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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Through the ages, writers have reflected society in their l itera

ture. The ancient Greek view of life is revealed in the tragedies of 

Sophqcles and Euripides, and later in the comedies of Aristophanes. 

Shakespeare's comedies and tragedies picture the Elizabethan soc ie

ty. A new type of writing emerged in the late eighteen hundreds 

that influenced modern theatre. Henrik Ibsen created women charac

ters with an unusual strength that earlier dramatic writing seldom 

presented. Reflecting his era, Ibsen displayed society's changing 

attitude toward women. 

This study explores ways that American literature of the 1920s re 

flects the American society's attitude toward the American female. 

Further, this study examines ways that this attitude is specifically 

revealed in the literature of popular entertainment of that era--tent 

show plays. These plays exemplified popular literature in the 1920s. 

Because changing attitudes toward women developed in three distinct 

stages during the decade of the twenties, this thesis will discuss 

three time periods: early middle, and late. The literature of the 

tent show plays of each separate period is similarly recognized. 

Novels, short stories and plays of the 1920s, along with a study 

of historical accounts of that era through books, documents, and 

letters, provide the necessary supportive background materials 

1 



1 

for this thesis . Frederick Allen's book. Only Yesterday, offers 

a uniquely informal look at the decade. Dress styles , hair styles , 

and fads are traced to enable each separate division of the decade 

to be studied. Mowry's The Twenties: Fords, Flappers and 
2 

Fanatics characterizes the zaniness of this particular historical 

era. Ostrander's essay, "The Revolution of Morals ," found in 

3 
Change and Continuity in Twentieth Century America, shows how a 

change in morals in the twenties historically affected the twentieth 

century. Martin Gruberg explains the woman's political role in the 

twenties in various portions of his book. Women in American Politics; 

an Assessment and Sourcebook. * Lemons' book. The Woman Citizen; 

Social Feminism in the 1920s, ^ traces the rise of the American 

Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History 
of the 1920s (New York: Harper and Row. 1959). 

2 
George E. Mowry, ed . , The Twenties: Fords. Flappers and 

Fanatics (Englewood Cliffs, N. J. : Prentice-Hall, Inc. , 1963). 

Oilman M. Ostrander. "The Revolution of Morals, " in Change 
and Continuity in Twentieth-Century America, ed. John Braeman, 
Robert H. Bremner, and David Brody (Columbus: Ohio State Univ. 
P r e s s , 1968), p. 339. 

^Martin Gruberg, Women in American Politics; an Assessment 
and Sourcebook (Oshkosh, Wise. : Academia P r e s s , 1968). 

^J. Stanley Lemons. The Woman Citizen: Social Feminism 
in the 1920s (Urbana: Univ. of 111. P r e s s , 1973). 
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woman in society. Historical accuracy is exemplified by 

Crystal Eastman's essay, "Now We Can Begin, " in The New 

Feminism in Twentieth Century America. Alice Henry's Women 

7 
and the Labor Movement details the female in the working world 

of the 1920s. In Angels and Amazons; A Hundred Years of the 

o 

American Woman, Inez Irwin demonstrates the influence of 

various women's groups on society. Frederick Hoffman further 

adds in defining a change in morality during the twenties in 
Q 

The Twenties: American Writing in the Postwar Decade. ^ 

Margaret Sanger's essay of the 1920s, "Women and Birth Control, " 

printed in The New Feminism in Twentieth Century America, 

shows feminist views on such topics as birth control and abortion. 

The financial capabilities of women of the 1920s are illustrated in 

^Crystal Eastman, "Now We Can Begin, " in The New Feminism 
in Twentieth Century America, ed. June Sochen (Lexington. Mass. : 
D. C. Heath and Co. , 1971), pp. 65-66. 

Alice Henry, Women and the Labor Movement (New York: The 
Macmillan Co. . 1927). 

Inez Haynes Irwin. Angels and Amazons; A Hundred Years of 
the American Woman (Garden City, N. Y. : Doubleday and Co. . Inc. 
1933). 

^Frederick J. Hoffman, The Twenties: American Writing in 
the Postwar Decade (New York: The Viking Pres s , 1955). 

^^Margaret Sanger, "Women and Birth Control, " in The New 
Feminism in Twentieth Century America, ed. June Sochen (Lexing-
Ton. Mass. : D. C. Heath and Co. , 1971), pp. 181-183. 



Eunice Barnard's writing, "Ladies of the Ticker, " in Mowry's 

The Twenties: Fords, Flappers and Fanatics. Magazines of 

the decade proved invaluable in disclosing facets of society not 

seen elsewhere. Jane Trahey's compiled edition of Harper's 

Pazaar: One Hundred Years of the American Female^2 aided in 

defining dress styles of the 1920's female. In The Official Asso

ciated Press Almanac of 1974,̂ *^ marriage and divorce statistics 

of selected years of the twenties aided in estimating feminists' 

attitudes toward marriage in each of the three periods. Booklets 

referring to governmental legislation such as the Revised Statutes--

14 

Laws of Texas Relating to Women and Children provided Infor
mation on political manuevers connected with the feminist movement. 

"Eunice Barnard. "Ladies of the Ticker, " in The Twenties: 
Fords, Flappers and Fanatics, ed. George E. Mowry (Englewood 
Cliffs, N. J. : Prentice-HaU, Inc. , 1963). p. 180. 

1.1 

^ Jane Trahey, ed. , Harper's Bazaar: One Hundred Years of 
the American Female (New York: Random House, 1967). 

^^Dan Perkes, ed. , The Official Associated Press Almanac of 
1974 (Maplewood, N. J. : Hammond Almanac, Inc., 1974). 

*̂ Texas, Revised Statutes--Laws of Texas Relating to Women 
and ChUdren, art. 6825. (1927). p. 15. 



Works of playwrights and novelists of the era provided typical 

examples of writers reflecting their society. Sinclair Lewis's 

Main Street^^ reflects attitudes toward women of the early 

twenties. F. Scott Fitzgerald's character of Daisy in The Great 

Gatsby^^ provides a clear view of the female of the middle years . 

Eugene O'Neill's Strange Interlude^'^ offers an example of writing 

during the late twenties, expanding on bolder topics such as adultery 

and abortion. 

Tent theatre represented the popular tastes of the American 

audiences in the 1920s. The tent show gained prominence in the 

latter part of the nineteenth century. Sol Smith, a major theatrical 

producer of the time, recorded an early account of a tent performance. 

Our Company performed three nights in Schenectady, 
and about a fortnight in the town of Little Falls , with 
tolerable success; after which we took up our summer 
quarters at Utica, where we converted a circus into a 
theatre. ^̂  

^Sincla ir Lewis, Main Street (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and World, 1948). 

i^F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (New York: 
Scribner, 1953). 

*'Eugene O'Neill, Strange Interlude in Three Plays of 
Eugene O'Neill (New York: Vintage Books, 1961). 

1 o 

Sol Smith, Theatrical Management (New York: Harper 
and Bros. Pub. . 1868), p. 40. 



Tent shows developed increasing popularity among American 

audiences between 1890 and 1930 and established their greatest 

appeal between 1919 and 1930. At the height of its popularity, 

the tent show brought entertainment annually to millions of 

Americans, as "members of audiences often outnumbered the 

population of the town. "̂ ^ 

Tent theatre was a unique type of show performed in either 

a canvas tent or a wood or metal encased open ceiling structure 

known as an airdome. 20 Side stages covered with canvas accom-

21 panied a simple stage with drop scenery at the rear of the structure. 

The tent theatre actors, performing stock characterizations, 

played to rural audiences in the midwestern and southwestern 

parts of the nation. The simple tastes and prejudices of the audiences 

encouraged a number of new playwrights to emerge. Among these 

were W. C. Herman, Charles Harrison, Robert J. Sherman, and 

^^Larry Clark, "Toby Shows: A Form of American Popular 
Theatre" (Ph. D. dissertation. University of Illinois, 1963), p. 65. 

20 
Jere C. Mickel, Footlights on the Prairie (St. Cloud, Minn. : 

North Star P r e s s , 1974). p. 212. 

^4bid. 



E. L. Paul. The dramas they created dealt with problems to 

which their readers and viewers could relate: big city corruption, 

rags to riches adventures, and the rise in the importance of the 

American woman. Three plays have been chosen as exemplary 

of the tent show literature: Guy Bolton's and George Middleton's 

Adam and Eva. 22 Harry Delf's The Family Upstairs, 23 and E. L. 

Paul's The It Girl. 24 They offer three views of the treatment 

of the female character by the playwrights writing in the decade 

of the 1920s. 

This study appears in three parts. First , research of all 

historical data, including magazines, plays, and documents, 

provides a view of America's attitudes toward women in each of 

the three periods. An examination of the literature of each period 

follows. Finally, three selected tent show scripts are analyzed. 

22Guy Bolton and George Middleton, Adam and Eva (New York; 
Samuel French, 1919). 

23 
Harry Delf, The Family Upstairs (New York: Samuel 

French, 1924). 

^^E. L. Paul. The It Girl (Kansas City: E. L. Paul Play 
C o . , 1929). 
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Chapter Two, The American Female of the 1920s , d i scusses the 

way American attitudes toward women developed during each of the 

three distinctive time periods: early (from 1919 to 1923); middle 

(from 1923 to 1927); and late (from 1927 to 1930). During each time 

period, American society changed its attitudes toward the American 

female in four respects: her appearance, her political activity, her 

professional status, and her role in marriage and family life. 

Those same changing attitudes are further reflected in the literature 

of each period. 

Chapters Three, Four, and Five present an analysis of a 

typical tent show play of each period. Adam and Eva was produced 

and is representative of the early 1920s; The Family Upstairs 

exemplifies the middle years; and The It Girl reflects the late 

period. In each of the analytical chapters, the action of the play is 

cited first, followed by an analysis of the central female characters. 

