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xv
            Preface

         

         Like other Americans, I can rely on the federal government to send me a Social Security check once a month when I am old or disabled. And I sleep better thanks to the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, knowing that if my bank is the next to fail, my savings are still protected, even as the Securities and Exchange Commission protects my pension’s investments. A century ago, these guardrails didn’t exist, nor did the Federal National Mortgage Association to secure housing, the National Labor Relations Board to ensure workers’ rights, the Soil Conservation Service to help farmers and protect the nation’s ecosystems, or the Tennessee Valley Authority to provide natural resource planning and hydroelectric power for communities inadequately served by the private sector. These seven federal programs are the sole survivors of the New Deal legislation of the 1930s, proposed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, then passed by Congress over the bitter objections of vested interests who to this day keep trying to curtail programs that protect so many. Vestiges of xviother New Deal projects still surround us, enriching our lives, though I suspect that few Americans are aware when hiking a trail cut on a mountainside in Colorado, or passing a vivid mural in a post office in Mississippi, or thumbing through one of the still-reprinted state guides in a bookstore in Vermont (John Steinbeck called them “the most comprehensive account of the United States ever got together”) that these only exist because of the New Deal’s Works Progress Administration (WPA).

         This book is about a once thriving WPA relief program that did not survive and has left little trace: the Federal Theatre Project, which from 1935 to 1939 staged, for a pittance, over a thousand productions in twenty-nine states seen by thirty million, or roughly one in four Americans, two thirds of whom (according to audience surveys) had never seen a play before. It offered traditional fare, like Shakespeare, mixed in with contemporary plays on issues that mattered to Depression-era audiences, such as slum housing and the threat of fascism, topics largely shunned by Hollywood and the commercial stage. Led by a theater professor, Hallie Flanagan, it employed, at its peak, over twelve thousand struggling artists, some of whom, like Orson Welles and Arthur Miller, would soon be famous, but most of whom were just ordinary people eager to work again at their craft. It was the product of a moment when the arts, no less than industry and agriculture, were thought to be vital to the health of the republic and deserving of its support. The Federal Theatre brought entertainment to the work camps where those hiking trails were being dug. It brought children’s plays on touring trucks to kids in crowded cities. It staged works in foreign languages to reach immigrants. It established what it called “Negro Units” from Hartford to Seattle to support Black actors and playwrights. It brought free theater to asylums, orphanages, hospitals, xviiprisons, and veterans’ homes. It revived playgoing in rural states where the movies had all but ended it. Ten million listeners a week tuned in to its radio broadcasts. Its popularity, which contributed to its undoing, confirmed that there was a hunger for drama that spoke to the unsettling times.

         The Federal Theatre was the first New Deal project to be successfully attacked and abruptly terminated, on the grounds that it promoted un-American activity. When it was shut down, a series of fact-based plays exploring subjects as urgent as war, flood control, food and drugs, tuberculosis, and money, as well as four others on America’s racial divide, were in development. Its closing would have a lasting impact on American cultural life, and, inevitably, on the resilience of the nation’s democracy, for the health of democracy and theater, twin-born in ancient Greece, has always been mutually dependent. The consequences of the attacks on it, part of a particularly ugly culture war that led to its defunding, are still felt today.

         The term “culture war” didn’t enter the national vocabulary until the summer of 1992, when Patrick Buchanan, a far-right conservative, declared at the Republican National Convention that there “is a religious war going on in our country for the soul of America. It is a cultural war.” Buchanan had lifted the phrase from a groundbreaking book published a year earlier, Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America, by a sociologist of religion, James Davison Hunter. Hunter had argued that “America is in the midst of a culture war,” with progressives opposed by an orthodoxy who didn’t like where the country was heading. Hunter saw the origins of the conflict as sectarian rather than political, the result of century-long tectonic shifts as a once overwhelmingly Protestant nation fitfully absorbed other religious groups and new coalitions emerged. His book focused on the controversies xviiithat followed from these realignments during the 1960s, especially over abortion, the arts, gay and women’s rights, and what was taking place in America’s classrooms.

         The idea that the nation was embroiled in a culture war resonated powerfully, and would be a rallying cry, mostly for those on the right, in the ensuing decades. A slew of books with similar-sounding titles followed—including Andrew Hartman’s A War for the Soul of America: A History of the Culture Wars, Todd Gitlin’s The Twilight of Common Dreams: Why America Is Wracked by Culture Wars, Edward P. Lazear’s Culture Wars in America, Irene Taviss Thomson’s Culture Wars and Enduring American Dilemmas, and Bill O’Reilly’s Culture Warrior. While not necessarily sharing Hunter’s religion-driven narrative, all these writers, across the political spectrum, were happy to agree with his premise that America’s culture wars emerged in the late 1960s.

         But to accept that they began as late as that ignores the obvious: culture wars have long divided Americans, as far back as Revolutionary times, when colonists content with life under British rule were opposed by others who fought for independence. In the early decades of the republic fresh ones emerged, between those who favored American expansionism and those who rejected Manifest Destiny, and then, bloodily, in a Civil War between secessionists who fought to perpetuate slavery and abolitionists who opposed them. That war did not put an end to competing worldviews that would lead to fresh culture wars over Reconstruction and citizenship into the 1870s, then over populism in the 1890s, and so on. As the nation changed, so have its culture wars, which have always been with us and rarely serve as precursors to each other.

         The culture war that broke out in the late 1930s over the place of the arts and especially of theater in our democracy took place at a xixtime, much like our own, of economic uncertainty, racial tensions, and rising nationalism and fascism, with new technologies transforming how entertainment and news were experienced. But there were fundamental differences too, for it was a time framed by the Depression and the outbreak of World War II, and then a Cold War, in which cultural battles were vastly overshadowed by economic and soon military ones, and never reached their current fever pitch. Crucially, the 1930s were also years in which progressives in America found their voice in both the political and artistic realms, leading their opponents to seek out strategies to halt or reverse what were for them disturbing societal changes. In that respect it anticipated our current divide. A defining legacy of this culture war is how these strategies coalesced into a right-wing playbook, widely used today, for securing power and challenging progressive initiatives.

         A central figure in this story is a largely forgotten congressman from East Texas, the charming, bigoted, and ambitious Martin Dies. In 1938 Dies was appointed chairman of the first congressional “un-American” committee—universally known as the Dies Committee—that was expected to look into the rise of Nazism and Communism in America, and seven months later turn in a final report and then disband. Determined to secure a more permanent platform, Dies focused much of his committee’s investigations instead on the Federal Theatre and its playbooks (that is, its scripts), generating headlines for months. The political theater riveted the nation, and Dies’s popularity soared. The result of this clash between government entities was that the Federal Theatre was killed off in 1939 while the House Un-American Activities Committee survived until 1975.

         In the course of waging and winning this battle, Dies assembled that figurative playbook so pervasive it now seems timeless. Long xxbefore Joseph McCarthy began naming names of those he deemed “un-American” in his own hearings in the Senate, Martin Dies had instituted the practice. Long before elected officials discovered that informal legislative guardrails could safely be ignored, that journalists rarely followed up on false claims, and that emerging media could easily be exploited, Dies had figured all that out. Long before politicians would galvanize followers by threats of violence against their foes, or brazenly play the race card, Dies would, on the campaign trail, speak of assaulting a Black congressman who dared challenge White supremacy, saying he would have “taken a swing at that nigger’s jaw.” And long before politicians realized that it was easier to attain power by battling over culture and identity—even if that meant reversing where they stood on specific legislation—Dies had shown how winning a strategy this could be. As forward-looking as Dies was, he was equally gifted at appropriating strategies others had successfully employed in exploiting grievances.

         Why Dies went after the Federal Theatre can be explained in part by what Alexis de Tocqueville recognized a century earlier in his Democracy in America (1835), where he writes that “the love of the drama is … most natural to democratic nations,” and where he describes democracy at work in America’s theaters: “At the theatre alone the higher ranks mix with the middle and the lower classes; there alone do the former consent to listen to the opinion of the latter, or at least to allow them to give an opinion at all.” In a world in which, as Tocque ville put it, the pit makes law for the boxes, those in charge outside the playhouse—the politicians and the wealthy now sitting in America’s box seats—had cause to be concerned by what Tocqueville described as theater’s power to “lay hold on you in the midst of your prejudices and your ignorance,” and educate and rouse people to xxichange what they believed was unjust. That, at least, is the promise—or threat—of theater. A century ago, when fewer than one in five American adults had finished high school and fewer than one in twenty-five had earned a college degree, schooling didn’t serve that purpose (so didn’t provoke the controversy and censorship that America’s classrooms now face); but a theater that stretched from coast to coast, especially one that staged plays on social and political issues, had the potential to inform and change many minds. Martin Dies, who believed that the increasingly popular Federal Theatre was spreading a dangerously progressive as well as a racially integrated vision of America, decided that it needed to be stopped.

