the Stars" 

mourns the fate of man, wandering, looking for an answer, 

a meaning for his life. 

Before Lord God made the sea and the land 
He held all the stars in the palm of his hand, 
And they ran through his fingers like grains 

of sand, 
And one little star fell alone. 

Then the Lord God hunted through the wide night 
air 

For the little dark star on the wind down there--
And he stated and promised he'd take special 

care 
So it wouldn't get lost again. 

Now a man don't mind if the stars grow dim 
And the clouds blow over and darken him, 
So long as the Lord God's watching over them, 

Keeping track how it all goes on. 

•^cf. Maxwell Anderson, "Whatever Hope We Have," 
The Essence of Tragedy and Other Footnotes and Papers 
'(Washington, D. C,, 1939), p. lB": "The human race . . . 
finds itself embarked on a curious voyage among the 
stars, riding a planet which must have set out from 
somewhere, and must bo going somewhere, but which was 
cut adrift so long ago that its origin is a matter of 
speculation and its future beyond prophecy." 
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But I've been walking through the night and 
the day 

Till my eyes get weary and my head turns grey, 
And sometimes it seems maybe God's gone away, 
Forgetting the promise that we heard him say--
And we're l03t out here in the stars— 
Little stars, big stars, 
Blowing through the night, 
And we're lost out here in the stars. ^ 

The chaos of South Africa, with its several peoples in 

sharp conflict points up another prevalent idea of Anderson's. 

Two or more cultures battling for supremacy must prevent the 

formation of a national culture. A people, in this case the 

English, cannot suppress another people, the South African 

Negroes, and develop a national conscience and "the lack of 

conscience is an invitation to destruction, the lack of 

culture an assurance that we shall not even be remembered. 

In pointing out the maltreatment of Negroes in South Africa, 

Anderson is striving to create that national conscience 

which it is the duty of the artist to form. 

The character of Stephen Kuraalo is an excellent example 

of the hero that Anderson describes in his essays "Off 

Broadway"-^ and "The Essence of Tragedy"-^ which are 

^Anderson, Lost in the Star3, p. $1, 

•^Anderson, "Whatever Hope We Have," Essence of 
Tragedy, p. 23. 

^Maxwell Anderson, "Off Broadway," Off Broadway 
(New York, 19l}-7), pp. 18-35. 

•^Maxwell Anderson, "The Essence of Tragedy," The 
Essence of Tragedy and Other Footnotes and Papers 
(Washington, D. C., 1939), pp. l-ll|. 
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discussed in detail in the first two chapters. The story 

of the play deals with the agony of Stephen as he discovers 

evil in the world for what is actually the first time. The 

external events are only the means by which this discovery 

is facilitated. The forces of good and evil are certainly 

apparent in Stephen. He is essentially a good man; however, 

there is a battle between these forces as demonstrated in 

the scene in which Stephen bitterly lashes out at Irina, 

forcing her to admit that she has lived with other men 

before Absalom and demanding to know if she would live 

with him if he desired her.^7 This is the anger and hurt 

in Stephen striking out; he regrets his words and apologizes. 

There is also an obvious struggle between good and evil as 

Stephen debates with himself about what advice to give his 

son. He sings: 

What have I come to here, 
At this crossing of paths? 
Must he tell a lie and live— 
Or speak truth and die? 
And, if this is so, 
What can I say to my son? 
0 Tixo» Tixo» help me! 

Often when he was young 
I have come to him srsd said, 

"Speak truly, evade nothing, what you have done 
Let it be on your head." 

And he heeded me not at all, 
Like rain he ran through my hands, 

Concealing, as a boy will, taking what was not his, 
Evading commands, 

Anders on, Lost in the Stars, PP. 35-36. 
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For he seemed to hear none of my words; 
Turning, shifting, he ran 

Through a tangle of nights and days, 
Till he was lost to my sight, and ran far into 

evil--
And evil way, 
And he was stricken--
And struck back, 
And he loved, and he was desperate with love 

and fear and anger, 

And at last he came 
To this— 
0 God of the humble and the broken--
0 God of those who have nothing, nothing, nothing--
To this— 
To the death of a man! 
To the death of a man! 