Sam Smiley's character traits in Playwriting--'nie Structure of 

2 *̂  Action provides a basis for analyzing the characters in each of 

the three plays. His l ist includes the following traits: biological, 

physical, dispositional, motivational, deliberative, and decisive. 

25Sam Smiley, Playwriting--The Structure of Action (Engle
wood Cliffs, N. J. : Prentice-HaU. Inc. , 1971). 



Biological traits are those which establish a character as some 

identifiable being--human or animal, male or female. Physical 

traits provide a slightly higher level of characterization and are 

usually specific physical qualities such as age, s ize , weight, 

coloring, and posture. Features of the body and face, as well as 

vocal quality, are physical traits. Dispositional traits reflect 

each character's personality. Mood and life-attitude, according 

to Smiley, are indicative of the dispositional traits. The motiva

tional traits are more complex than the biological, physical or 

dispositional traits in that they occur on one or more of the three 

leve ls - - inst inct , emotion, and sentiment. On the level of sentiment, 

characters are more aware of their objectives, and their goals 

become exceptionally clear to them. Deliberative traits refer to the 

quality and quantity of the thoughts of the character and deal speci

fically and only with the character's thinking. Expedient thoughts 

about how to do something, together with ethical thoughts about 

whether or not to do something, make up the deliberative traits' 

of a character. The decisive traits represent the highest level 

of characterization by showing the character doing a basic human 

act--making a decision. ° 

26smiley, Playwriting. pp. 84-88. 
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After careful study is made of the character traits in the 

central female characters of each play, a comparison occurs 

between the characters and the women of the 1920s. TTie charac

ters are studied in depth with regard to appearance, political 

activity, professional status, and attitudes toward marriage 

and family life. The final chapter draws certain conclusions 

regarding America's changing attitudes toward the American 

female and the ways in which the literature of the 1920s reflects 

the female in the society of the 1920s. 



CHAPTER II 

THE AMERICAN FEMALE OF THE 1920S 

During the era of the 1920s the American female drastically 

changed her appearance, the extent and nature of her political 

activity, and her family relationships. Wliile hair styles and 

dress lengths shortened, women intensified their political acti

vity, and women's familial relationships declined in importance. 

Activated initially by the change in the American woman, societal 

attitudes toward American women changed radically during the 

decade also. American societal attitudes developed through three 

distinctive time periods: the early 1920s, or 1919 through 1923; the 

middle 1920s, or 1923 through 1927; and the late 1920s, or 1927 through 

1930. Throughout each period, American literature reflected both 

the changes wrought in American women and changing societal 

attitudes toward womanhood. 

In the early twenties the American woman changed her manner 

of dresQ, hair styles , and even her basic disposition. Writers of 

the time coined a phrase to describe the new woman. 

Observe, then, this nameless one. this American Flapper. 
Her skirts have just reached her very trim and pretty 
ankles; her hair, newly coiled upon her skull, has just 
exposed the ravishing whiteness of her neck . . . . ^ 

%. L. Mencken, in The End of American Innocence, ed. Henry 
May (New York: Knopf, 1959), p. 339. 

11 
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Other writers echoed Mencken's term. "The 'flapper' was the 

subject of much discussion in the press , the pulpit, and 

periodicals. "2 

Magazine writers also noted the new change in the American 

female in the early twenties. 

In 1919, "Vamp a Little, Lady" was a hit song. It 
was the heyday of the never-to-be-forgotten movie 
vamps. Unabashedly flamboyant in sequins, lame, 
feathers and transparent veQs, the sultry charmers 
writhed and clawed and enraptured their victims, 
only to lose them, inevitably, to the ingenues with 
fluttering eyelashes and sugar-water curls. 3 

Designers introduced revolutionary styles of dress as well. 

Certain fashion promoters assumed that trousers were suitable 

for women because her daily life had become so masculinized. ^ 

Further, some women "took to smoking publicly and conspicuously 

and proprietors of public places, who would have ejected them 

five years earl ier , retreated". ^ 

^George E. Mowry, e d . , The Twenties: Fords, Flappers 
and Fanatics (Englewood Cliffs. N. J. : Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1963). 
p. 173. 

^Jane Trahey, ed. , Harper's Bazaar: One Hundred Years of the 
American Female (New York: Random House, 1967), p. 34. 

*Ibid.. p. 36. 

^Gilman M. Ostrander, "Hie Revolution of Morals, " in Change 
and Continuity in Twentieth-Century America, ed. , John Braeman, 
Robert H. Bremner, and David Brody (Columbus: Ohio State Univ. 
P r e s s . 1968). p. 339. 
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The female's desperate attempt to change male-held atti

tudes was demonstrated in their l ifestyles as well as in their 

altered apparel. Women became increasingly active in politics 

after the passage of the Right-to-Vote Amendment on August 

26, 1920. Their struggle for this right originated as far 

back as 1848, ^ but not until the early 1920s did they realize 

their quest. "The suffragists applauded the passage of the 

Nineteenth Amendment and organized the League of Women 

Voters. " Although women were slow to achieve political suc

c e s s , a few women held important state offices during the early 

years of the twenties. Seven women nationwide held prestigious 

positions within state governments. ^ The first female senator 

(Mrs. Rebecca L. Felton) was not appointed until 1922. ^ 

The situation changed slowly as more and more women educa

ted themselves in politics. Their persistence resulted in the 

^Elsie Adams and Mary Louise Briscoe, Up Against the 
Wall, Mother . . . (Beverly Hills: Glencoe Pres s , 1971), p. 131. 

^Jime Sochen. ed. , The New Feminism in Twentieth Century 
America (Lexington, Mass. : D. C. Heath and Co. , 1971), p. 64. 

^Martin Gruberg, Women in American Politics; an Assessment 
and Sourcebook (Oshkosh, Wise. : Academia P r e s s , 1968), p. 193. 

^Ibid.. p. 123. 
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passage of the Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infants Protection 

Act that provided for the protection of children and infants 

through the development of programs to instruct expectant mothers 

in pre- and post-natal care. The act provided federal funds to 

states for medical aid, hospital care, and consultation centers. ^̂  

Pressure from feminists defeated opposition from the American 

Medical Association, and forty-one states accepted this ruling 

in 1922. Many antisuffrage contenders opposed this act merely 

because it was backed by "suffragettes. "̂ ^ 

Extremist women with high hopes for their future sought a 

new identity for the American female. 

What then, is "the matter with women?" What is the 
problem of women's freedom? It seems to me to be 
this: how to arrange the world so that women can be 
human beings, with a chance to exercise their infinitely 
varied gifts in infinitely varied ways, instead of being 
destined by the accident of their sex to one field of 
activity--housework and child-raising. And second, 
if and when they choose housework and child-raising, 
to have that occupation recognized by the world as work, 
requiring a definite economic reward and not merely 
entitling the performer to be dependent on some man. 

l^J. Stanley Lemons, The Woman Citizen; Social Feminism 
in the 19203 (Urbana: Univ. of Ul. P r e s s , 1973). p. 154. 

^^Ibid. , p. 170. 

^2crystal Eastman. "Now We Can Begin, " in TTie New 
Feminism In Twentieth Century America, ed. June Sochen 
(Lexington, M a s s . : D. C. Heath and Co. , 1971), pp. 65-66. 
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Despite such advances by extremist women early in the 

twenties, many Americans still clung to the belief that a woman's 

place was in the home as homemaker and mother. TTiis attitude, 

however, changed by 1919. After World War I many women still 

held jobs they acquired because of the lack of men workers during 

the war. After the war, the women became highly skilled in their 

industrial fields. From the eight million employed, women 

worked in such diversified fields as agriculture, forestry, 

transportation, and manufacturing. Nearly one-quarter of all 

female wage earners held domestic and personal service positions. 

Other common categories of feminine employment included indus

trial-related work and clerical occupations. 3̂ 

As women increased their ski l ls , they became qualified for 

higher positions within businesses . The Young Women's Christian 

Association originated during World War I with the avowed purpose 

"to interest itself especially in the Young-girl-in-business". ^̂  

Through the help from the Y. W. C. A . , the National Federation of 

^ Alice Henry, Women and the Labor Movement (New York: 
The Macmillan Co . , 1927), p. 57. 

^^Inez Haynes Irwin, Angels and Amazons; A Hundred Years 
of the American Woman (Garden City, N. Y. : Doubleday and Co. , 
Inc . , 1933). p. 307. 
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Business and Professional Women's Club was formed in 1919. 

The woman of the early twenties had entered the working world. 

Their participation in the business world led women to become 

involved in financial ventures as well. Two per cent of the wage-

earning women invested in the stock market during the decade. ^̂  

The American family gradually changed its lifestyle as the woman 

assumed her new role. "The housewife was freed for outside 

activities as never before. "̂ " As the housewife ventured forth, 

she changed her ideas about marriage and family life. 

Rural women made advances more slowly than their urban 

s i s t er s . Rural America held more traditional views than city 

dwellers. Marriage and family life still held top priority as few 

rural women could hope for the new feminine achievements. "The 

family was a self-contained economic unit in a way that was not 

possible in the city. "̂ "̂  The rural public depended on the family 

for societal stability. Without strong family t ies , the operation of 

the rural society would be disabled. 

15 
Mowry. Hie Twenties, p. 180. 

16 Ostrander, "Revolution of Morals, " in Change and Continuity, 
p. 340. 

^''ibid. , p. 325. 
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Their newly-found freedom led women to discuss topics p re 

viously closed to them. The female developed an attitude toward 

marr iage during the years of 1915 and 1930 of "free cr i t icism" and 

a search for alternative arrangements between the sexes. ^^ Many 

wri ters questioned the marital commitment. 