         In the face of such an onslaught, the Federal Theatre was unusually vulnerable and soon found itself fighting on two fronts: critics to its left thought it had not gone far enough in challenging the status quo, while those on the right accused it of peddling un-American propaganda. Navigating these narrow straits while buffeted by political winds proved overwhelming, and the Federal Theatre ultimately foundered. Its loss proved to be a pyrrhic victory for its critics on both the left and right. Many of the former would soon find themselves blacklisted and the American theater politically moribund. And conservatives succeeded in eroding the associational life they so highly prized, for in its brief existence the Federal Theatre had established ties with hundreds of educational, fraternal, civic, and religious groups, strengthening communal bonds across the land.

         Ten chapters follow. Two recount how the Federal Theatre and the Dies Committee came into existence; three others explore the consequences of their collision. They frame the intervening chapters which underscore what was at stake, delving into five Federal Theatre productions that flirted with censorship, confronted the racial divide, xxiitangled with Congress, tackled issues ignored or sanitized by Hollywood, and expanded the possibilities of what American theater and culture could be. They also land squarely on inflammatory issues that would later inform our current culture wars. These five are a groundbreaking Black production of Macbeth in Harlem that toured as far as Texas; an adaptation of Sinclair Lewis’s anti-fascist novel It Can’t Happen Here that opened simultaneously in eighteen cities; White modern dancers performing Black songs of protest in How Long, Brethren?; One Third of a Nation’s exposé of slum housing, produced nationwide; and a brilliant and bitter history of racism in America that was never staged, Liberty Deferred. Taken together, they convey the range of productions that so riled the Dies Committee while capturing the Federal Theatre at its stumbling and self-censoring worst as well as its daringly innovative best.
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1
            Chapter One

            Is Marlowe a Communist?

         

         On December 6, 1938, for the first and perhaps only time in U.S. history, the purpose of theater and its place in American democracy was hotly debated in a congressional hearing. The fraught exchange took place on the second floor of the Old Congressional Building in Washington, D.C., where the recently formed House Un-American Activities Committee questioned its witnesses. The venue, with high ceilings and large chandeliers, its walls lined that day with theater exhibits, resembled a stage set for a courtroom drama. Two long tables had been arranged in the shape of a T. At its foot was a solitary witness chair. An audience of stenographers, reporters, photographers, and cameramen sat behind long tables on each side of the room. They were drawn there in part by the committee’s theatrics, vividly described in the Washington Star: “Under a blinding glare of spotlights and a bombardment of photographers’ bulbs,” committee members “shout insults at each other or at witnesses, who retort in kind. Spectators and witnesses exchange 2taunts. More than once the audience has been permitted to rise and cheer a pronouncement of the chairman.”

         Sitting at the head of the T that Tuesday morning were five members of the investigative committee: J. Parnell Thomas of New Jersey, John J. Dempsey of New Mexico, Joe Starnes of Alabama, Harold Mosier of Ohio, and its chairman, Martin Dies, a tall and charismatic Texan in his late thirties who worked his way through eight cigars in the course of a day’s hearing. While officially known as the Special Committee on Un-American Activities, everyone, including reporters, referred to it as the Dies Committee. Its other members struggled to be more than a supporting cast. The committee, authorized by Congress on May 26, 1938, was due to present its findings in less than a month. Its budget had been a measly $25,000, perhaps half of what it needed to hire enough investigators, signaling Congress’s uneasiness with authorizing this special committee, which it hamstrung by underfunding it. This meant that the Dies Committee lacked both the time and manpower to look into its ostensible targets, Nazism and Communism. So it reached for lower-hanging fruit, public relief, which many Americans had grown weary of, focusing its attention on one of the more controversial divisions of the WPA’s Federal One, a program that had put to work thousands of unemployed writers, musicians, photographers, painters, and actors. It wasn’t easy attacking murals adorning public libraries, or concerts, or photographs, or tourist handbooks. Theater offered a richer target, in part because it had become remarkably popular; in part because it was easy to find and then read aloud incriminating passages from plays that sounded obscene or subversive; and in part—and this is what justified linking it to un-American activities—because it attracted many on the political 3left who hoped, at a time of massive unemployment, racial division, and income inequality, that plays could expose and help change what they found wrong in America.

         Back in August, at the end of its first week of hearings, the Dies Committee had heard from a half dozen or so witnesses who, based on hearsay evidence and unchallenged allegations, had traduced the Federal Theatre as communistic and its plays as subversive of American values. The accusations were front-page news. Subsequent reports of the wild and unpredictable hearings, which Americans seemingly couldn’t get enough of, had generated growing public interest. With only weeks left before the committee members had to submit their report to Congress, they had not allowed any officials representing the Federal Theatre to respond to these accusations, despite repeated requests to do so. The previous day the committee finally invited, then grilled, the first of these, the formidable Mississippian and high-ranking WPA administrator Ellen Sullivan Woodward, and that hadn’t gone well. Woodward had turned the tables, deriding their biased proceedings as “un-American,” and accused them of giving “widespread publicity to testimony given before your committee” by “unqualified, irresponsible, and misinformed” witnesses. She was admonished in turn: “You are not here to ask the committee questions. You are here to answer questions.” Dies had made a tactical error in rebuffing Thomas’s request to skip Woodward entirely and turn directly to the testimony of a more vulnerable witness who worked under her, forty-eight-year-old Hallie Flanagan, a professor at Vassar College who had risen to national prominence in 1935 when chosen to run the Federal Theatre. From Dies’s perspective, Monday’s outcome must have been a disappointment, if not a potential disaster, 4especially after the New York Times headline had declared “WPA Plays Upheld at Dies Hearing,” and the anti-administration Chicago Tribune had not even bothered running a story.

         Since August, Flanagan had sought to appear at the hearings to defend the Federal Theatre, but until now the Dies Committee had stonewalled her. The committee couldn’t hold off any longer on allowing her to speak; and Roosevelt’s administration, having told Flanagan not to respond in public, had reversed course as well, belatedly recognizing the damage already done by this strategy. Flanagan had come prepared, reports and affidavits in hand. Nobody knew the Federal Theatre more intimately or could speak about it with greater passion. She was possessed of considerable poise, but, unlike Woodward, a veteran politician, had never found herself in such a hostile environment. Her mission was to defend the Federal Theatre; Dies’s was to trip her up, vilify her program, and, in so doing, make national news and extend the life of his committee. What Flanagan failed to grasp—and it would haunt her to her dying days—was that the hearing room (which to her producer’s eye looked “like a badly staged courtroom scene”) offered a different sort of drama than she had ever encountered. That shopworn set masked a nascent form of American political theater far more dangerous than the one she had come to defend.

         Dies entered the Old Congressional Building that morning bolstered by a successful weekend of politicking in New York City. On Saturday he had spoken at a luncheon at the Hotel Pennsylvania for six hundred members of the nationalist American Defense Society. Before this sympathetic crowd, risking President Roosevelt’s wrath, Dies lashed out against Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes and Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins for having “gone to great lengths 5to ‘ridicule and destroy’ his investigation.” His strategy was to play the victim while wrapping himself in the flag: “The enemies of this country … have been stupid. Their tactics of ridicule, misrepresentation, lies, abuse, etc., have done more to arouse the patriotism of this country to the seriousness of the situation than all the testimony we have heard.” Dies’s hosts were furious that no radio station had covered the popular congressman’s speech (though Dies had not asked any station to do so, and he had been on NBC radio alone seven times since April). Arnold Davis, cochair of the society, wondered aloud, “Who had the power to do that?”—intimating that Roosevelt’s administration was conspiring to subvert Dies’s investigation. National papers jumped on the conspiracy theory, several running a version of the headline that appeared in the Los Angeles Times the next day: “Six Radio Stations Refuse Time to Dies.” The press also reported that those at the luncheon voted unanimously to urge “Congress to appropriate sufficient funds for continuation of the investigation.” While this was a vote of confidence, the need for one was a sign of how vulnerable Dies’s committee now was. Dies told the crowd that “long before he undertook the investigation … he was advised by a friend not to begin it because a concerted attempt would be made to ‘smear’ it,” hinting at an even deeper and long-standing conspiracy to silence him.