A man he had given to death. 
Then my words ckme back to him, 

And he said, "I shall do no more evil, tell no 
more untruth; 

I shall keep my father's ways, and remember 
them." 

And can I go to him now 
And say, "My son, take care, 

Tell no truth in this court lest it go ill 
with you here; 

Keep to the rules, beware"? 

And yet if I say again, 
"It shall not profit a man 

If he gain the whole world and lose his own soul," 
I shall lose Absalom then. 

I shall lose Absalom then.^" 

Stephen is certainly an exceptional man; his purity, his 

devotion to God and to the people of his village, his 

strength in the face of horrible disaster are all indica-

tions of his greatness. However, Stephen has the tragic 

fault that Anderson feels all heroes must have. In this 

lQIbid., pp. 56-57. 
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case, it is "a very simple one—a mere u n a w a r e n e s s " - ^ of 

the complexity of the society in which he lives. Stephen's 

fault lies in his simplicity; he has shut his eyes to the 

real problems of the world until Absalom's loss forces him 

to recognize these problems. 

The recognition scene is the center of the entire play. 

"A play should lead up to and away from a central crisis."^ 

At this point, however, it becomes difficult to determine 

whether Anderson actually followed his own formula. There 

is no clear-cut recognition scene for Stephen. However, 

Anderson himself pointed out that these scenes are not 

always obvious in modern plays. The first scene of the 

21 

second act appears to be Stephen's recognition scene. In 

this scene, Stephen finds that his son has failed him or 

perhaps that he has failed his son in some way. In addition, 

for the first time in his life, Stephen is faced with the 

fact that truth is not always the happy answer. This is 

summed up in the song which is quoted above. 

Lost in the Stars contains many statements of Anderson's 

social beliefs. The most obvious themes are the tragedy of 

the suppression of a people through racial prejudice, and 

the resulting judicial inequality. There is also a 

^Anderson, "The Essence of Tragedy," Essence of 
Tragedy, p. 9. 

20Ibid., p. 7. 

21 
Anderson, Lost in the Stars, pp. $3-61. 
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supplementary theme concerned with the breakdown of the 

moral structure and of the family structure as a result 

of this prejudice and exploitation. 

Because there are so many references to these themes, 

it will not be possible to point out each one. Therefore, 

only a few passages have been selected for each idea. 

These passages are hopefully the ones which present the 

clearest statements of Anderson's ideas. 

The issue of racial prejudice is the base for the 

entire play. It was obvious to the playgoers of 19^9, as 

it is obvious to anyone who knows anything of South Africa, 

that white supremacy is the way of life in that country. 

Taking this assumption, Anderson makes no great effort to 

establish the fact that there is prejudice. Instead, he 

deals primarily with the result of that prejudice. However, 

in establishing the attitude of James Jarvis, he makes a 

clear statement of the feelings of most of the white people 

of South Africa. Stephen has gone to Jarvis with great 

humility to ask his intervention in Absalom1s behalf. In 

the conversation between the two men, one can see how the 

exploitation of black men has led to tragedy, and the " 

attitude that has encouraged that exploitation. 

Stephen 

If I could take him back to his home, 
umnumzana! Away from Johannesburg. He grew 
up in Ndotsheni. Among the hills. There was 
no evil in him then. Prom our house we could 
see up through the clove to your great house. 
You were kind to the folk who worked the little 

i 
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farms. Be kind again. A terrible thing has 
befallen my people. We are lost. . . . My 
son was lost. This would not have happened 
if there were not the gold mines, and the 
great city your people have built, and the 
little hope we have. 