In many respects the attacks upon marriage seemed 
a new variation upon female aggressiveness, a new 
demonstration of the woman's wise to free herself 
from her traditional status. 19 

This newly-emancipated woman wished to free herself from a 

society that favored the inevitability of marriage and family life. 

She no longer favored a society in which "girls were taught as 

early as possible that marriage was their destiny and that only 

nice gir ls were in a position to marry advantageously. " " The 

new feminist attitude toward marriage coincided with a r ise in 

divorce ra tes . In 1910 approximately one of every ten marr iages 

ended in divorce. Only ten years later, one in seven ended in 

divorce.21 

^^Frederick J. Hoffman, The Twenties: American Writing 
in the Postwar Decade (New York: The Viking P res s , 1955), p. 196. 

^^Ibid. 

20 
Ostrander, "Revolution of Morals, " in Change and Continuity, 

p. 325. 

2lDan Perkes , ed. , The Official Associated P ress Almanac 
of 1974 (Maplewood, N. J. : Hammond Almanac, Inc. , 1974), p. 224. 
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Feminine change did not end in the ear ly twenties; rather 

it increased in velocity during the middle twenties. Women con

tinued to change their l i fes ty les . Societal attitudes toward women 

changed as she changed her appearance, pol i t ical activity, profes

sional status, and marriage and family life. A peak in extremes 

of dress for the American female occurred during this middle 

22 period. Skirts lengths rose to knee height until late in the twenties. 

"Within the space of a half-dozen years , women's skirts rose from 

the ankle to the knee. " In an effort to establish a new identity, 

the American woman even rebelled against fashion designers. 

Paris dressmakers predicted the return of longer 
skirts , the American stylists and manufacturers 
followed their lead, the stores bought the longer skirts 
and tried to sel l them, but women kept on buying the 
shortest skirts they could find. 24 

Silk and rayon stockings replaced the cotton stockings of 

the early decade. Women visually expressed their freedom and 

their participation in society with the "bare look. " Women also 

22Allen, Only Yesterday, p. 85. 

^^Ostrander, "Revolution of Morals, " in Change and Continuity, 
p. 338. 

^^AUen, Only Yesterday, p. 86. 
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reflected their attitudes in their hair styles. "Not content 

with the freedom of short and skimpy clothes, women sought, 

too, the freedom of short hair. "25 in 1924 the "bobbed" hair style 

was so prevalent during the middle twenties that one magazine 

was forced to feature the latest in "bobbed" styles and give its 

subscribers instructions in the new art. 26 

Americans believed that because of the prevalence of 

short skirts , slenderizing styles , and short hair, the woman of 

the mid-twenties was in quest of youth; and "they wanted to b e - -

or thought men wanted them to be--man's casual and light-hearted 

companions; not broadhipped mothers of the race, but irresponsible 

27 playmates". 

Intelligent, independent, and complex women emerged in the 

mid-twenties compared to the feminine simplicity associated 

with women of the earl ier years . Her political strength enabled her 

to gain confidence In instigating intelligent thoughts concerning 

2^Allen. Only Yesterday, p. 87. 

26lbid. 

27ibid. . p. 89. 
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difficult subjects. Thus, the American Flapper reached her 

zenith in the middle years of the decade, assuming an identity 

only she recognized. 

She will never make you a hatband or knit you a 
necktie, but she'll drive you from the station hot 
summer nights in her own little sport car. She'll 
don knickers and go skiing with you, or, if it happens 
to be Summer time, swimming; she'll dive as well as 
you, perhaps better; she'll dance as long as you care 
to, and she'll take everything you say the way you 
mean it, not getting "sore" as her older s is ter did 
when that "pious" older s ister rested back seductively 
in the pretty green canoe with a pink parasol to keep 
off the healthy tan of the sun. Speaking of canoes, 
she may even quote poetry to you; not Indian love 
lyr ics , but something about the peace conference or 
theology. 2 8 

In attempting to maintain her newly-gained confidence, the 

mid-twenties woman took up the latest social fads--Mah Jong and 

Crossword Puzzles . The more games one could succeed in, 

the higher the quality of social snobbery. ^^ The music of the time 

was Jazz instead of the light-hearted vaudeville style that prevailed 

earl ier . People learned as many new dances as possible In order 

to maintain the status in the "swing set. " At its strength, the 

28Mowry, The Twenties, p. 174. 

^^ibid. , p. 69. 
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Jazz Age was characterized by "nervous intensity of speed 

and the jeering laughter of saxophones". 30 Even the musical 

vibrations of the period reflected attitudes toward American 

women in the middle years of the decade. 

There was a marked increase in the participation of the 

female in the political world. During the middle years of the 

decade, twelve women held important state offices, while 

seven women held such offices in the early years of the twenties. 

An increasing number of women served on school boards after 

the passage of the suffrage amendment. By 1926, 14. 6 per cent 

of the school board members were women. Seattle became the 

first major city to appoint a woman mayor in 1924. 33 The attempt 

by women to secure political offices included the highest office 

in the nation, "in the hectic Democratic convention in 1924, 

31 

"^^Mowry, The Twenties, p. 185. 

31 Gruberg. Women in Politics, p. 193. 

32ibid. , p. 215. 

33ibid. , p. 206. 
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three women received one or more votes for the presidential 

nomination. "34 Though small in populace, their quest for a 

new status in society was strong and determined. 

As the work week shortened to forty-seven hours per week 

as compared to a sixty-hour work week early in the century, 

women in the middle years of the twenties continued their strug

gle up the labor ladder. They maintained their positions in indus

tries by continually working for higher status. The end of World 

War I, however, supplied the job market with men workers as well. 

The importance of marriage and family life continued its 

slow decline during the middle years of the decade. The divorce 

rate showed one in six marriages ending in divorce during the middle 

years of 1923 through 1927, and the average size of the family 

declined. ^^ The importance of birth control increased, and 

strong crusaders of information dissemination became more prolific. 

Margaret Sanger is the best-remembered advocate of the long 

Gruberg, Women in Polit ics , p. 61. 

35 
Perkes , Associated Pres s Almanac, p. 224. 

36 
Ostrander, "Revolution of Morals, " in Change and Continuity, 

p. 340. 
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struggle for promoting birth-control information. ^^ Writing in 

the middle twenties, Sanger insisted on the importance of birth 

control. 

And it is often the mothers who care most about the 
welfare of their children who are willing to undergo 
any pain or risk to prevent the coming of infants for 
whom they cannot properly care. 3 8 

Sanger also suggested, as an alternative to birth control, 

"abortion, which is so common as to be almost universal". 

Such straightforwardness on her part shocked many people, yet 

Sanger's frankness indicated the general acceptance of women's 

rights to hold ideas. Topics such as birth control were discussed 

freely by intelligent women across the nation. 

The late twenties were characterized by the continuing change 

in the American women. The nation was finally trying to mature 

in its attitudes toward women but the aging process was hindered 

by those who sought to retain traditions set up in the early years 

37 
Sochen, New Feminism in America, p. 42. 

38 
Margaret Sanger, "Women and Birth Control, " in The New 

Feminism in Twentieth Century America , ed. June Sochen 
(Lexington, Mass. : D. C. Heath and Co. , 1971), p. 43. 

^^Ibid. 
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of the decade. The change in society's attitudes was further 

strengthened by a new look in the American female. No longer 

infatuated with her power, she turned her attention toward 

intelligent, demure actions rather than obnoxious and outra

geous pleas, typical of the earl ier years. 

The flapper as a type was on the way out even before 
the coming of the depression, giving way to the siren. 
Mothers had followed the fashions set by their daughters 
early in the decade. Then in the late 1920s both Mother 
and daughter let their hair grow a little longer and 
dropped the hemline of their skirts five or six inches 
below the knee. They did not do this under social 
pressure however; by the end of the decade the issues 
aroused by petting and short skirts had ceased to burn bright
ly, which is to say that the women had won the battle. ^^ 

Sophistication became the key word describing the appearance 

of the late twenties' female. Hair styles , cosmetics , and fashion 

turned from the "young boy look" to that with the "sophisticated 

woman-of-the-world air. " The beautician had entered the scene, 

41 and 18,000 beauty shops entered into American society. * The 

fashionable, s leeker look was popular even in those l e s s expensive 

items, and "no longer were silk stockings the mark of the rich". ^^ 

Ostrander, "Revolution of Morals, " in Change and Continuity, 
p. 34L 

41 Allen. Only Yesterday, p. 88. 

^^Ibid. , p. 87. 
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Dispositions changed as it was no longer in vogue to be 

surprised at new and frank topics of discussion. 

Everyone wanted to be unshockable; it was delightful 
to be considered a little shocking; and so the compe
tition in boldness in talk went on until for a time 
such a conversation in polite c ircles was like a 
room decorated entirely in scarlet--the result was 
over emphasis, stridency, and eventual boredom. *^ 

Because of the new trend in appearance, the political 

activities of the American woman grew in participation. Women's 

political groups had more effect during the latter years of the 

twenties than every before. The support of women's organiza

tions such as the League of Women Voters was strong enough to 

influence public opinion on ratification of certain treaties, bil ls , 

and other political offerings. ^4 Male-dominated societ ies 

in some states continued. The female groups intervened, however, 

and defeated bills such as those which had been introduced to 

prohibit the employment of married women in state offices. ^5 

Even religious women's organizations became involved in politics 

^^Allen, Only Yesterday, p. 93. 

44 
Gruberg, Women in Polit ics , p. 96. 

45ibid. , p. 101. 
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in the later years of the decade. 