         Buoyed by this response, on Sunday he spoke to an admiring crowd of over three thousand at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, where he declared (in a barely veiled attack on Communists in the country) that anyone “who advocates class hatred is plainly un-American.” He was still struggling to find effective ways to attack the Communist threat, since there was nothing illegal about being a member of the Communist Party in America. So he had to find a better way to persuade people that Communist values were fundamentally un-American, 6and at the same time quietly absolve fascism, which he had been far less keen on investigating. That evening Dies tried out a fresh argument, suggesting, as the New York Herald Tribune reported, that “property rights were closely linked to human rights,” and that history has shown “if you lose one you lose the other.” By this logic, to oppose private corporations and to advocate for public programs—socialized medicine, say, or state ownership of utilities—was by default un-American, as well as against human rights. This crowd, too, adopted a resolution “asking Congress to increase the appropriation of the Dies committee.” His fellow speakers at the event praised Dies, and one of them, George Harvey, the Queens borough president, even “suggested him for the Presidency.”

         Heading back to the nation’s capital either late that night or very early the next morning, what did Dies think was more likely: his nomination to succeed Roosevelt in the Oval Office or his failure to secure his committee’s future? At that moment it was anyone’s guess. The newly established Gallup poll was at this very moment tabulating its findings about what Americans thought about his committee; the results of that survey were as yet unknown.

         Flanagan came prepared to share with the committee how much the Federal Theatre had accomplished in its short life as well as to defend it from accusations that it was promoting Communism. She was progressive in her worldview and believed that theater should be “a thorn in the flesh of the body politic,” but she had never imposed an ideological agenda on the Federal Theatre, and had pushed back against radicalism in her organization. The overwhelming majority of the hundreds of productions she had approved were unobjectionable—classical and modern drama, religious plays, vaudeville acts, marionette shows—though a few contemporary plays had not shied away 7from controversy (and had angered those across the political spectrum, from the Roosevelt administration to its foes in Congress, the latter far more often). The cost to American citizens for all this was negligible: less than 1 percent of money allocated for all federal work relief. The price tag over the past three years or so had amounted to—as Flanagan herself would put it—the cost of building one battleship.

         The committee made Flanagan wait. Before allowing her to testify, there was a warm-up act: they first wanted to hear from Howard Stone Anderson, minister of the First Congregational Church in Washington, D.C., who was invited to speak about “the best ways and means to promote Americanism.” Anderson spoke uninterrupted and interminably about “the spiritual lethargy and moral indifference” threatening America, and recommended that radicals should be dealt with “by force or persuasion, by confinement, or deportation.” If Flanagan thought she was going to be treated with similar courtesy, she was in for a surprise. She, too, had planned to read from a prepared statement, but the committee had other ideas. J. Parnell Thomas and Joe Starnes, either out of impatience or to see whether they could rattle her, began peppering her immediately with questions as soon as she was sworn in. The New York Times reported that they “heckled” Flanagan and “interrupted each other in their eagerness to question her”: “Their questions tumbled out so fast that she had to juggle with two or three at a time and was continually cut off from completing her sentences.” They were ill-equipped to deal with the hard-earned authority of professional women like Woodward and Flanagan who refused to defer to them. Dies, who allowed this spectacle to go on for too long, at last intervened, started things over, asking Flanagan what her duties were as head of the Federal Theatre. 8

         Unwilling to cede to the committee members who defined what was American, or for that matter un-American, Flanagan in her reply flipped the script, a bit too wittily: “Since August 29, 1935, I have been concerned with combating un-American inactivity.” Dies misheard her and replied: “No. We will get to that in a minute.” Flanagan had to repeat herself: “Please listen. I said I am combating un-American inactivity.” A confused Dies responded, “Inactivity?” Flanagan explained: “I refer to the inactivity of professional men and women; people who, at that time when I took office, were on the relief rolls; and it was my job to expend the appropriation laid aside by congressional vote for the relief of the unemployed as it related to the field of the theater.” Starnes, impatient, jumped back in, cherry-picking Flanagan’s official correspondence, trying to drive a wedge between the two goals of her project that had always been in tension with each other: providing relief to thousands of unemployed actors and staging first-rate productions. Flanagan, despite his interruptions, held her ground, repeatedly placing the snippets he was quoting within larger and inoffensive contexts. She just as deftly refuted Starnes’s accusation that her goal was creating a national theater.

         There were a few reasons why she had to do so. The first was that the name was taken. On July 5, 1935, a bill authorizing the “non-political, non-sectarian” and not-for-profit American National Theatre and Academy (assigning “sole and exclusive rights” to the name) had been signed into law. The new organization asked for no financial support; it was simply dedicated to stimulating public interest in theater, securing the best actors and plays “at a minimal cost,” and encouraging the study of drama. Having wealthy donors spend their own money to support drama was something Congress had no trouble rubber-stamping, and it was only “national” in the sense that it 9was intended to benefit the entire country. After the Federal Theatre was created later that summer, Flanagan was visited by one of its members, who warned her “that the expression ‘national theatre’ had been pre-empted.” Flanagan replied that she “had no intention of using what would be an inaccurate title.” Though she hoped that the two organizations might collaborate, they wanted nothing to do with her project, and since then little had been heard from the American National Theatre.

         The term “national” for Flanagan was also inaccurate insofar as it conjured up images of, as she put it, “a national theatre in the European sense of a group of artists chosen to represent the government.” There really wasn’t much difference, practically speaking, between a federal and national theater in an American context, once it was clear that the Federal Theatre bore no resemblance to French or German models. When Burns Mantle, the theater critic for the New York Daily News, toured theaters across the country in the spring of 1938, he concluded that he looked forward to the day “when we quit thinking vaguely of a national theatre as a marble building housing a golden-voiced stock company, and begin to think of it, as we should, in terms of a circuit of national theatre units.” That’s fairly close to what Flanagan aspired to, though she was also careful to avoid the term “national” because it conjured up—especially for Southern congressmen like Starnes of Alabama and Dies of Texas—the threat of a centralized government encroaching on states’ rights. A civil war had in part been fought over this in living memory.

         Once that line of attack sputtered, Starnes began another and more serious one: painting Flanagan as a Communist. He began with her background, referring to the months she had spent as a Guggenheim fellow studying theater in Europe and especially Russia, though interrupting 10her so often that his colleagues on the committee had to intercede. An overmatched Starnes, not yet done with proving a Russian connection, came at it a fresh way, asking whether she thought theater “was a weapon.” He again tried turning Flanagan’s words against her, this time reciting passages from her 1928 book, Shifting Scenes of the Modern European Theatre, as well as “A Theater Is Born,” a report she had written in 1931 for Theatre Arts Monthly about workers’ theater in America. But that attack was easily parried, as Flanagan explained the difference between reporting on something and advocating it; a workers’ theater had, of late, been born in America, she told him, but it “was not born through me.” Starnes grew increasingly agitated as Flanagan pointed out time and again that while he was quoting from her article accurately, he was merely quoting information that she was reporting and not her own views (silently passing over her obvious sympathy for them). Flanagan, like everyone else in the room, saw where his line of questioning was heading: Was the Federal Theatre promoting propaganda? Since it was impossible to deny that a small number of the Federal Theatre plays, especially the fact-checked Living Newspaper dramas, were committed to political and social advocacy, Flanagan, while acknowledging that these were propagandistic, insisted that they were propaganda for democracy. Propaganda for the elimination of slum dwellings. For better health care. For fairer labor practices. She concluded that that “propaganda, after all, is education,” to which Starnes had no answer. For the reporters in the room it looked like a repeat of the previous day’s tepid headlines.

         It was time again for Dies, who had been silently watching this unfold, to take over. He began by asking Flanagan about the audiences that the Federal Theatre reached. That twenty-five 11million Americans had by then seen at least one of its productions was, for Flanagan, a mark of its success; for Dies, it was evidence of how influential the Federal Theatre had become, and if some of its plays were truly un-American, how dangerous an institution. Flanagan then refuted the accusation made by an earlier committee witness that the Federal Theatre “couldn’t get any audiences for anything except Communistic plays,” pointing out its affiliation with hundreds of mainstream organizations across the land: “Note gentlemen that every religious shade is covered and every political affiliation and every type of education and civic body in the support of our theater. It is the widest and most American base that any theater has ever built upon.”

         Starnes was not yet done. Failing to see the web Dies was slowly weaving to trap Flanagan, and still sure that she had confessed to Communist sympathies in her article, he forced his way back into the conversation, reading aloud what he believed to be the most incriminating quotation from Flanagan’s writing:

         
            Unlike any art form existing in America today, the workers’ theatres intend to shape the life of this country, socially, politically, and industrially. They intend to remake a social structure without the help of money—and this ambition alone invests their undertaking with a certain Marlowesque madness.