Jarvis 

Unfundisi, there are two races in South 
Africa. One is capable of mastery and self-
control--the other is not. One is born to 
govern, the other to be governed. One is 
capable of culture and the arts of civiliza-
tion—the other is not. The difference between 
us is greater than that I live on a hill and you 
live in the valley. If my son had killed your 
son I would not have come to you for mercy. Nor 
to the judge. Whether it were my son or yours, 
I would have said, let him answer the lawI 

Stephen 

You--you could save him— 

Jarvis 

You have neither heard nor understood me J 
There is only a handful of whites in South 
Africa to control the great tide of blacks— 
and the blacks have not control of their own! 
They have no mind to it—and no mind for it! 
It's their way to run and evade, lie and 
strike down in the dark! Those who will not 
keep order must be kept in order! Those who 
lift their hands to kill must know that the 
penalty for death is death! 

Stephen (Humbly) 

Unnumzana--! read my Testament carefully. 
Jesus has not said this. 

Jarvis 

No, he has not, but where there is govern-
ment it's true.^2 

In the final line, Anderson has once again taken one of 

his familiar jabs at organized government. 
22Ibid.. pp. 60-61. 

f 
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The mutual fear that the separation of the races has 

brought about is perhaps the greatest tragedy, the complete 

lack of understanding between the races. The following is 

an extremely long quotation; however, it justifies itself 

with its eloquence. The text will be quoted at length to 

express the mood and quality of this remarkable passage. 

3rd Man. It is fear I 

2nd Man. Who can enjoy the lovely land, 
The seventy years, 
The sun that pours down on the earth, 
When there is fear in the heart? 

White Man. Who can walk quietly in the dusk 
When behind the dusk there are 
whispers 

And reckless hands? 

White Chorus. Yes, we fear them, 
For they are many and we are fewI 

Negro Quartet. Who can be content 
When he dares not raise his voice? 

White Chorus. It is fear I 

Negro Quartet. For fear of the whip, the guard, 

the loss of his house? 

White Chorus. It is fear I 

Negro Chorus. For fear of the mines, 
And the prison, 
And the coll from which there is 

no return? 
Yes, we fear them, 
Though we are many and they are 

few! 

White. Who can lie peacefully abed 
When the dark without window is troubled 
By those who hate you for what you are 
and what you do? 
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Negro. You think you know what it is to fear or 
to hate? 

What is there you have not taken from 
us except hate and fear? 

Yes, we fear them, though we are many 
and they are fewI 

White. Men are not safe in the streets, 

Not safe in their houses. 

Negro. It is fearl 

White. There are brutal murders. 

Negro. It is fear! 

White. Robberies! 

Negro. It is fear! 

White. Tonight again a man lies dead! 

Negro. Yes, it is fear! 

White. Yes, it is fear! 

Negro. Pear of the few for the many! 

White. Pear of the few for the many! 
All. Pear of the few for the many,p 

Pear of the many for the few! 

The plight of the Negro as a result of this prejudice 

and lack of understanding is awful. Absalom describes one 

of the effects of this attitude. While talking to Irina 

of their poverty and the hopelessness of their life, he says: 

Shanty Town. Crawling with boarders and bugs 
and children. You'd have your baby, and I'd 
keep on at the factory, and you'd have another 
baby, and we'd live in the same shack and pay 
our taxes and our rent and pretty soon we're 
sleeping four in a room. Ten in a room. Pilth. 
Nothing. And that's our fun. That's our life 
forever. That's what we get. Isn't it? 

23 Ibid., pp. 
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Nobody can keep those places clean! And I can*t 
stand it. I don't want it that wajr--! love you, • 
Irina. I want you to have something better 
than that. 

I've never been able to bring you a gift,Irina.. 

We've always had--not quite enough to live on.24-

Another serious effect is the breakdown of the family, 

and with it the entire moral structure. When people are 

taken from their native villages to be used in the factories 

and mines of Johannesburg, the culture collapses and the 

valleys become places of "old men and old women,/of mothers 

25 

and children." Once in Johannesburg, the native is 

trapped, never able to get back. This excerpt from the 

chant sung as Stephen departs for Johannesburg shows the 

feeling of the natives. 