For the first time in history, the National Women's 
Christian Temperance Union openly endorsed a presi
dential candidate in 1928. Hoover was the golden 
knight of the "drys, " Smith was the champion of the 
"wets. "46 

A decline in the number of women delegates to presidential 

conventions occurred in 1928 as compared to those active in 

the 1920 and 1924 conventions. This decline was due in part 

to the "Communist scare" activated by those who opposed female 

involvement in the political world. Not to be deterred, the woman 

returned with a marked increase in delegate attendance in the 

47 

conventions of the early thirties. ^' 

The sophistication of the female of the late period of the 

twenties was not only seen in appearance and political activity, 

but professionally, women also held positions which a few years 

prior seemed unobtainable to them. They held such unusual jobs 

as building contractors, oil well dri l lers , derrick builders, 

presidents of professional baseball teams, foreign trade experts, 

and lumber brokers. ^^ The medical profession flourished in the 

^^Gruberg, Women in Polit ics , p. 111. 

47 
Lemons, The Woman Citizen, p. 87. 

48 
Irwin, Angels and Amazons, p. 306. 
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number of women who wished to join its work forces as doctors. 

"By 1927, sixty-three university medical schools admitted women, 

and they were crowding into this profession. "^^ 

Due to the influx of women into the working world, states 

issued laws for protection of women's wages and hours. 

Title 118 - Revised Civil Statutes, 1927 
Art. 6825. Salary of Women. - -Al l women performing 
public service for this State shall be paid the 
same compensation for their services as is paid to 
men performing the same kind, grade and quantity 
of service , and there shall be no distinction in 
compensation on account of sex. 50 

Because she was taking home a salary, the American female 

now invested freely in the stock market. 

The financial expert of a metropolitan newspaper 
recently estimated that in the last decade the woman non
professional speculator in stocks has grown from l e s s than 
a two per cent to a thirty-five per cent factor of the huge 
army that daily gambles in the stock nnarket. ^̂  

Irwin, Angels and Amazons, p. 283. 

^^Texas. Revised Statutes--Laws of Texas Relating to Women 
and Children, art. 6825. (1927), p. 15. 

^^Eunlce Barnard, "Ladies of the Ticker, " in The Twenties: 
Fords, Flappers and Fanatics, ed. George E. Mowry (Englewood 
Cliffs, N. J. : Prentice-Hall , Inc., 1963), p. 180. 
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A great bulk of women had entered the working world and 

were no longer restricted to the lower positions as they had 

been earl ier. They educated themselves in business, politics. 

and financial matters and could now afford to compete in the 

power struggle that characterized the working world. 

As the female increasingly gained wage-earner status, 

the quality of her marriage and family life declined. In the 

later years of the twenties divorces increased to one in 

every five marriages. ^2 i^ the late twenties, divorce became 

exciting. The distinction of being a divorcee gave women an air 

of excitement for her society. She considered it part of her 

newly-found sophistication. 

Many young women probably felt as did the New York girl 
who said, toward the end of the decade, that she was 
thinking of marrying Henry, although she didn't care very 
much for him, because even if they didn't get along she 
could get a divorce and "it would be much more exciting 
to be a divorcee than to be an old maid". ^3 

The study of the three different periods of the twenties suggests 

a maturing process of the American woman. The female in the early 

twenties was s imilar to a small child. Her protestations were 

52 
Perkes , Associated Pres s Almanac, p. 224. 

^^Allen, Only Yesterday, p. 95. 
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simple and childlike. Society seemed to tolerate her, finally 

realizing the only way to quiet her was to allow her des ires . 

Political activity during the passage of the nineteenth amendment 

reflected the view of society to women in general. After obtaining 

the outspokenness which she so greatly desired, the little girl 

wanted to flaunt her newly-found freedom during the middle years 

of the decade. The extremes in hair styles, dress , professions, 

ideas toward marriage compare to the rebellions of a contemporary 

teenager. As women progressed, the excitement of her effect on 

society wore off, and a more intelligent, logical attitude emerged, pro

ducing the sophisticated woman of the late twenties. Realizing that 

she no longer needed attention in order to establish her identity, 

the female of the late twenties began to observe the realities of 

her world. She became involved in the professional as well as 

the political world. She began to note the realities of marriage 

and family life. 

Some selections of the literature of great popularity in each 

period supports this observation of the American female. Carol 

in Sinclair Lewis's Main Street expresses an attitude of d issat i s 

faction with society, common to the early twenties woman. Daisy, 

in F. Scott Fitzgerald's middle twenties' The Great Gatsby, 



30 

exemplifies teenager attitudes through her display of wealth, 

as well as insecurity in the male-female relationship. In 

Strange Interlude Eugene O'Neill attributed adult characteristics 

to the female in Nina, who observes her life with maturity. The 

style in which O'Neill wrote enabled his female characters to 

express themselves and discuss topics seldom before attempted 

by women. 

The early twenties saw new playwrights emerging with unique 

styles of writing. Elmer Rice created two of his most famous 

women characters- -Mrs . Zero and Daisy-- in his 1923 play. 

The Adding Machine. The expressionistic comedy of the play 

created its impact through stereotypes of feminine and masculine 

characters. ^^ Eugene O'Neill attained his strength in playwriting 

during the early twenties and created prominent roles for women 

such as Anna Christie. Novelists such as James Joyce explored 

new styles seen in Ullyses (1922) which portrayed the dream world 

through the use of Freudian concepts. ^^ 

In 1920 Sinclair Lewis reflected views toward women in his early 

work. Main Street. 

S^Hoffman, The Twenties: American Writing, p. 218. 

^^Ibid. , p. 212. 



31 

The heroine of the book is a modestly intelligent woman 
who determines in college that she will do something useful 
with her life . . . . then falls in love with and marries 
Will Kennicott, a small-town doctor . . . . Carol's life 
with Will is a struggle to fulfill her girlhood dream of 
making life more beautiful and meaningful in a small 
town . . . . All her efforts, feeble and sometimes mi s 
directed as they are, meet with the roles of admiring 
wife and loving mother. ^^ 

The character of Carol adequately epitomizes the young 

woman of the early twenties. She yearns for newer ideas, but she 

assumes the professional housewife role rather than attempting 

to become a part of the wage-earning group. Because of her 

professional role as "admiring wife and loving mother, " Carol 

is as politically inactive as the majority of young women of the 

early twenties. Her marriage and family are important to her, 

but she questions that importance as most newly-liberated women 

in the early part of the decade. Lewis wrote not about a woman as 

an individual who falls in love with another individual but as a person 

who must be a role-player, as many young women were in 1920. 

Literature continued to reflect societal attitudes toward 

women in the middle years of the twenties. Playwrights of the 

early twenties proceeded in their endeavors, and the middle years 

^^Adams and Briscoe, Up Against the Wall, p. 118. 
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brought on new novelists as well. F. Scott Fitzgerald and 

Ernest Hemingway, among others, experimented in new styles . 

Many writers wrote of American life while in Europe. They felt 

they could take a clearer look at American society from a distance. 

Fitzgerald became the readers' favorite of the middle 

twenties. He was able to define an age. "He was not only the 

master reporter of the Jazz Age, he was or he ultimately 

became, its most sensitive judge. "̂ "̂  His greatest work. The Great 

Gatsby, clearly reveals the American view of women. The main 

female character, Daisy, is considered "the most important of 

Fitzgerald's women and whose characterization is the most instruc

tive of his discourses on wealth and beauty". ^^ 

His work is a revealing story of the very young in the 
decade. He is , in his life and in his tastes, an 
inseparable part of that story, a victim of the decade's 
own standards of judging people. ^^ 

Lewis's Carol in Main Street and Fitzgerald's Daisy differ. 

57 
Frederick J. Hoffman, "Fiction of the Jazz Age, " in 

Change and Continuity in Twentieth Century America, ed. 
John Braeman, Robert H. Brenmer, and David Brody 
(Columbus: Ohio State Univ. P r e s s , 1968), p. 310. 

C O 

Idem., TTie Twenties: American Writing, p. 114. 

^^Ibid. , p. 118. 
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yet each woman reflects society's attitudes toward women 

during their separate eras . Carol is the struggling female in 

search of a true and lasting position in society. She contrasts 

with Daisy who obtains that sought-after position yet is unsure. 

Daisy exemplifies women of the middle twenties. She is conscious 

of her beauty and manipulates her world but is confused by her 

newly-realized abilities. 

Daisy appears as an upper c lass woman who would not vote 

because her social status might be damaged if she were seen 

entering a polling place which, during normal working hours, was 

a saloon or barbershop. Her marriage and family life is tradi

tional yet Gatsby's invitation tempts her. She wants Gatsby and 

the excitement he offers, but her role in society prevents her from 

obtaining that desire. Daisy is the typical female of the middle 

twenties, protesting against societal attitudes which limit her. 

Daisy's attempt at a change contrasts with Carol's in Main Street. 

Daisy's strife is atypical of women of the middle twenties who 

s incerely yearned for recognition as independent individuals but 

were hindered by an underlying attitude about themselves. 

Subject matter never before discussed was handled with a 

fresh new freedom in novels in the late 1920s. "Hemingway's 
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The Sun Also Rises dealt with sex with an openness and cynicism 

new to the English speaking world. "^0 Eugene O'Neill exemplified 

the new boldness of the era in his work. Strange Interlude (1928). 

A wife who found there was insanity in her husband's 
family but wanted to give him a child decided to 
have the child by an attractive young doctor, instead 
of by her husband and forthwith fell in love with 
the doctor. ^̂  

The main character. Nina, explains the title's significance. 

"Our l ives are merely strange dark interludes in the electrical 

display of God the Father. "^2 O'Neill dramatized the clutch of a 

woman upon five men who loved her: her father; her two lovers, 

Marsden and Darrell; her husband, Sam Evans; and her son, 

go 

Gordon. Nina's influence is indicative of the stronger woman 

of the late 1920s. Her control over people is sophisticated, yet even 

those who respect her, such as her lover. Darrell, still try to 

^^Allen, Only Yesterday, p. 93. 

^^Ibid. 

^ E u g e n e O'Neill, Strange Interlude in Three Plays of 
Eugene O'Neill (New York: Vintage Books, 1964), p. 94. 