         

         Confident that this was damning evidence of socialist sympathies, he demanded to know: “You are quoting from this Marlowe. Is he a Communist?” It was a question Starnes would regret asking for the rest of his life. The New York Herald Tribune called it the “high comedy relief of the day,” and it would be quoted in his obituary a quarter 12century later. After “the loud laughter” (as The New York Times described it) subsided, Flanagan, who had abandoned her usual self-restraint and joined in, even, as one reporter observed, rolling her eyes, apologized for her rude response. She then explained: “I was quoting from Christopher Marlowe.” But Starnes still didn’t get it: “Tell us who Marlowe is, so we can get the proper reference, because that is all that we want to do.” To which Flanagan replied, “Put in the record that he was the greatest dramatist in the period of Shakespeare, immediately preceding Shakespeare.”

         A “reddened” Starnes salvaged what he could, asking whether all drama, since its origins in ancient Greece, is fundamentally about social conflict, and so, by extension, Communist? Surely “Mr. Euripides was guilty of teaching class consciousness.” His choice of classical dramatist hit close to home; three months earlier, in a fiery radio address, J. Parnell Thomas had singled out Trojan Incident, a recent modern-dress version of Euripides’s tragedy by the Federal Theatre that dramatized the aftermath of the Trojan War, “wherein the people are shown the way to revolution.” The adaptation of the play for that controversial Broadway production, in which the defeated women of Troy confront the Greek men who had conquered them, was the work of Flanagan’s husband, Philip Davis, a Vassar professor of Greek and Latin, and Flanagan herself had advised the show. She was not going to back down about Euripides. Drama, dating back to the Greeks, had always been about social conflict and questioning the status quo. Flanagan might have added that this helped account for why millions of Americans, in the midst of a Depression, were flocking to see Federal Theatre productions. But how could she explain that—without further incriminating the Federal Theatre in promoting class conflict—to a committee that found any questioning of the 13way things were so threatening? Euripides, Marlowe, Shakespeare, Molière, it didn’t make much of a difference to the committee members; if theater advocated social change, it was by default subversive and communistic, and therefore “un-American,” and not something that the U.S. government should be funding.

         Flanagan also found herself in a bind when it came to accusations that there were Communists within the Federal Theatre. The American Communist Party, which had initially opposed the New Deal, would pivot in 1935 from a rigidly oppositional to a more flexible “popular front” strategy of infiltrating labor unions, arts organizations, and the government itself. But as far as the Communist Party’s efforts to bankroll radical American theater went, there has rarely been a poorer return on investment. Flanagan knew that there must have been card-carrying Communists in her ranks; the total number of party members nationally, which was never substantial, swelled from twenty thousand Americans in 1933 to sixty-six thousand by 1939. Yet she was forbidden by law from asking about the political or religious affiliation of those on relief, and certainly couldn’t fire anyone on these grounds. She also knew, and had repeatedly pushed back against, “fellow travelers” sympathetic to Communism who pressed their views in a handful of productions, mostly in New York’s units. She had no choice but to negotiate with the Workers Alliance of America, a union founded in March 1935 and run by Socialists and Communists, since it was WPA policy to meet with union representatives. You couldn’t get a show off the ground without haggling with at least a dozen unions, and those same Workers Alliance representatives also met with her superiors in Washington. While she couldn’t prevent some of its members from circulating strike notices or other flyers before the start of the workday, she should have come down more 14forcefully when they illegally circumvented that arrangement. But they were a nuisance, not a threat, and had never attained positions of leadership in her project or shaped its policies. Flanagan personally found the “whole thing … infuriating,” and in July 1936 wrote to her husband that between “the fascists and communists” the Federal Theatre “will not have much chance.” But she was wise not to explain all this to the Dies Committee, which would have seized on her testimony as a headline-generating admission of guilt, as it would do with the conciliatory explanations of Henry Alsberg, head of the Federal Writers’ Project, who testified right after her.

         Thomas then took over the questioning, steering the conversation toward specific plays. He failed spectacularly to make inroads against a children’s play, Revolt of the Beavers, which he tried to label as Communist (and which The New York Times had called “Mother Goose Marx”). It didn’t help that neither he nor any other member of the committee had ever seen a Federal Theatre production. Once again Flanagan was prepared and devastatingly read aloud from questionnaires that children had filled out after seeing this show. “The play teaches us never to be selfish,” one wrote. Another, that “it is better to be good than bad.” This line of attack was heading nowhere, so Thomas turned to an example that had especially infuriated him, how the New Jersey legislature—at a time when he was serving in it—was maligned in a play called Injunction Granted. What he failed to understand was that the offending lines he quoted from the play were spoken verbatim by those legislators, having been reported in newspapers. Flanagan made that clear. How could he object, she asked, to what had actually been said?

         A fundamental problem, Flanagan realized, was that these congressmen didn’t quite grasp how plays worked or how dramatists, 15through their characters and dialogue, pitted competing points of view against each other, so that it was misguided to quote any single speech and conclude that it somehow represented a play’s message. She managed to make that point during Mosier’s more civil questioning: “We would be on very dangerous ground if we denominated and denounced as subversive any play in which any character opposing our own political faith appeared. For instance, you might as well say that Marlowe that we discussed a while ago, because he introduced the devil into the play had sold his soul to the devil. You might as well say The March of Time, because it quotes from Stalin, is Communistic, or because it quotes from Hitler, is Fascist.”

         It was now midmorning, and it was left to Martin Dies to reverse what was at this point going quite badly for the committee. Once again he began disarmingly, asking Flanagan whether the purpose of the Federal Theatre was “amusement or … the teaching of a particular idea, or the presentation of facts or material in a way to leave a definite impression?” The question seemed innocuous enough, one that had been debated by writers and critics since the Roman poet Horace had asked two thousand years earlier whether the point of literature was to delight or to instruct. Dies kept returning to it, rephrasing his question, as he patiently and inexorably approached what both he and Flanagan knew was being centrally contested: Should the Federal Theatre be used to convey “ideas along social, economic, or political lines”? Sensing a trap, Flanagan asked Dies to exclude “political,” and he graciously did so, only to ask her once again whether she believed “it is correct to use the Federal Theatre to educate people, audiences, along social or economic lines?” Flanagan grudgingly admitted, “Among other things, yes.” That was all Dies needed to hear, and he spent the next hour delving into exactly how 16the various Federal Theatre plays were leftist propaganda, intended to foment class struggle and undermine what for him were essential American values. The only moment that he dropped his folksy courtroom manner and turned icy was when, discussing a Federal Theatre musical currently in rehearsal, Sing for Your Supper, he couldn’t resist reminding Flanagan of the power he wielded; the show might well reach the stage, he said, “unless you are interrupted by lack of funds, or some action of Congress.”

         Having set aside for the moment the loaded term “Communist,” Dies steadily, and with increasing success, forced Flanagan to acknowledge that Federal Theatre plays did indeed raise issues pertaining to social class, and he asked her whether taxpayers should pay for plays “that portray the interest of one class to the disadvantage of another class,” even though what those plays have to say might be accurate. When Flanagan insisted that “we are not doing plays to stir up class hatred,” he pointedly replied, “That is a question of opinion.” And he then succeeded in getting Flanagan to concede that a play called Power—about how the New Deal’s Tennessee Valley Authority established a publicly owned utility that provided inexpensive electricity to the underserved—had advocated public ownership of utilities. Too late, Flanagan saw where this was going, saying “that is a very clever move on your part to maneuver me into a certain position.” Dies, having succeeded in doing exactly that, came right back at her: “I would not undertake to match my cleverness with you on this subject because you are so thoroughly acquainted with it.”

         Dies then asked her where the Federal Theatre drew a line on advocacy. At public ownership of utilities? At public appropriation of private property? Flanagan knew that heading down this path would eventually lead, as she put it, to “recommending the overthrow of the 17United States Government, and I do not want that, gentlemen, whatever some of the witnesses may have intimated.” But Dies was relentless, insisting that she specify what sort of advocacy went too far, or alternatively, concede that she wanted theater to change America’s political and economic order incrementally. It must have been enthralling to witness this pointed exchange, their dialogue reproduced in newspapers the next day as if it were lifted from a play. The more Flanagan tried to explain how theater that questioned the status quo worked, the closer Dies got to the headlines he so badly needed.