This boy we love, this brother 
Go to Johannesburg. 
White man go to Johannesburg, 
He come back, he come back. 
Black man go to Johannesburg, 
Go, go, never come back--
Go, go, never come back, never come back 
Never come back I 

In the city, away from the familiar culture, the black man 

is corrupted by his need, his poverty, his resentment of 

the white people who control his life. As a result, the 

women turn to prostitution, as Gertrude does; the men to 

theft and murder, as Absalom does. The grief of the Negroes 

is beautifully expressed in the following song: 
^Ibid., pp. 30-31. 2^Ibid., p. 2. 26Ibid., p. 9. 
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Cry, the beloved country, 
Cry, the beloved land, 
the wasted childhood, 
the wasted youth, 
the wasted man! 
Cry, the broken tribes, and the broken hills, 
and the right and wrong forsaken, 
the greed that destroys us, 
the birds that cry no morel 
Cry, the beloved country, 
Cry, the lost tribe, the lost son. 

Cry, the unborn son, 
fatherless, 
let him not be moved by the song of the bird, 
nor give his heart to a mountain 
nor to a valleyI 

Cry, the beloved countryI 
Cry, the lost son, 
the lost tribe-~ 
the lost— 
The great red hills stand desolate, 
and the earth has torn away like flesh. 
These are the valleys 
Of old men and old women, 

of mothers and children. 

Cry, the beloved land.27 

To say that Anderson is attacking only the class system 

of justice is not completely accurate. It is an attack of 

that facet of the system. But it is much more than that--

it is an attack on the whole system of organized justice. 

The scene in which Matthew, Johannes, and Linda hold a mock 

trial is one of the most humorous scenes in the play; it 

is also a scathing -condemnation of the real parody of organ-

ized justice. In the process of this "trial" there is 

27Ibid., pp. 73-74. 28Ibid., pp. 28-29. 
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one particularly revealing passage in which Matthew makes 

a succinct statement about the nature of justice, in 

court or in society. 

Matthew 

. . . Young man, you got justice, we 
all got justice! Justice is when the black 
man digs and the white man carries the brief 
case! Justice is when the black woman cooks 
and the white woman has breakfast in bed! If 
you want anything extra—you pay for it! 

Johannes 

Your Honor, would you accept a little 
money? 

Matthew 

What! Me, sir? A judge, sir? Take 
money, sir?--Yes, sir!29 

When John explains the procedure for obtaining justice to 

the less sophisticated Stephen, he would seem to be stating 

Anderson's opinion of the courts. John says: 

When you go before a judge you have to have a 
lawyer. Now a lawyer1s paid to lie and make it 
sound like the truth. . . . The truth! Why would 
they tell the truth in a court? 

That's part of the game. This is what happens 
in a court, Stephen. The defendant may be guilty 
as hell but he goes in and pleads not guilty and 
his lawyer tries to make the evidence look as if 
he's not guilty. The prosecution may be weak as 
hell but it goes in and tries to make things look 
as if the defendant's guilty as a hyena. 
Each one tries to foul up the witnesses on the 
other side and make his own witnesses look good. 
If the defense piles up the most points, why 
fine, the old sheep-face of a judge says he's 

29Ibid. 



90 

not guilty. If the prosecution piles up the 
most points, why old sheep-face says hang 
him up. It's a game. Truth has nothing to 
do with it. 

The hopelessness of ever obtaining real justice is 

expressed in the song "The Wild Justice." 

Have you fished for a fixed star 
With the lines of its light? 

Have you dipped the moon from the sea 
With the cup of night? 

Have you caught the rain's bow in a pool 
And shut it in? 

Go hunt the wild justice down 
To walk with men. 