^^Arthur Hobson,Quinn, History of American Drama, 2 Vols. 
(New York: Samuel French, 1955), p. 253. 
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escape her power. "l said I loved her! . . . she won! . . . she 

used my des ire! . . . but I don't love her! . . . I won't . . . 

she can't own my life! . . . "^^ Nina's character is very typical 

of the strong late twenties woman. 

Throughout the play, O'Neill frankly discussed subjects that 

literature of earl ier years evaded. The marriage of Nina and Sam 

was remarkable because of the fear that problems might be inheri

ted by the next generation. Her personal life was frankly considered. 

Nina confesses to her husband that she has had "some woman's 

s ickness" in order to hide from him the fact that she has had an 

abortion. ^^ 

Nina's professional life is that of a mother governed by a hus

band, father, and God. She stifles her desire to leave the nest and 

become totally free. Nina's struggle with the real and unreal world 

in her constant reflections on her identity are exemplary of the 

woman of the late twenties. Sophistication in every aspect of the 

real world was attempted because of the radical swing of the past 

middle years . A leveling off period was a necessity in order for 

the stronger late twenties female to maintain her identity in the 

^"^O'Neill, Strange Interlude in Three Plays, p. 160. 

^^Ibid. , p. 169. 
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power struggle of the sexes . This struggle for maturity is 

noted in the extreme changes in dress from the earlier years of 

the decade, the apathy in politics which immediately followed in 

the 1924 presidential conventions, and the close scrutiny of possi

ble problems in marriage and family life. 

Society's attitudes toward women of the 1920s is seen in the 

literature of the times as this discussion has shown. The next 

chapters offer an in-depth study of a typical type of theatre 

presentation that occurred during the decade of the twenties--

Tent Theatre--and explain how each play, typical of its time as 

were the three selections of literature just presented, indicates 

societal attitudes toward the women of the era. 



CHAPTER III 

ADAM AND EVA 

Tent theatre had reached a peak of popularity in the early 

1920s. Bolton's and Middleton's Adam and Eva was first pre

sented in 1919 at the Gaeity Theatre in New York City. ^ Dealing 

with a poor soul who conquers wealth with wit, Adam and Eva 

exemplifies typical tent show subject matter. 

The action of the play is concentrated around James King, a 

rich man, whose family has no recognition of the scope of 

his contributions to their livelihood. His two daughters, his 

son-in-law, uncle, and s ister- in- law are spoiled and have no 

abilities to provide for themselves. When King is called away 

for business, he leaves his dependent family in the hands of his 

manager, Adam Smith. Realizing the incapacities of the King 

family. Smith invents a story and informs the family that King 

has lost all of his money, forcing them to provide for themselves. 

The family quickly decides to sel l its heirlooms. Smith, however, 

fakes a burglary of the jewelry and foils their plans. Eva, the 

unmarried daughter who admires Adam for his business sense . 

^George Middleton, These Things Are Mine (New York: 
Macmillan Co. , 1947), p. 163. 
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suggests that they seek employment. After a futile search through 

the newspaper want-ads, the family decides to turn a farm in 

New Jersey that King owns into a bee and chicken farm. As 

the family works the farm, Adam falls in love with Eva, who 

has become engaged to Lord Andrew, a family friend helping 

the King Family in their new endeavors. James King returns from 

his trip, and Adam confesses he has lied about King's business 

failure. The family quickly forgives Adam after realizing 

the benefits they have received. Lord Andrew recognizes 

Adam's love for Eva and graciously steps aside. 

The cast of Adam and Eva includes four women characters: 

Corinthia, Julie DeWitt, Aunt Abby Rocker, and Eva King. 2 

Utilizing Sam Smiley's six traits of a character as discussed 

in the introductory chapters--biological, physical, dispositional, 

motivational, deliberative, and dec i s ive - -as tools for analysis, 

a study of each of these characters reveals ways they reflect 

typical American women of the early 1920s. 

Corinthia is , of course, biologically a female human. 

Physically, the author describes her as " . . . still young 

2Guy Bolton and George Middleton, Adam and Eva (New York: 
Samuel French, Publisher, 1919), p. 4. 
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. . . . she is rather plain". ^ Corinthia is a maid. Her 

dispositional traits reveal her to be one "who remains in one 

family for a lifetime. "* She has a "romantic nature . . . . with 

a cozy sort of charm of her own when once one gets to know her". ^ 

Corinthia typifies the working woman of the early twenties; 

a maid was one of the more common jobs women undertook. 

Corinthia illustrates the three levels on which motivational 

characterist ics are based: instinct, emotion, and sentiment. 

Instinctively, Corinthia falls in love with Adam because of his 

youthful secure presence. In order to protect Adam in certain 

matters , she offers, "I'll try to keep an eye on you. "^ Emotionally, 

she tries to control her motivations. She knows her youthfulness 

may lead her into dangerous situations. Corinthia's conscious goals 

are sentimentally revealed through her new position as a co-worker 

with the family rather than their maid: "it's so difficult for me to 

Bolton and Middleton, Adam and Eva, p. 6. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid., p. 49. 
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say it. Really, I'll never get used to it". ^ 

By suggesting to Lord Andrew that Adam is really in love 

with Eva. Corinthia reveals her deliberative traits. ^ First, 

she sends Adam away so that she can deliver the message alone to 

Lord Andrew. She then delivers the message. Her deliberative 

process is two-fold--preparation, then actualization. ^ 

The sixth character trait appears in her act of delivering 

the message. She has made her decision. All her physical, 

dispositional, motivational, and deliberative traits make the 

decision inevitable. 

Julie DeWitt, like Corinthia, is biologically female. At 

twenty-four years of age, she is the elder of the wealthy King 

daughters, and she is married. Dispositionally., Julie reveals 

herself as a pampered female who totally worships her husband; 

she, however, displays no common sense. "If you ever go 

into business , I will feel awfully sorry for Mr. Rockefeller. "̂ * 

'Bolton and Middleton, Adam and Eva, p. 96. 

^Ibid., p. 108. 

^Sam Smiley, Playwriting--The Structure of Action (Engle
wood Cliffs, N. J. : Prentice-Hall , Inc. , 1971), p. 87. 

i^Bolton and Middleton, Adam and Eva, p. 8. 

^^Ibid. , p. 16. 
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She displays her well-practiced feminine helplessness to his 

idiotic suggestions. "Oh, Clinnie, what a man you are in 

emergencies. "^2 

As with Corinthia, Julie's motivational traits are based 

upon an instinct which reveals subconscious needs, emotions 

that appear as semi-conscious desires , and sentiments that r e 

flect conscious goals. ^^ Instinctively, Julie wishes her s is ter , 

Eva, to marry , not only for Eva's security, but also for Julie 's 

well-being. "But surely, father, you want Eva to marry well, 

don't you? "^4 Emotionally, Julie reveals a desire to be as inde

pendent as Eva in a male-female relationship by insisting 

that a woman's true love for a man is shown through her jealousy 

of other women. 

Oh yes. Only Eva isn't really mad about Andy . . . . 
not the way I am about you . . . . if she were, 
she'd be jealous of him . . . . all the girls for miles 
round are taking riding lessons from him. ^^ 

12 

Bolton and Middleton. Adam and Eva , p. 83. 

^^Smiley, Playwriting, p. 85. 

^^Bolton and Middleton, Adam and Eva, p. 10. 

^^Ibid.. p. 101. 
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Julie displays another thought in her real feelings toward 

men as she jokes about the rooster: "Yes, just like a man to 

crow about something he had nothing to do with. "̂ ^ Her senti

ments, or conscious goals, are seen consistently throughout 

the play in her adoration of her husband. Julie fulfills what 

she bel ieves to be her place in the husband/wife situation. 

The deliberative process in Julie's character exemplifies 

her unimaginative mind. Early in the play she offers a flower 

for her husband's buttonhole; but, when questioned whether the 

color is right, she suggests that the gardener should match the 

17 tie. Because she lacks a strong deliberative process , she 

reveals her weak ability to make decisions and shows that she 

cannot perform the actuality of the decision-making process . The 

biological, physical, dispositional, motivational qualities are adept; 

however, her deliberative process cannot carry through with the 

action of the decision. 

Aunt Abby Rocker is female and biologically human. Physically, 

the authors point out that she is "the s i s ter of King's late wife: a 

^°Bolton and Middleton, Adam and Eva, p. 96. 

^" Îbid. , p. 8. 
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prominent club woman and organizer ot charities". 8̂ other 

physical properties are not indicated; however, she appears 

to be middle-aged. Aunt Abby's dispositional traits clarify her 

personality: 

She enjoys her place in the family with the understanding 
that she is the chief executive of the domestic organization; 
but so many outside organizations command her attention 
that she has practically abandoned the running of the 
household to the servants themselves. She is a born 
joiner and delights in clubs and conventions. ^̂  

Because little is actually seen or heard from the character 

of Aunt Abby Rocker, one can only speculate about an emotional 

quality in her motivational traits. Emotionally, Aunt Abby has a 

strong conscious goal. She marries a rich old man who is dying 

to gain money rather than maintain independence on a single status. 

Aunt Abby's unimportance is further substantiated by the omission of 

other, more delineating traits. 

Tlie fourth female character within the play, Eva King, is also 

biologically a female human. The authors describe her physical 

traits: 

19 
Bolton and Middleton, Adam and Eva, p. 10. 
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The younger daughter of King. Eva has so much 
prettiness and so much charm that she would 
have a flock of suitors even if she didn't happen 
to be an heiress . 20 

Her dispositional ab.lity to charm suitors is further stated 

by one of her suitors. "Dash it all, anybody would be likely 

to fall in love with Eva. "21 Her honesty strengthens her charm. 