         Flanagan was cornered, and knew it. She tried to extricate herself by declaring that Dies was now asking hypothetical questions, and demanded that she at last be entitled to share her prepared statement: “I came up here under the distinct understanding that I was to refute testimony by witnesses before your committee.” But Dies was too shrewd to allow that to happen, since so much of what those witnesses had said—and which had gone unchallenged by his committee—was, as Woodward had pointed out, untrue, or biased, or not credible. The back-and-forth on this was tense. Flanagan managed to trip up Dies when he confused the Federal Theatre Project with the Federal Writers’ Project; Dies, in turn, insisted, with a bit of sophistry, that because she was not in a position to repudiate Communist activities that took place without her direct knowledge, anything she had to say on the subject was hearsay, so that witness testimony must stand unchallenged.

         Dies was almost done now, and, shifting gears, he read aloud provocative lines from a 1934 play, Stevedore, that had been a hit off-Broadway and was subsequently revived by the Federal Theatre. Here’s how The Baltimore Sun described his exaggerated performance: “The recital began with a blasphemy and went on from there until the 18committee chairman, with an apparent shudder, halted himself: ‘God damn dem, anyhow. What dey thin I am? Do I look like some kind of animal? Do I look like somebody who’d jump over a back fence and rape a woman?’ ” “Absolutely vulgar lines,” Dies “almost hissed.” The lines he reproduces (and probably the voice he mimics) are those of a Black laborer, Lonnie, spoken when defending himself from a false accusation that he raped a White woman. But that storyline, at a time when Black men were still being lynched in America (which explains why an outraged and terrified Lonnie is cursing), is not what concerned Dies. For him, the passage was about the blasphemy and obscenity that the Federal Theatre was peddling—salacious language that the press, he knew, would report on. But this was as close as Dies would venture that day to the volatile issue of race, which was just below the surface of so much of the testimony about the Federal Theatre. He was well aware that over the past three years the Federal Theatre had broken many long-standing racial barriers, allowing Whites and Blacks to perform together, staging all-Black productions before integrated audiences in Jim Crow states, including Texas, that had previously outlawed such productions, and pouring federal dollars into “Negro Units” across America. But Dies, as staunch a foe of Black equality as one was likely to find in Congress, knew better than to risk alienating the Northern press, and knew as well that by law the Federal Theatre was required to be nondiscriminatory.

         After Dies’s performance, Thomas tried once again to get back into the fray, failing to understand that the show was over. Dies cut him off, asked what the hour was, and when told that it was already a quarter after one, called for an adjournment, to be followed by a fresh witness. Flanagan was stunned: “Just a minute, gentlemen. Do I understand that this concludes my testimony?” When Dies replied, 19“We will see about it after lunch,” she insisted on making a final statement. To which Dies, who had no intention of allowing such a formidable adversary any more time to make her case, said once more, “We will see about it after lunch.” As the hearing broke up, Congressman Thomas approached Flanagan, she recalled, looking “jovial,” and told her: “You don’t look like a Communist. You look like a Republican.” She told him that she wanted to continue testifying after lunch. Thomas laughed, then told her: “We don’t want you back. You’re a tough witness and we’re all worn out.” Flanagan approached the secretary of the committee, Robert Stripling, and asked that her written brief be included in the Congressional Record. She handed it to him and he assured her that it would be. It never was.
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            Chapter Two

            The Creation of the Federal Theatre

         

         It’s almost impossible to grasp how deeply theater was woven into the fabric of American life, from coastal cities to frontier towns, before the rise of Hollywood. It helps to see this through the eyes of a young woman, born in 1873, who grew up in Red Cloud, Nebraska, went to college in the state capitol, Lincoln, and as an undergraduate began reviewing local productions for the Nebraska State Journal. Lincoln had fallen on hard times in the 1890s, its population dropping sharply from fifty-five thousand to forty thousand in the course of that decade due to an extended drought and a nationwide economic depression. Despite financial hardship, a great many people in Lincoln continued to flock to the theater, frequenting the Funke Opera House as well as the newer Lansing Theatre. The two houses could hold well over three thousand playgoers, and there were smaller venues in town as well. Remarkably, for a rural and mostly agricultural state with just over a million inhabitants, Nebraska had more than fifty playhouses in 1890, with new ones being built as rail 22service made transportation faster and more dependable, enabling some of the finest talent in the country to tour the state.

         That young theater reviewer in Lincoln was the future novelist Willa Cather, later celebrated for her portrayal of frontier life. In the course of one especially busy week in April 1894, Cather reviewed five plays: Black Crook (one of America’s earliest musicals), The Fencing Master (another New York transfer, which played to “uttermost capacity”), Panjandrum (“the best comic opera of this or of many seasons,” that also played to “a packed” house), Brother John (by Martha Morton, one of America’s first women playwrights), and Police Patrol (a “ponderous and patriotic” melodrama). On top of that she took in a minstrel show at the Lyceum Hall. Cather reports that the run of plays seems to have lifted spirits in town: “Despite the sleepiness which is a necessary result of attending five good plays in one week everyone seems more cheerful for the dissipation.”

         Twenty-five hundred playgoers could cram into the Lansing for a standing-room-only show, paying from twenty-five cents to a dollar. With at least two packed shows and three at half capacity, it’s likely that eight thousand tickets were sold that week at the Lansing (the aging Funke, which would soon be refurbished, was dark). If you subtract the third of the population not yet fifteen years old, so likely too young to spend an evening at the theater, and subtract as well those too old or infirm, you are left with roughly thirty thousand adults who could go to the theater (and many, like Cather, went more than once). So it’s likely that as many as one in four adults in Lincoln went to a play that week, a percentage approaching a theatergoing intensity not seen since London in Shakespeare’s day.

         Lincoln was not exceptional; playgoing was a national pastime. In 1896 Julius Cahn published the first of his annual Official Theatrical 23Guide: Containing Information of the Leading Theatres and Attractions in America. Cahn listed every town in every state that had a playhouse, and provided information on train schedules, hotel accommodations, stage dimensions, admission charges, and much else. Cather’s reflections on the recent season in Lincoln in 1894, in which dozens of companies had passed through town, convey the effect of this touring on rural America: “There were poor companies here, but there were also good ones,” and she writes excitedly about the international stars of the stage, including Sarah Bernhardt, who reportedly “will play in all the smaller cities of America and will, of course, include Lincoln in her dates.” A local historian recalled that a “list of the names of the players who came to Lincoln in those days reads like a Who’s Who of the American stage.” Acting companies touring Nebraska knew that even small towns had their own theaters; Red Cloud, where Cather grew up, with a population of two thousand, had its own opera house that could seat eight hundred. Looking back years later, Cather recalled how her town’s “opera house was dark for most of the year, but that made its events only the more exciting. Half a dozen times each winter—in the larger towns more oftener—a traveling stock company settled down at the local hotel and thrilled and entertained us for a week.” Theater connected Americans, and Cather took care to keep her readers abreast of the latest news about actors and plays from California and Texas to Chicago and New York. For Cather, “the people of this century have a right to demand something that is close to them, something that touches their everyday life,” and touring companies provided that.

         Cather, who kept one eye fixed on the stage, the other on the audience, provides a rich sense of the social cohesion that theater was forging, which rival forms of entertainment (including college football, then in its infancy in Nebraska) could not match. Those of different 24social classes mingled and interacted, often noisily, in the playhouse. She describes nights when “the sons and daughters of toil greatly predominated,” the “kind of people who know how to enjoy themselves and who are thoroughly uncorrupted by any suspicion of taste,” who felt “at liberty at any time to call out the approval or disapproval in not unmistakable terms.” For those born abroad (and at this time perhaps a quarter of those living in Nebraska were European immigrants, for many of whom English was not their native language), theater helped overcome this barrier. There weren’t many Black people living in Lincoln at this time, but Cather’s reviews—in one of which she describes the reaction of “a big happy negro” sitting in the front row of the Lansing balcony—confirm that casual racism persisted, and that its theaters were integrated. Cather also describes amateur performances, including one by members of the Nebraska National Guard, the Lincoln Light Infantry. And the wall between town and gown was breached when a “full standing capacity” crowd at the Lansing came to see students from the university perform plays by Plautus and Sophocles in the original Latin and Greek. It’s hard not to feel the infectiousness of playgoing in Lincoln at this time, across the social spectrum, captured by Cather in her description of those who came to see a song-and-dance revue, Devil’s Action, at the Lansing in late September 1894. It was, she wrote, “one of the happiest crowds ever gathered in Lincoln. It was of course top-heavy, the gallery element predominating. The gallery was full, so full it could not contain itself. … It was a glorious audience, downstairs and up … the kind that can’t stand a specialty performance without something elevating and classical, something Shakespearean. … It was a wildly enthusiastic audience; it enjoyed itself and it got its money’s worth.” 25