Have you plotted the high cold course of a heron's 
flying, 

Or the thought of an old man dying, 
Or the covered labyrinth of 
Why you love where you love? 
Or, if one love you, 
Why your love is true? 
Only for a little, then, 
Tease the wild justice down to dwell with men. 

When the first judge sat in his place 
And the murderer held his breath 
With fear of death in his face, 
Pear of death for death, 
And all that could be said, for and against, 

was said, 
And the goods were balanced, and two, not one, 

were dead, 
Was justice caught in this net? 
Not yet, no, not quite yet, not yet. 

The wild justice is not found 
In the haunts of men. 

The wild justice is not found in the haunts of 
menJ31 

Lost in the Stars was one of the earliest of the 

popular American musical plays with tragic overtones. 

30Ibid., pp. 56. ^Ijbid., pp. 53-54* 
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Johnny Johnson (1936) was perhaps the first of this type. 

However, the form was not popularized until the late 1^0'a, 

when Lost in the Stars, Retina, and Finian's Rainbow 

appeared. Since that time the form has become accepted 

in the popular musical theatre with the production of plays 

such as West Side Story (1957)# Man of La Mancha (1966), 

anc^ Royal Hunt of the Sun (1965). In 19^9, a time in which 

the theatre was turning to happy subjects, Anderson and 

Weill displayed courage and perhaps a bit of foresight in 

producing a play of an almost unheard-of form, a musical 

tragedy. 

The critical reaction to Lost in the Stars is completely 

devoid of mention of the innovation of Anderson and Weill's 

musical tragedy. Seemingly uninterested in the fact that 

the play carried as much social significance as the novel 

the Beloved Country, the critics chose to be more 

concerned with the manner of adaptation than with the 

theme that is common to both novel and play. There is 

unanimous agreement among the critics that, though "Maxwell 

Anderson, writing with the deepest sympathy, has denied 

himself those indulgences in the ornate which often tempt 

32 

him. . .", the play is vastly inferior to the novel. One 

cannot help wondering if the reviews would have been so 

critical had the reviewers not read the book. It seems 
32 
John Mason Brown, "Lost in the Stars," Saturday 

Review of Literature, XXXII (November.26, 19i+9)» 31-32. 
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fallacious to judge a play solely by how faithfully it 

followed the novel rather than judging that play as a 

separate and completely different composition. Brooks 

Atkinson praised the production rather extravagantly, then 

dismissed it by stating that Cry, the Beloved Country was 

totally unsuited to the dramatic medium. John Gassner 

made what appears to be the most valid criticism. He finds 

fault with the particular dramatic form chosen by Anderson 

and Weill. 

They were right in selecting expressionistic 
and telescopic treatment for the work. They were 
right even in wanting to use music, but wrong in 
making their play operatic. They were evidently 
looking for a style of treatment that did not 
entirely crystallize for them, and it has not 
quite crystallized yet anywhere. . . . The fact 
of the matter may be that a completely satisfac-
tory form for a play like Lost in the Stars does 
not yet exist. It would have had to be invented 
by Anderson and Weill, and this is no easy matter.3k 

Finally, one can only ask: Why did the critics who 

found Paton's social comments so obvious not find the 

same comments equally obvious in Anderson's play? Why did 

they choose to almost completely disregard the theme of the 

play? The songs and passages quoted above communicate that 

theme quite effectively. Perhaps the critics did not feel 

that the play was as moving as the novel. This does not 

justify ignoring the purpose which is implied: To comment 

on the evils of racial prejudice. 

•^New York Times, October 31, 191+9, Sec. L, p. 28. 

3̂ -John Gassner, "The Theatre Arts," Forum, CXII 
(December, 1949), 3^0- » 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The final verdict on Maxwell Anderson's abilities 

as a playwright has probably not yet been reached. It is 

true that his popularity has declined, particularly since 
* 

his death in 1956. However, his plays have not been for-

gotten; Hallmark Hall of Fame has chosen to produce two of 

them, Elizabeth the Queen and Barefoot in Athens, for 

national television within the last four years. 