Eva displays her motivational traits in three areas. In

stinctively, she reveals a subconscious need to maintain a 

social status: 

Adam: If you could marry them both, they would add up 
about a hundred per cent. 

Eva: Yes, one to take me to a polo match, and one to 
to take me to the opera. Oh, you understand. 22 

Emotionally, Eva shows a desire to work when faced with a 

financial problem. "The only job I can find that doesn't need 

experience is a shop assistant--I shall make a try for that. "23 

Eva is willing to become a member of the working class . Yet, 

^^Bolton and Middleton, Adam and Eva, p. 11. 

^^Ibid. , p. 108. 

^^Ibid. , p. 36. 

^^Ibid. , p. 86. 
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her true goals are revealed in the decision to listen to Adam 

rather than take the job. Her "independent streak" falters as 

she allows the man to make the decision. This motivational 

example overlaps with Eva's deliberative traits. She has pre

pared a decision but has not carried out the decision. Because 

of this weakness, the decisive traits are the most revealing of 

all. She does not cause change. Rather, she has allowed Adam 

to instigate the change. Eva and Corinthia are different. Corin

thia caused a change with her decisive traits, and Eva did not. 

The application of Smiley's character traits suggests qualitative 

distinctions in the characters, suggesting relationships to a part 

of the society of the early 1920s. Although Corinthia is not the 

"flapper" of the era. she reveals a definite independence through 

her desire to support herself. Her political activity is not indi

cated in the script, yet one could safely assume Corinthia would not 

be a suffrage supporter because of her lack of information, rather 

than because of lack of incentive. Her professional life illustrates 

the wage-earning woman of the early years. The majority of women 

wage-earners worked in industrial or domestic servant positions. 

Her interest in marriage and family life is of no great importance 

to her. She p o s s e s s e s some of the new 1920 independence; thus, a 

family is not her main goal in life. 



46 

Julie DeWitt is almost an exact opposite of Corinthia. 

Julie characterizes the young wonnan of the early twenties who 

holds to traditional ways. She does not dress to the extreme. 

She idolizes her husband and has no intention of becoming part of 

the wage-earning crowd in order to establish an independence. In 

fact, Julie's dependence on her father's wealth and husband's 

stature exemplifies her passiveness . This characteristic was 

typical of many vvo men during the early part of the decade. Divorces 

were rare, and the woman maintained her household chores as her 

debt to humanity. Julie's wealth permits her escape from the 

housewifely role, but her worship of Clinton DeWitt most definitely 

shows her not to be the agressive new female. 

Aunt Abby Rocker underscores the characteristics of Julie DeWitt. 

Aunt Abby is an older and more established traditional woman. 

Her main ambition is to maintain security through a rich husband. 

She, like Julie, does not seek the reward of independence characterise 

tic of the new woman of the early twenties. 

Eva King does not appear to be a "true suffragist. " She displays 

some strength, however, in her willingness to acquire a job. 

Eva's position in her role falls between Corinthia and Julie. Even 

though she had des ires to be married for security like Julie, she 

st i l l shows an inner-Independence to her immediate decision to 
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disallow that to be her main objective. Her attitude toward men 

is not one of worship, but rather a passive admiration. With 

her job and economic security, Corinthia is able to maintain her 

independence. Eva cannot do this because she is dependent on 

Adam to provide her with security. Eva's non-doting attitude 

toward men reveals her as breaking away from the traditional 

female role prior to the 1920s. In a family situation, Eva main

tains enough independence to become an active decision-maker. 

Eva is exemplary of the new woman of the early twenties. She, 

however, sti l l cannot voice herself logically and cannot influence 

society enough to fully accept her. 

Each of the female characters offos definite traits which can 

be correlated to the female in the society of the early twenties. 

Aunt Abby and Julie are prime examples of the traditional female 

who has not yet broken from her passive mold. Corinthia, on the 

other hand, through her profession, indicates a more responsible 

character trait of the new female in society. And Eva is typical 

of the average female in society who actually wants to change with 

that society, yet is confused about how to handle that change. The 

female characters In Adam and Eva offer superb examples of the 

females who prevailed In the early 1920s. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE FAMILY UPSTAIRS 

The Family Upstairs, Harry Delf's 1924 tliree-act comedy, 

is a typical tent show drama performed during the middle years of 

the 1920s. The action revolves around a money-conscious family, 

and because the tent show audiences were made up of rural folk, 

money was usually a big problem they could relate to. When the 

scripts catered to such subjects, the popularity of the show increased 

immensely. The second topic of discussion in the play is marriage, 

which was another major concern of tent show audiences. 

The action revolves around an average wage-earning American 

family, the Hel lers . The family includes the father, mother, and the 

three children. One of the children, Louise, is of marriageable age. 

Throughout the play. Louise is constantly urged by her mother 

to get married, even though she is self-sufficient and holds a good 

job. Louise has a gentleman caller. Charles Grant, who has been 

deeply in love with her for some time. Charles pledges his love 

with a marriage proposal, but Louise hesitates to tell her family. 

Charles learns from Mrs. Heller later that Louise will marry only 

to better herself socially and economically. With the help of a 

neighbor lady, Mrs. Heller explains that Louise is used to only 
48 
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"the finer things in life. " With second thoughts on whether he 

can adequately provide for Louise, Charles tells her that he cannot 

give her the luxury her family insists she needs. Angered at her 

family's interference, Louise cancels the wedding plans and 

arranges to leave for a few days to think things over. Charles 

begs her not to leave. Charles's mother arrives and further 

complicates matters. Charles, disgusted with his mother's ac

tions, persuades Louise that their love was strong enough before 

either family interfered. The engagement finalizes when Louise 

recognizes Charles's logic. 

The cast consists of five female characters: Emma Heller. 

Louise Heller, Annabelle Heller, Mrs. Grant, and Miss Calahan. 

This discussion will be limited to the first four characters--Emma, 

Louise, Annabelle. and Mrs. Grant--representative of the types 

of women seen in the middle years of the twenties, with the character 

of Miss Calahan eliminated in discussion because of the author's lack 

of development of character traits for her. Missing definitive 

innages limit her inclusion in a study of the female in the middle 

twenties. 

%arry Delf. The Family Upstairs (New York: Samuel French, 
Publisher, 1924), p. 3. 

TtXAS TECH LlBRARt 
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Biologically. Emma Heller is female. She is the mother of 

the family and fits this dispositional description: 

She is a sweet woman who is still called "Mamma" by 
her children. She scolds and censures but her great 
love is always evident. If Mother is a little irritable 
through the play, it is only because she has so much 
to do around the house, washing and iironing and so on 
to say nothing of taking care of Annabelle. 2 

Physically, the character has an aged quality because of family 

responsibility. She is close to fifty years old; vocally, she 

has a tense, strained quality indicating her irritable disposi

tion. Emma's dispositional traits suggest her mood. 

Motivationally, Emma operates on three levels of conscious

ness: instinct, emotion, and sentiment. Instinctively, she 

maintains her personal identity through her idealism of "mother

hood, " She considers her husband as her child as much as she 

does any of her biological children. ^ Emotionally, Emma strives for 

her views of the ideal state of motherhood by overprotecting her 

children. She knows she is smothering her children; yet a 

semi-consc ious desire for her own identity impels Emma to 

2Delf, The Family Upstairs, p. 6. 

^Ibid., p. 47. 
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continue her action. Sentimentally, Emma motivates herself 

to find a husband for her daughter. She is clearly aware of 

this desire. She tells her husband, "I'm going to send her up 

to the mountains, or the country like other mothers do. Maybe 

she'll meet some nice boy". ^ This dialogue reflects Emma's 

deliberation. She thinks the best way to get her daughter married 

is to invest money in the project. Deliberating in two directions, 

she justifies her action in sending her daughter away: "Well, it's 

worth it. It's a good investment". ^ 

Louise is the twenty-one-year-old unmarried daughter of 

the Hel lers . ^ Physically, she is good-looking. 

It is immediately apparent that she is "ahead" of her 
family. This has probably come through her 
fondness for books at home. She is dressed very 
plainly. One would think that she came from a family 
of more comfortable station. ' 

Louise is motivated in three ways. Instinctively, she wishes 

to marry; yet her mother's insistence troubles her. She demands: 

4Delf, The Family Upstairs, p. 17. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid. , p. 11. 

"^Ibid. , p. 17. 
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"Mother, if you'd only realize that the more you talk of it 

the worse you're making it. "^ Emotionally, she is motivated 

to proclaim: "I don't care what people say. I^t them talk". ^ 

Louise cares , however; on the sentimental level she demonstrates 

her concern with an emotional self-pitying scene at the end of 

Act Two. 

Now listen to me, all of you. This is the end. I have 
stood as much as could be expected of any girl . . . . 
No one wants to marry me, no one ever did. I am not 
good enough for them. I am only a plain girl, a nobody. *" 

Before this outburst, Louise deliberates her course of action: 

Oh, how I knew they'd do this--how I knew! I always 
dreaded bringing anyone here. That's why I didn't 
want to tell them we are engaged. I knew their talk--
their bluff would do this. 11 

Reflecting on whether her course of action is the right one, 

12 Louise cal ls her parents into the room. ^̂  Louise's decision 

8 Delf, The Family Upstairs, p. 29. 

^Ibid. 

l^Ibid., p. 67. 

lAlbid. 

12 Ibid. 
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to correct her family's wrongdoing illustrates an independent 

character quality. Her mature, self-starting, biological 

traits, combined with her motivational goals and deliberation, 

lead to the major decision Louise makes. Because she has a 

strength not common to the more traditional woman, Louise is 

able to plan her own life without relying heavily on her parents 

as young women did before her time. She is able to decide on her 

work, whether it be housewifery or work away from the home. She 

is able to decide whom she wanJsas her husband and feels insulted 

when her family tries to interfere in making her decisions for her. 