         Even as automobiles were replacing the horse and buggy, movies were displacing theatrical performances across America. In 1900, nearly four hundred acting companies crisscrossed the country; two decades later that figure had dropped to forty-two, and by 1935, half that. One of the most knowledgeable writers on theater at the turn of the century, William Winter, recalled that in 1880 there had been as many as five thousand theaters in 3,500 locales. If Winter’s estimate is accurate, roughly a third of American towns and cities had hosted theaters, quite a few of them, like Lincoln, more than one. Close to half these theaters had resident stock companies, a cohort of local actors who were a bedrock of the local arts community. While there had been roughly 2,000 permanent stock companies in 1910, by 1923 only 133 remained, a hollowing out of local culture. By 1925, according to Billboard, the number of playhouses outside major cities had dropped to 674. Many had been turned into cinemas. A decade later, Thomas Gale Moore writes in The Economics of the American Theater, “the total of stock, repertory and tent theaters had dwindled to 110.” Outside of big cities, playgoing was fast disappearing, and part of the decline was self-inflicted, grounded in the conviction that theater, as Alfred L. Bernheim writes at the time in The Business of the Theatre, is “necessarily commercial,” so it was natural for there to be a drive to consolidate control of the industry in the hands of the few, in this case the powerful Theatrical Syndicate, established in 1896, a monopolization of power and profit that rendered the entire system vulnerable.

         The bottom seems to have fallen out in 1910 or so, the year in which Julius Cahn stopped publishing his annual guides. That year nearly 30 million Americans were going to the movies every week; admission was seven cents, a fraction of what a theater ticket cost. Those attendance numbers doubled by 1927 and nearly doubled again 26to 110 million in 1929 after talkies were introduced (at which point admission, now that serious competition from plays was gone, had risen to a quarter). It meant that on the eve of the Depression, on average, nearly every American—the population in 1930 was 123 million—went to the movies once a week. Even during the depths of the Depression that figure only dipped to 80 million or so. Hollywood soon elbowed its way onto Broadway, bankrolling shows at a loss, using theaters to try out plots and talent-hunt for actors, writers, and directors. In 1929, reflecting on how film “has put an end to the old-fashioned road companies which used to tour about in country towns,” Cather lamented what was lost. Having witnessed these changes, and having been so marked by theater herself, she was sensitive to the cost of Hollywood’s triumph. For her, film didn’t quite measure up: “Only a living human being in some sort of rapport with us, speaking the lines, can make us forget who we are and where we are, can make us (especially children) actually live in the story that is going on before us, can make the dangers of that heroine and the desperation of that hero much more important to us, for the time much dearer to us, than our own lives.” Cinematic “pictures of them, no matter how dazzling, do not make us feel anything more than interest or curiosity or astonishment.”

         It was the touring actors who embodied for Cather “the old glory of the drama in its great days,” and “why its power was more searching than that of printed books or paintings because a story of human experience was given to us alive, given to us, not only by voice and attitude, but by all those unnamed ways in which an animal of any species makes known its terror or misery to other animals of its kind.” She would find herself studying the audiences who went to the movies, even as she had once watched fellow playgoers, and put her finger 27on the difference: “I see easy, careless attention, amusement, occasionally a curiosity that amounts to mild excitement; but never that breathless, rapt attention and deep feeling that the old barnstorming companies were able to command. … Only real people speaking the lines can give us that feeling of living along with them, of participating in their existence.” When, in 1936, the Federal Theatre “brought the theatre back to the people” of Nebraska and, as the Omaha World-Herald added, “filled, to some extent, the gap that was made when the movies took over,” it was for many something new and strange: “Our actors” in Nebraska, Hallie Flanagan writes, “found that 90 per cent of their audience had never seen a play and could not believe that the actors were not moving pictures. After each performance they would wait in the doorway to see ‘whether the people are real.’ ”

         It’s hard to determine how many Americans still earned a living in theater in the early decades of the twentieth century or how many had drifted away into other jobs before the Depression hit. Even in the best of times, there were always actors looking for work. In 1920, the U.S. Census counted 48,172 “actors and showmen,” of which 28,361 were actors, including, presumably, those employed in film. No unemployment figures were given. A decade later, the 1930 census lumped together “actors and showmen,” reporting that there were over 75,000, with 64,695 currently employed. If the proportion of actors and showmen remained the same, that meant there were roughly 38,000 actors. In 1932, more than 22,000 of them, hungry for work, had registered with Hollywood casting bureaus, though few would find employment, almost all as extras.

         It wasn’t just actors who had depended on theater for their livelihood; there were also playwrights, prop makers, musicians, prompters, stagehands, producers, ushers, designers, managers, carpenters, 28bill posters, advertising agents, scenic artists, electricians, dancers, and costume makers. Thirty-five separate unions represented these and other workers, from the Ushers, Doormen and Cashier’s Union to Actors’ Equity. With theater in decline, many no doubt used their skills to seek employment in other fields, including film and radio, which was still possible when the national unemployment rate remained, on the average, around 5 percent from 1900 to 1929. But when that percentage spiked to nearly 16 percent in 1931, and then climbed to an unprecedented 25 percent in 1933, there were very few jobs of any kind available. In New York City that year, impoverished actors lined up for clothing, cash, and the three hundred thousand meals dispensed by the Stage Relief Fund and the Actors’ Dinner Club.

         Several things, all of them unprecedented, had to fall into place before this crisis would lead to the creation of the Federal Theatre. The first was a radical shift in relief policy, providing jobs for the unemployed rather than, as in the past, putting them “on the dole.” “Work relief,” an oxymoron for many, was a new concept, driven largely by the emerging influence of social workers whose experience of the early years of the Depression had convinced them, as one put it, that if you give “a man a dole and you save his body and destroy his soul,” but “give him a job and pay him an assured wage, and you save both the body and the spirit.” But, since work relief cost more than handouts, there had to be political will to legislate it, and a leader and a political party bold enough to dispense funds, given the entrenched hostility to such policies by business interests fearful of their impact on the labor market. Taxpayers and legislators then had to be convinced of the value of giving a paycheck to unemployed violinists to perform concerts and actors to stage plays, rather than, as one unnamed 29congressman put it, handing them shovels and expecting them to dig ditches. Concerns about the government getting into the theater business—especially from unions worried about lower salaries and those who ran commercial theaters opposed to subsidized competition—also had to be allayed. The only time in American history that all these factors aligned, briefly, was the mid-1930s.

         
            *

         

         It could never have happened without the vision and savvy of Harry Hopkins, an Iowan who, after graduating from Grinnell College, moved to New York City in 1912, where he became a social worker. In the two decades that would pass before the newly inaugurated President Roosevelt called him to Washington to head up national relief efforts, Hopkins, a workaholic with a genius for organization, developed a wealth of experience working with the destitute, from his early years in New York with the Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor, as well as the Board of Child Welfare, to his time with the Red Cross in the South. Given his expertise at large-scale relief efforts, when the Depression hit, Hopkins was asked by then governor of New York Franklin Roosevelt to serve as executive director of the Temporary Emergency Relief Administration. It would be the start of a long and consequential relationship.

         In 1934, now president Roosevelt appointed Hopkins head of the newly formed Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), which Congress authorized to spend $500 million for unemployment relief. Within two hours of settling in at his desk Hopkins had dispensed $5 million of it. FERA accomplished a great deal in the next 30eighteen months, employing over twenty million, including painters and writers, and supporting acting companies in seventeen states, whose plays were seen by five million spectators. Many of the features that would come to define the Federal Theatre were first tried out through FERA’s programs, including performances at Civilian Conservation Corps sites and portable theaters in New York City. Its scale was small, and arts funding limited, but it confirmed for Hopkins that work relief, as he had put it, could save both the body and the spirit of the unemployed, including those of artists.