When the acclaim that Anderson received during the 

19.30's and the 19ij.0,s began to turn to criticism, the 

strongest accusation made against him was that his ideas 

were "less experimental than derivative.""*" Anderson had 

answered that charge long before it was made. He never 

felt that he was a great innovator; he freely admitted 

that he had derived his ideas about tragedy from A r i s t o t l e , 2 

and his ideas about the use of poetry in the theatre from 

"Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, Shakespeare, Corneille, 

and Racine."3 It is rather strange that the greatest sin 

-'-Gerald Rabkin, Drama and Commitment (Bloomington, 
Indiana, 19624.), p. 26~T. 

^Maxwell Anderson, "The Essence of Tragedy," The 
Essence of Tragedy and Other Footnotes and Papers 
(Washington, D. C., 1939)/ pp. 301^. 

3 
-Maxwell Anderson, "Poetry in the Theatre," Off 

Broadway (New York, 19i7), p. 53. " 

i 
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of which Anderson has been accused is one which he pur-

posefully committed. 

Anderson's politics were not completely original 

either; yet the ideas found in his plays are more than a 

reflection of the thinking of his time. He seemed to always 

be ahead of the current thinking. The best example of this 

is his championing of the Negro as developed in The Wingless 

Victory (193&) and Lost in the Stars (19^9). The latter was 

written ten years before the Negro cause became a popular 

one; the former, twenty years before. 

The most obvious conclusion that can be drawn from 

these two plays,.and from all of Anderson's plays, is his 

strong belief in the right of the individual to make his 

own decisions. However, it is in the expression of this 

belief that Anderson becomes what Gerald Rabkin calls a 

"political paradox."^" He' believed in the rights of the in-

dividual, but sometimes lost his faith in the ability of the 

individual to exercise those rights. Given the mental 

ability to determine his otra fate, man has often chosen to 

allow others to determine it for him. He may fight for his 

right of self-determination, but he is often defeated by 

his own greed. 

On one hand, Rousseauistic man dreams of a world 
in which institutional evil is eradicated, in 
which the coercion of authority is not permitted 
to thwart man's essential goodness; on the other, 
Machiavellian man creates ever more complex 

^-Rabkin, Drara and Commitment, p. 262. 
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Instruments for self-aggrandizement and oppres-
sion. In fighting political evil, man mu3t 
face the contradiction of becoming that which 
he detests. And yet he must fightj for to 
avoid the^battle means the abrogation of 

humanity.^ 

Thus, Washington, in Valley Forge, fights for the ideal of 

a democracy, but has little faith in the possibility of 

man succeeding in keeping such a perfect form of government. 

The Dauphin echoes this lack of faith in man when he re-

peatedly speaks of how well men bear corruption in Joan of 

Lorraine. In Both Your Houses, Alan McClean is defeated in 

his attempt to thwart corruption in the legislature by men 

elected by the people. The final conclusion seems to be 

that man is often a greedy, bumbling fool, but he has the 

right to make his own decisions, even if those decisions 

are stupid ones. 

The two plays with which this study is primarily 

concerned reflect opposite views of the individual in con-

flict with the society that tries to oppress him. In both 

plays, Anderson draws characters that are examples of ideal 

individualists, though they are totally different. Brom 

Broeck defeats his oppressors; Stephen Kumalo appears to be 

defeated by his. However, neither man surrenders to the 

oppression. Brom obviously does not surrender. Stephen's 

real triumph is not so obvious. Though he is defeated in 

his attempt to obtain justice, he maintains his belief in 

%bid., p. 288. 
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ideal justice. He refuses to become a part of a system in 

which lying is more highly rewarded than telling the truth. 

His determination (and the determination of his son) not to 

sacrifice a belief in truth costs Absalom his life. As a 

result, Stephen emerges badly beaten, but not really 

defeated. 