Her pride and independence mark Louise as a unique female in 

the middle twenties. 

Annabelle, the younger Heller daughter, is twelve years of 

age. 1^ Dispositionally, Annabelle is an obedient bjit pbstinate 

child. When told that she should not even be thinking of marriage, 

she exclaims: "Well, I was twelve years old last February". 14 

Annabelle's motivational traits appear only on a single level. 

She wants age or the advantages that she believes go with it. How

ever, sentimentally, she exemplifies the typical 1920's daughter 

13Delf, The Family Upstairs, p. 6. 

l^Ibid. , p. 19. 
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who is obedient to her elders. 

Oh yes . Mamma, I have. I've practised two minutes 
more than a half hour now. I began at twenty-two 
minutes after six and it's now four minutes to 
seven. 1^ 

She reveals her stronger goals at play: "Mamma, we were just 

playing down stairs and I got married to Harold Thompson--not 

real ly--of course- - . "16 Annabelle's deliberative traits, minimally 

revealed in the plot of the play, show the character's lack of 

importance to the plot. Further, she lacks decisive traits. 

She makes no major decisions in the play's action. 

Mrs. Grant, Louise's future mother-in-law, 1' does not enter 

until the third act. Mrs. Grant displays similar dispositional 

qualities to Emma. She loves her children but worries about them. 

She displays the strong parental quality: a desire for respect. 

Be quiet dear, don't be so modest. Fact are facts . 
You know you're a fine good lookUig boy, Charles, 
and every girl in the neighborhood would be proud 
to get you. 1^ 

Motivationally, Mrs. Grant operates on only one l eve l - -

sentiment. Jjler dialogue exemplifies her motivation in the play. 

l^Delf, The Family Upstairs, p. 6. 

l^Ibid, p. 18. 

I''Ibid. , p. 85. 

^^Ibid., p. 87. 



55 

She wants her son to marry, and she hopes her son will marry 

the right girl. Her decision to explain her son's qualities is based 

on her motivational traits of a protective mother. Mrs. Grant 

decides to overprotect Charles much in the same way that Emma 

reacts toward Louise. The two mother characters are similar. 

Because the author developed Emma's character more fully than 

Mrs. Grant, the conscious levelsof instinct, emotion, and sentimen

tality spur Emma's motivational drives. 

Because of their s imilarit ies , Emma and Mrs. Grant jointly re 

present a clear type of woman in the middle twenties. They still 

maintain that "a woman's place is in the home. " Fearing for her 

daughter's safety if she enters the business world. Emma states: 

It breaks my heart to see her get up every morning 
of her life at seven-thirty, scramble into her clothes, 
rush her breakfast in her, then go in the subway and 
stand up in that crush-- i t ' s a fine life for a girl. 1̂  

Emma and Mrs . Grant do not p reject the agressive woman 

of the middle 1920s. They are both housewives,and their families 

are their only concern. Emma's first appearance on stage reveals 

her immediately as a traditional female. She "comes from kitchen. 

l^Delf, The Family Upstairs, p. 16. 



56 

carrying a pot with something in it which she stirs while speaking. "^^ 

Emma does not represent the complex woman who emerged in 

various forms of the business and political communities in the 

1920s. She is worried for her family rather than herself. Emma's 

husband notes the comparison in both mother characters: Emma 

and Mrs. Grant. "All mothers are all alike. There ought to be 

a Constitutional Amendment against them. "21 

The average American female of the middle twenties was one 

who hesitated to "modernize" herself and experiment with new 

extremes in her life. Yet Louise is not the average American 

female. She represents one of the new breed who has sought 

advancement and found it. Professionally she is a business woman. 

She works in what was once considered a man's world. Marriage 

and family life are important to her, but that status is not al l-

important as it was with Eva King in Adam and Eva in the earl ier 

period. Louise represents a definite growth in female capabilities 

and agress iveness . She refuses to allow her family to rule her life. 

"I have stood as much of this as could be expected of any girl. "22 

20 
Delf, The Family Upstairs, p. 7. 

21 
Ibid. , p. 88. 

22 
Ibid., p. 67. 
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She shows a definite self-respect when asserting her indepen

dence to her fiance: "No, Charles, the engagement is off. I 

could never face you again". 23 

Women lacked such independence in the early twenties. 

Corinthia in Adam and Eva, even though professionally better 

than the other female characters in the same play, does not 

have Louise's education. Louise has allowed herself to grow 

with the world. Despite her strength, Louise relents at the 

play's ending and allows herself to be referred to as "my 

little girl , " "my little darling, " and "my little baby. "24 

Her character is typical of the middle twenties woman who, though 

stronger and more logical than the early female of the twenties, 

sti l l lacked the internal strength and professional knowledge 

to maintain that strength independently. 

As was seen in Adam and Eva, the feniale characters in 

The Family Upstairs are types of women found in the American 

society. Emma and Mrs. Grant satisfy the traditional female 

type with one main purpose--the right type of marriage for their 

children. Louise is representative of that still-maturing female 

of the mid-twenties. She has announced her professional ability. 

23 
Delf, The Family Upstairs, p. 69. 

^^Ibid. p. 89. 
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and financially she is capable of self-support. Yet, when faced 

with marriage, she reverts to traditional ways and is unable to 

assert her independence. Each of the female characters clearly 

is representative of various female types found in the American 

society of the middle twenties. 



CHAPTER V 

^TIE IT GIRL 

By 1929 Tent Theatre had developed into a booming theatrical 

business. Some playwrights began specializing in playscripts for the 

special market. E. L. Paul was such a playwright. In 1929 he wrote 

and produced The It Girl. In a cast of nine stock characters. Paul 

included three women's parts: Mrs. Smythe. Barbara, and Polly, 

who represents the play's central figure. 

The play opens as Barbara and her mother discuss Barbara's 

prospects for marriage. Mrs. Smythe urges Barbara to marry 

Ted Layton, but Barbara has been secretly seeing a married man. 

Captain Sutter. Ted arrives for lunch and receives a warm recep

tion from the family. Soon a bill collector arrives and informs 

Bradley that his wood and coal bill is three months past due. Polly. 

Bradley's niece from San Antonio, arrives and announces her inten

tion to visit her Uncle Bradley and family. Because of Polly's crass 

ways, Mrs. Smythe abhors the fact that a strange girl has arrived 

to stay with them. After Polly exits to her room. Captain Sutter 

also arrives as an unexpected guest for lunch. Ted. Bradley, and 

Mrs. Smythe exit to the kitchen leaving Captain Sutter and Barbara 

alone. Sutter immediately professes his love for Barbara. Polly 

59 
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discovers the pair but swears secrecy as Act One ends. 

As Act Two begins, Mrs. Smythe bemoans Polly's presence; 

however, she displays a curiosity about her background. As 

Polly continues to develop her new relationship with Ted Layton. 

the family members discuss their fortunes. The father verges 

on losing his job because of his bad temper, while the mother 

strives continually to improve her social position. Ted pro

fesses his love for Polly, who confesses she has lied about her 

past in order to shock the Smythe family. Uncle Henry makes 

advances toward Polly, who rejects him. Henry lies to Mr. Smythe 

about the incident and accuses Polly of making advances toward 

him. Barbara reveals her jealousy of the new relationship 

between Ted and Polly. Act Two ends as Polly reveals that 

Bradley has lost his job. 

At the beginning of Act Three, Ted and Polly return to the 

house, and Ted proposes marriage to Polly. Polly confesses her 

love for him. As they separate for the evening, Polly encounters 

Barbara who is leaving to continue her relationship with Sutter. 

Polly persuades Barbara that Captain Sutter does not plan to marry 

her, and Polly reveals Sutter's disgraceful background in the military. 

Awakened, Mrs. Smythe misinterprets the evidence of Sutter's 
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guilt and Polly's innocence and orders them both from the house. 

The entire family except Barbara believes Sutter and Polly were 

planning to run away together. 

Act Four begins with Mrs. Smythe packing and threatening 

divorce from her husband because of his financial failure. An 

unexpected caller, Mr. Keith, brings a check to Bradley and wants 

to buy his model boats. He also offers to make Bradley the 

manager of the art department of his store. Keith reveals Polly's 

true identity as Pola Sherri, the star of the Opera, and discloses 

that it was she who brought his attention to Bradley's model ships. 

A phone call from Keith after he leaves informs the family of 

Ted and Polly's marriage. The play ends happily as Henry finally 

gets a job. 

The three female characters reveal traits of the 1920s female. 

Mrs. Smythe is biologically a female described as a "nervous, 

excitable woman in a constant state of mind over something". ^ 

Physically, she is middle-aged and large-boned to almost appear 

gawky. The playwright assigns many lines of dialogue to the 

1 E . L . Paul, The It Girl (Kansas City: E. L. Paul Play 
Co. , 1929), p. L 
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character that illustrate her excessively nervous nature. Disposi

tionally, Mrs. Smythe is led to shield her daughter and prepare 

her for what Mrs. Smythe believes to be the major purpose in 

a woman's l i fe- -marriage. 

I should die if a breath of scandal ever touched my 
innocent little daughter. You have such a wonderful 
chance to marry Ted Layton. If you don't throw it 
away. Ted Layton is a wonderful catch. He is 
young, good looking, rich in his own right, and 
his mother is one of the leaders in society here. 2 

Mrs. Smythe typifies the nagging wife. Irritated with her 

husband's model ship-building hobby she complains: "Why don't 

you play golf, or bridge, or do something other gentlemen do?"*^ 

She pers is ts in her nagging about his job. "if you haven't got spunk 

enough to go to him and demand a raise, I'll do it for you. I've al

ways had to be the brains--the man of this family!"^ When sur

prised by Polly Sheridan who appears socially unacceptable, 

Mrs. Smythe becomes more concerned about her neighbors' 

reactions than anything e l se . "The news will be all over town by 

2paul, The It Girl, p. 2. 