         The midterm Democratic landslide of 1934 led Roosevelt to pursue more progressive policies. In January 1935, with unemployment still at a frighteningly high 20 percent, he proposed a massive $5 billion public program that would employ three and a half million jobless Americans, leading to the Emergency Relief Appropriations Act, the largest appropriations bill Congress had ever authorized. At its heart was the Works Progress Administration, which replaced the short-fix Civil Works Administration (CWA) that Hopkins had also overseen. Hopkins, who deftly outmaneuvered political rivals for control of WPA funds, understood how fleeting such opportunities were and told his staff: “This is our hour. We’ve got to get everything we want—a works program, social security, wages and hours, everything—now or never.” The clock was ticking. Only five years would pass between Roosevelt’s inauguration in 1933 and his final New Deal measure, the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938. Hopkins recognized that “with the first flush of recovery, many of those who enjoy its benefits find themselves weary of their contingent responsibilities” and are “bored with the poor, the unemployed, and the insecure.” And with Hitler’s and Mussolini’s rise to power in Europe, international commitments threatened to derail domestic ones. 31

         A centerpiece of the WPA, and while only a small fraction of its budget its most controversial set of projects, was Federal One, which included the Federal Theatre Project, the Federal Writers’ Project, the Federal Music Project, the Federal Art Project, and the Historical Records Survey. Twenty-seven million dollars was set aside for its programs in 1935, a little under $7 million of that for the Federal Theatre. Unlike FERA and the CWA, these would be run out of Washington rather than by state or local authorities. There had been calls for a national theater in America since its early years. The first was likely by William Dunlap, born in 1766, a playwright and theater manager in New York City. In his 1833 History of American Theatre, Dunlap wondered whether it was “visionary to suppose a free government, a government of the people, regulating and making more perfect and even more attractive an amusement which the people love.” He anticipated objections, many of which would be repeated a century later: “This plan may appear chimerical, and perhaps may be opposed, at first view, by players and managers, as well as by all the enemies of the theatre, who are such from the various motives of blind prejudice, or honest belief that it is a promoter of evil.”

         Dunlap would not be the last to call for an American national theater; by August 1934, Edith J. R. Isaacs, editor of Theatre Arts Monthly, would write that “half the pigeonholes in Washington are said to be full, today, of schemes for a national theatre”: there “are plans for building a national theatre in New York, for building it in Washington, for building it in Los Angeles.” But, as with Dunlap’s fantasy a century earlier, plans hadn’t been fully thought through. Vast obstacles remained: what “repertory there will be, what standards, method, central idea, seem to be nobody’s concern.” It would take time to resolve these many issues, and Isaacs thought this process shouldn’t be 32rushed: a national theater “may—should, in fact—wait to inaugurate performances; can wait for years, if necessary.” The challenge confronting Hopkins five months later, on January 21, 1935, when Congress allocated funds for the Federal Theatre, was that there was no time; in retrospect, it was already a year or so too late to introduce a New Deal initiative of this sort. Once the plight of unemployed artists was leveraged to justify the creation of what amounted to a national theater, it had to be put in the right hands quickly, fully imagined overnight, and then begin staging plays soon after, from coast to coast, with productions good enough to justify the expense and quiet critics.

         In his search for the right director, Hopkins interviewed leading figures from the noncommercial theater, including Isaacs, Frank Gilmore (a founder of Actors’ Equity), and Eva Le Gallienne (who had established the Civic Repertory Theatre Company). Le Gallienne claimed to have turned the job down, and later that year published an essay in The New York Times questioning the direction of the Federal Theatre, urging the government to fund instead an elite theater employing the best talent available, the sort of national theater that “exists in many European countries.” Hopkins was unimpressed by what he had heard, and complained that these ostensible leaders “are driving me crazy”: “When I talk about plans for an American theatre, each one talks about his own little problem.”

         In late April the playwright Elmer Rice traveled to Washington in an unsuccessful attempt to secure FERA funding for the Theatre Alliance, a nonprofit repertory company. While there he was invited to speak with Hopkins, who asked him “pointblank whether he had any plan for a Federal theatre project,” and Rice, who had not given the subject much thought, subsequently did so, writing a long letter 33in which he urged Hopkins to bring back much of what had disappeared since the turn of the century, reestablishing theaters in a hundred communities across the country that would put thousands of people back to work through local stock companies. These would stage high-quality productions for low prices in renovated theaters, supplemented by visits from touring stars. Rice himself wasn’t interested in overseeing it, and when asked by Hopkins who could do the job, he suggested Hallie Flanagan.

         
            *

         

         Flanagan was born in Redfield, South Dakota, in 1890; her family moved to Omaha, Nebraska, and then to various other Midwestern towns and cities before settling in Grinnell, Iowa, at the turn of the century. As a child, Flanagan recalled, she and her siblings “wrote plays and acted them” for their parents. Her father was a traveling salesman who had a hard time finding employment; her mother contributed to the family income as a dressmaker. During the economic downturn of the 1890s her father “lost one job after another.” She never spoke or wrote about this, and we know of it only because of what her stepdaughter Joanne Bentley, in researching Flanagan’s life, was able to uncover. Her father’s struggles to find work made a powerful impression on Flanagan, though even close friends didn’t know why she uncharacteristically wept, in later years, after seeing Death of a Salesman.

         In 1907 she enrolled in Grinnell College, where Harry Hopkins was a classmate. She was an excellent student and acted in the Dramatic Club. She also met the man she would marry not long after 34graduation, Murray Flanagan. In 1916, four years after they wed, her young husband died of tuberculosis, leaving her to raise their two young boys by herself. Needing to support her family, Flanagan took a job teaching high school in Grinnell; she “did not choose work,” she later said, “but had to earn a living.” Had her husband survived, she would likely have remained a frustrated homemaker who, like her mother, worked on occasion. In 1920, at the age of thirty, she began teaching freshman English at her old college, the year Grinnell introduced playwriting and production into its curriculum. Flanagan herself began writing plays at this time and won the Iowa State Playwriting contest for her autobiographical and moralistic The Curtain, which was soon published and staged. Two years later disaster struck again when her older son, Jack, at age seven, died of spinal meningitis.

         When her mentor at Grinnell resigned, she took over theater courses there, and then, in 1923, on the strength of her playwriting, was admitted to Harvard for the academic year to participate in the leading graduate theater program in the country, George Pierce Baker’s “47 Workshop.” Flanagan thrived in the program, and when she returned to Grinnell began to put into practice what she had learned at Harvard. Her talents soon recognized, she was offered—and accepted—a teaching position at Vassar College, in Poughkeepsie, New York, and, at Baker’s urging and with his support, won a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1926 to spend a year studying theater in Europe. It would prove to be a life-altering experience.

         Her travels took her from Ireland, England, and Scandinavia to France, Germany, Austria, Hungary, Italy, and, for the bulk of her time, the Soviet Union. She had the chance to discuss theater with many of the leading practitioners of the day, including William Butler Yeats, Lady Gregory, Sean O’Casey, Gordon Craig, Luigi Pirandello, 35Konstantin Stanislavsky, and Vsevolod Meyerhold. Flanagan was underwhelmed by what she saw in England, but found livelier productions in Scandinavia, and filled her notebooks with fresh ideas about design, lighting, acting, and directing that broke with the conservative realism that characterized most American productions at the time. She was especially excited by what she encountered in the Soviet Union: an intellectually rigorous theater committed to education and propaganda.

         Flanagan brought back to Vassar many of the practices she had witnessed and rechristened her theater program the “Experimental Theatre.” The program was notable for its range: her students were required to stage historical dramas, new works by classmates, and plays that employed new stagecraft techniques, as well as plays concerned with “modern problems.” Not everyone was thrilled; Flanagan recalled how one faculty member walked out of her racy production of Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra, complaining that she “felt as if she were in a brothel.” Others chafed at her insistence that performance mattered as much as literary analysis. It turned out to be very hard to say no to Hallie Flanagan, whether you were the president of Vassar (soon enlisted to perform in her shows) or the devoted students she attracted and then trained to realize that vision. Flanagan established a national reputation when she published a book about her encounters in Europe, Shifting Scenes of the Modern European Theatre. At Vassar she continued to oversee campus productions, though felt her ambitions cramped, writing wistfully at the time, “God help me to be able to do something more vivid in life than adding to the number of Vassar girls in the world.”

         In March 1931 Flanagan wrote her best known and most influential play: Can You Hear Their Voices? A former student, Margaret Ellen 36Clifford, asked Flanagan whether she had read Whittaker Chambers’s short story about the terrible drought faced by Midwestern farmers, “Can You Make Out Their Voices,” which had appeared in that month’s edition of the New Masses. Chambers, after reading a disturbing account that ran nationally, including in The New York Times on January 4, 1931—“500 Farmers Storm Arkansas Town Demanding Food for Their Children”—turned the news story into a parable of how small-town farmers armed themselves and turned to Communism to save their lives and livelihood. (This was the same Whittaker Chambers who later repudiated his days as a Communist and whose testimony to the House Un-American Activities Committee would land his fellow traveler Alger Hiss in federal prison.)