Pitting his individuals against a society that was 

constantly trying to destroy them, Anderson used his 

characters to criticize his own society. He had a fervent 

respect for democracy and for justice, and his greatest 

anger was with anything that corrupted these institutions. 

Anderson's political philosophy was obviously rather anar-

chistic. For him the government was a constant threat to 

the man it ruled. The greatest evil caused by that govern-

ment was the social injustice that it allowed and often 

condoned. Again and again, Anderson criticized government 

and sought to give a warning to the people. These two 

related themes, governmental corruption and social injustice, 

became the most prominent ones he used. Alan McGlean (Both 

Your Houses) fights corruption in the legislature, as does 

George Washington (Valley Forge). Joan (Joan of Lorraine) 

is destroyed by the Dauphin and his advisers, in spite of 

the fact that she has been responsible for finally getting 

the Dauphin crowned. The attempt of the Sacco-Vanzetti 

figures in Gods of the Lightning to prove their innocence 

is thwarted by the machinery of organized justice, which 
* 

f r 
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condemns them because they are political misfits. Mio is 

the victim of the same kind of justice in Winterset. 

Oparre (The Windless Victory) is also a victim of social 

injustice* She dies simply because she is different, and 

therefore inferior in the eyes of her husband and his 

family. Brom Broeck is almost a victim of governmental 

corruption in Knickerbocker Holiday. With this light-

hearted musical, Anderson, gave a not so light-hearted 

warning of what over-centralized government, such as the 

one produced by the New Deal, can be like. Lost in the 

Stars is an emotional appeal for justice, true justice. 

With the portrayal of Stephen Kumalo's tragic treatment 

at the hands of organized justice, Anderson attempted to 

make his horror at such injustice felt. 

Anderson also demonstrated in a few plays, most notably 

Eli zabeth the Queen, that he could be sympathetic toward 

those who represent government, those who must rule. Yet 

even in this play, he emphasizes the fact that power cor-

rupts. Had Elizabeth held her throne less dear, she might 

have held Essex dearer. 

Was he successful in communicating his ideas to his 

audience? Did those ideas have any effect on the attitudes 

of the audience? If these questions could be answered, 

perhaps one could form a valid evaluation of Anderson's 

abilities. But such questions cannot really be answered. 

t 
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One can read the reviews of Knickerbocker Holiday and find 

that the critics recognized his satire; but did they really 

hear his warning? The reviews of Lost in the Stars indi-

cate that even the critics did not feel the horror at the 

state of justice that he was attempting to communicate. 

In neither case is it possible to say that his play 

affected the attitudes of his audience. No play has ever 

been definitely proven to have changed ideas. The drama 

can only point out the flaws of civilization; it cannot, 

correct those flaws. 

Maxwell Anderson may or may not have been a great 

playwright; it is not the purpose of this study to deter-

mine that. But no matter what the final judgment is of 

his work, "there can be no denying of the integrity with ' 
L
 N 

which he practiced his art." His commitments to fight 

social injustice and governmental corruption were made 

early and he never betrayed them. In his plays, he attempted 

to communicate those ideas in the most effective way he could 

find. He best explained his attempt through the drama when 

he said: 
None of us ever knows what comes, finally, of his 
decisions. Usually not much. But whatever comes 
of them, the essential problem is always the same. 
Hoi* do I relate my dream to the actual world, and 
how much of ray dream will I sacrifice to make a 
portion of it come true?? 

6Ibid., p. 263. 

^Maxwell Anderson, "Compromise and Keeping the Faith," 
Off Broadway (New York, 19^7}# p. 30. 
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For Anderson, the answer was the drama as the best way 

to communicate his "dream;" And the strength with which 

he expressed his dream would seem to indicate that he 

sacrificed very little of it. Whether he was truly great, 

or simply competent, he Vas a playwright with convictions 

and the courage to express those convictions on the stage, 

despite the fact that they were sometimes unpopular. 
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