         After reading the short story, Flanagan suggested to Clifford that they collaborate on a dramatization of it. They secured Chambers’s permission to do so and researched and wrote the play in ten days, with the support of Vassar students who helped with the research. Flanagan maintained that it wasn’t “radical” or “subversive”—though conservative playgoers may have flinched when hearing a desperate farmer say “Some people come into communism through their minds and some though their bellies, but I guess most of ’em come in because they can’t stand seeing the folks they care about go hungry.” The play substituted for Chambers’s party-line Communist message a more tempered one, a change made explicit in their new title. Chambers’s story ends with a mother asking her husband if he can still hear their departing sons in the distance, heading off to be protected by Communist comrades back East, while they remain to battle capitalist forces with their neighbors at home. In their play—staged less than two months after Chambers’s short story was published—the line speaks to whether audiences can hear the plight of America’s 37farmers confronting a terrible Depression, while the farmers who agitated for food, and for change, patiently await their arrest by state troopers on Christmas Day.

         Can You Hear Their Voices? was a call for governmental support for farm relief, an appeal made directly on the screen projection with which the play ends: “These boys are symbols of thousands of our people who are turning somewhere for leaders. Will it be to the educated minority? CAN YOU HEAR THEIR VOICES?” Whether that leadership will come from a more progressive president than Herbert Hoover or from the Communist Party, or whether the message is that only strong national leadership can prevent destitute Americans from turning to Communism, is left unresolved. Anticipating similar work by John Steinbeck, Dorothea Lange, and other artists who were turning their attention to the plight of destitute American farmers, the play was, for Flanagan, a breakthrough moment. It was published and translated, and productions of it mounted on campuses and in regional theaters across America, as well as overseas, as far as Japan, Australia, France, Greece, and Russia. The play was still being revived three years later when it was staged off-Broadway. Reviewers admired it, with Theatre Guild Magazine noting that the “frankly propagandist play … deeply moved its audiences,” and The New York Times praising it as “a searing, biting, smashing piece of propaganda.” The most hostile review appeared in the Communist Workers Theatre, which complained, accurately, that “Flanagan and Clifford mutilated the class line of the story and adapted it into a play form with a clear liberal ideology.”

         Six months after the opening of Can You Hear Their Voices?, Flanagan published a long essay, “A Theatre Is Born,” in Theatre Arts Monthly, which began with a vision of the future of American theater: 38“At a time when Broadway is offering alibis for a disastrous season, during a period when art and community theatres are closing in many cities, … at this confused time, a new theatre, unknown in spite of the fact that it has been smouldering for ten years, leaps into life.” The “theatre being born in America today is a theatre of workers” whose “object is to create a national culture by and for the working class of America. Admittedly a weapon in the class struggle, this theatre is being forged in the factories and mines. Its mouthpiece is the Workers Theatre.”

         Anyone reading this opening paragraph might be excused for thinking that Flanagan was promoting her own views. It turns out that she is reporting on those of others, after attending a conference of 224 “workers’ cultural societies” in New York City on June 13, 1931, sponsored by the Communist John Reed Club and the New Masses. Flanagan is at pains in her essay to distinguish the American scene from the Soviet one: as “the meeting progressed, a number of speakers emphasized the fact that the problems of America are not the problems of the U.S.S.R., and that they must work out their own ideas and their own style.” While ambivalent about the aesthetic merits of much of this agitprop drama, she concludes that there are only two kinds “of theatres in this country that are clear as to aim: one is the commercial theatre which wants to make money; the other is the workers’ theatre which wants to make a new social order.” She admired the latter’s commitment to improving American lives, in a passage that would later be cited by the House Un-American Activities Committee: “Unlike any art form existing in America today, the workers’ theatres intend to shape the life of this country, socially, politically, and industrially.”

         The essay’s claims came back to haunt her, as she struggled to 39walk a fine line—in her campus productions, her playwriting, as well as in her journalism—between a progressive and a more radical politics. It is impossible to know whether her unwillingness to step over that line, or step over it very far, was grounded in pragmatism, Midwestern caution, or an ideological aversion to doing so. And that line, in the early 1930s, with the deepening Depression and the troubling rise of fascism, was constantly shifting; only a card-carrying member of the Communist Party could be certain of ideological purity. For those at the opposite end of the political spectrum, already suspicious of artists and professors, any such distinction was little more than hairsplitting.

         In the decade or so since, as a young widow, she had begun to support herself and her sons teaching freshman English, Flanagan—as a scholar, director, producer, and playwright—had emerged as one of the more promising voices in American theater. As the Depression worsened in 1932 she would stage a pair of radical plays, Miners on Strike and We Demand, which led to pushback on campus for their Communist sympathies. She balanced these productions with classics like Shakespeare and modernist plays across the political spectrum, including those by T. S. Eliot and W. H. Auden. Despite the success of many of these productions, and the attention they drew in the theater world, her ambitions were increasingly frustrated. She was overworked and hungry for new challenges. She tried pitching short stories and a book idea through an agent, but The New Yorker and other magazines and publishers passed on her writing. If she were honest with herself about her talents, Flanagan must have known that she was a capable though not exceptionally gifted playwright, essayist, and fiction writer. Her directing was solid enough, though it relied heavily on the styles and techniques she had picked up in Europe 40rather than something distinctively her own. There wasn’t much call for what she really excelled at: collaboratively producing timely shows, getting more than anyone could possibly have expected out of limited budgets and modestly talented actors and designers, using her determination and quiet charisma to inspire others.

         Flanagan had another sabbatical in 1934 but failed to secure a second Guggenheim Fellowship. She managed to return to Europe when invited to visit Dartington Hall in England, an experimental arts center that was looking to hire an artistic director. Shortly before that she had become close to Philip Davis, a Vassar professor who had recently lost his wife and was now a single father to three young children. She was offered the job, and they would have hired Davis too, but she wasn’t prepared to leave America. She left for Greece to meet up with Davis and, though torn about the impact that remarriage and raising his young children would have on her professional life, agreed to marry him, and they returned to teach at Vassar and moved their families into a large house there. Other than a more prestigious academic posting, there were few jobs to which, in 1935, at age forty-five, Flanagan could aspire. Had President Roosevelt not created the WPA and not put Hopkins in charge of it, there is every likelihood that she would have settled into a career out of the spotlight, as a tenured critic and director, writing, staging plays, meeting with international directors and playwrights, and training the next generation of Vassar theater students.

         On May 16, 1935, Flanagan received a call from Hopkins inviting her to Washington to discuss the Federal Theatre. Before leaving Poughkeepsie she sent telegrams to influential figures in the theater world seeking their advice. Only Elmer Rice responded, and Flanagan met with him in New York on her way to Washington, exchanging ideas 41and soon “plagiarizing each other,” as she put it. When interviewed by Hopkins, Flanagan was asked whether she thought people would come to see shows staged by relief workers. She was confident they would. Hopkins asked her to draw up a plan, then led her to a garden party at the White House, where she consulted with Eleanor Roosevelt, then spent an evening with the leaders of the other Federal One programs, who had by now all been chosen, at the end of which Hopkins asked Flanagan when she could get to work. The job was hers.

         The obstacles Flanagan faced were daunting. Establishing dozens of local units at sites across the country presumed that enough actors and stagehands, as well as local directors, could be found in each region. Yet until unemployed actors applied for work relief (and they had until mid-November 1935 to do so), nobody knew how many of them there were or how unevenly they were distributed across the country. Applicants would then have to audition to determine if they were stageworthy. Rice’s suggestion that stars might also tour was now out of the question, since they were ineligible for relief. Other pressing questions would have to wait: What plays would be performed? How many would be original works that spoke to local interests? Would audiences be asked to pay a modest admission fee? Would some regional actors be allowed to tour across state lines, redistributing talent from major cities to rural areas where theater had all but disappeared? Mounting a single show was challenging enough; putting together a season more so. Nobody had ever attempted to stage several hundred productions a year—from circus shows to vaudeville to classics to new American plays—in scores of locations, relying on mostly untried or rusty performers.

         And all this didn’t begin to address challenges unique to a federally run relief program. Since it was decided that funding would flow 42through states’ coffers, what sort of political and logistical bottlenecks might that give rise to? Given the decision by Congress that 90 percent of funds had to be spent on labor, how would money be found for everything else involved in staging a play, from lighting to costumes to sets to renting a space in which to perform? And how was Flanagan to persuade top directors and producers to quit their current jobs to work for the Federal Theatre for far less money? When she tried cajoling a talented young Broadway producer to run the Hartford, Connecticut, office and he asked how he could afford to do so for only $200 a week, Flanagan had to explain that he had misunderstood her; the salary was $200 a month. Flanagan herself had taken a 40 percent pay cut from her $10,000 a year Vassar salary to head up the Federal Theatre. Again and again, the desire to establish the foundations of a nationwide theater kept running into the constraints imposed by its source of funding: a relief project.
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