3 
Ibid. . p. 5. 

^Ibid., p. 12. 
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tomorrow morning, and we'll be socially ruined. "^ Social status is 

more important than independence to Mrs. Smythe. Her daughter 

must marry a rich husband to enable Mrs. Smythe to succeed in her 

social c irc les . 

The motivational traits of Mrs. Smythe are revealed on three 

levels: instinct, emotion, and sentiment. Instinctively. Mrs. Smythe 

real izes that she needs her husband as much as he needs her. 

She nags him because she knows he will tolerate it. "A woman 

should never overestimate her powers of fascination, my dear. "^ 

Emotionally, Mrs. Smythe reveals her jealousy of Polly. When 

Polly enters, Mrs. Smythe observes her husband's warm response 

with envy and des ires to be in Polly's place. ' Sentimentally, Mrs. 

Smythe wants to be socially acceptable. When a neighbor phones 

to inquire about a recent visitor, Mrs. Smythe gloatingly informs 

her of his identity. 

Spaul, The It Girl, p. 22. 

^Ibid. , p. 3. 

"^Ibid., p. 19. 
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Who, oh the man who came in the big limousine just now ' 
That was Mr. Keith, dearie--Mr. Hamilton Keith of 
the Metropolitan Opera Company! . . . . Oh dear, y e s - -
he's an old friend of my husband! Thrilling, isn't 
it, to have the opportunity of meeting all those famous 
opera s tars! Don't you just love them'^^ 

Mrs. Smythe's deliberative traits are clear. Her primary 

thought process throughout the play is to marry her daughter to 

Ted Layton. She convinces her daughter that Ted is a "wonderful 

catch. "^ To justify her intentions to her daughter she explains: 

"The only reason your father consented to move out here to this 

fashionable suburb, was that you might have the opportunity of 

making a desirable marriage". 1̂  Mrs. Smythe exemplifies an 

agress ive quality typical of the twenties' female. Her agression 

causes Mrs. Smythe to reveal definite decisive traits. Virtually 

every speech she makes represents a decision. Hers is a strong 

voice in the play structure. She decides to get her daughter married 

to a wealthy husband, and she finds a husband for her. Mrs. Smythe 

and Polly make the critical decisions in the plot of the play. 

^Paul, The It Girl, p. 79. 

^ibid. , p. 2. 

l^Ibid. , p. 4. 
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Barbara Smythe is biologically female and of marriageable 

age. "She is excess ive ly sweet and demure, but this is only a 

pose on her part. She is as wise as they come. "H In her cunning 

efforts to win a husband, Barbara confesses, "Maybe that's the 

reason why we girls do the things we do--because you men adore 

us for them. "12 Barbara's sweetness is a pose. 

Motivationally, Barbara reveals three distinctive traits as 

does her mother. Instinctively, she desires love and wants to 

marry the man she loves. Captain Sutter. Emotionally, she 

allows herself to be .persuaded by his deception. She does not 

recognize him as a charlatan. Her conscious desire to marry her 

lover motivates her to leave her family. 

Barbara's motivations totally control her deliberative traits. 

Emotionally and sentimentally, she is deluded by Sutter's deceit 

and proceeds to leave. Barbara's character is passive and 

has no influence on the other characters. Even when Barbara 

knows Polly has protected her, she does not defend Polly. 

11 Paul. The It Girl, p. 1. 

12Ibid., p. U. 
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The third female character in the play is the most complex. 

Polly is a character playing another character. She has a double 

level of reality. The audience becomes aware of her true identity 

only at the conclusion of the play. Paul describes Polly physically as: 

Happy-go-lucky-hoydenish, full of pep and personality 
but altogether lovable. She is dressed in ensemble or any 
becoming traveling suit, but plainly dressed neither over
dressed or shabby. She expects to be welcome. 13 

Because of her role-playing. Polly assumes an exaggerated Texas 

dialect. Her dialogue is strong. "You don't like me a damned bit, 

do you!"l Her mood throughout the play is vigorous. The other 

characters become aware of her energetic personality and some, 

like Uncle Henry, are even inspired by it. "Wait till you see her! 

Not like a lot of women, not enough here (BUST) And too much here 

(OUTLINING HUGE HIPS) but just what the doctor ordered! "1^ 

Motivationally. Polly operates on a sentimental or conscious 

action level. Not until the conclusion does she reveal her subcon

scious needs. Polly falls in love with Ted, but the relationship is 

l^Paul, The It Girl, p. 18. 

l^Ibid. , p. 19. 

l^Ibid. , p. 34. 
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not revealed until the end of the play, "it's very important! 

Ted Layton and Polly Sheridan were married at noon today--

at the Little Church Around the Corner! "1^ Polly's deliberations 

are apparent throughout the play, as she attempts to reveal the 

faults of the other characters through use of a disguise. Only 

at the conclusion is Polly revealed as a famous, well-respected, 

and wealthy young woman. "She's the cleverest woman I ever 

17 met, " says Keith in discussing her capabilities. Polly reveals 

her hidden strength as she exposes the baseness of the Smythe 

family. Mrs. Smythe verbally abused Polly, but Polly holds fast 

to her intentions to reveal Mrs. Smythe as an ignorant woman. 

Polly's swift dec is ion-making capabilities are illustrated 

as she tries to save Barbara from disgrace. She quickly becomes 

Barbara's defender and exposes Captain Sutter's scheme. Polly's 

marriage to Ted Layton Is further indicative of her ability to make 

decisions quickly. 

Of the three women characters, Polly best exemplifies the 

late twenties' female. She is independent enough not to let a 

^^Paul, The It Girl, p. 82. 

^''ibid. , p. 74. 
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relationship rule her life, and she logically analyzes her 

feelings toward Ted. 

I've met a lot of 'em in my time, and I speak 
from experience. I thought you were different! 
Honestly, you're the first rich young man I ever 
met in my life, who didn't try to get fresh with 
me the first time he found himself alone with me. ^̂  

Polly represents the late twenties woman professionally as well 

as morally. She has become a respected name in show business- -

"Pola Sherri, one of the famous stars of the Metropolitan 

Opera Company!" 

Mrs. Smythe, on the other hand, is a character whose traits 

exemplify the traditional female. She depends on her husband for 

support. Mrs. Smythe can be compared to Emma from 

The Family Upstairs and Aunt Abby Rocker from Adam and Eva. 

They all represent the older traditional female. Yet, Mrs. Smythe, 

when faced with self-support, shows an independence the earl ier 

characters lacked. "Thank Heaven I haven't forgotten my music! 

I can teach! I think I am perfectly able to take care of myself. "'̂ ^ 

l^Paul, The It Girl, p. 42. 

l^Ibid. , p. 74. 

20lbid. , p. 69. 
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Even with this modern attitude toward self-support , mar r i age 

and family life a r e as important to Mrs . Smythe as they a r e to 

h e r daughter , Barbara . 

Barbara is,however, a deceitful person in dealing with the 

o the r c h a r a c t e r s . She speaks with a veiled s a r c a s m to the c h a r a c 

t e r s who frequently do not rea l ize he r true intention. Ba rba ra ' s 

intelligence is hidden from the other cha rac t e r s in the play. Be

cause of h e r family t ies , Barbara is not active professionally 

o r poli t ically, yet she has potential. Marr iage and family a r e so 

important , however, she decides to take Captain Sutter as a husband 

when she r ea l i zes she has lost Ted to Polly. 

Po l ly ' s r ep r imand of B a r b a r a ' s actions sum up the independent 

quality of the late twenties ' woman that is not recognizable in the 

women of the e a r l i e r per iods of the decade. 

What you want, is to be happy! We women a re all 
like that. We all want the same things. But take 
it from me , we can only be happy if pur lives a r e 
open- -open like a window to the sun!21 

The late twenties saw the advent of a s t ronger more agress ive 

woman like Polly. That woman was active in professional life; the 

female of the late e r a had de termined he r new role in society 

a s Pol ly decided h e r s . The t radi t ional woman sti l l existed 

21 Paul, The It Gi r l , p. 61. 
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even though many women had developed independence. (Jlder 

females like Mrs. Smythe tried desperately to pass their tradi

tions on to their offspring. Yet the daughters, like Barbara, would 

not totally accept the old values. New ideas seeped into her life, 

making independence an integral part of her lifestyle. Women 

demanded independence like Polly. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The American female of the 1920s changed her appearance, poli

tical activity, and family relationships and viewed herself as a new. 

liberated woman. Yet she was not disciplined into a regimented way 

of life. She entered the early 1920s seeking freedom but faced con

fusion. She was confused about her goals as well as means of 

achieving them. During the middle years, her struggle became 

more sharply focused. She developed order in her search for recog

nition and individuality. Not until the late years of the decade, how

ever, did the American woman finally accomplish some of her goals. 

By the end of the decade, she developed a vision of the sacrifices 

required of her before she could attain her new life vision. Through 

logical and participative endeavors, she set out to prove her 

equality with the male. 

An examination of the American woman's development in each 

period of the 1920s, coupled with an examination of literature 

typical of each period, leads to some conclusions. The early 

twenties' woman had just achieved the long-awaited Right-to-Vote 

Amendment. She had struggled for years and finally achieved her 

initial objective. The Right-to-Vote, however, symbolized 
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a more profound, larger change for American women. The 

amendment represented the first of a ser ies of steps toward person

al and political freedom and individualism. Carol, Sinclair 

Lewis's Main Street heroine, exemplifies this woman of the 

early twenties. She finally had a chance for change. However, 

she lacked knowledge of ways to use the newly-found freedom. 

Carol, as the American woman she represented, is still tied 

to traditional ways. 

By the mid-twenties the American female began to exert 

her power. She became increasingly active politically and pro

fessionally. When marriage and family life no longer provided 

satisfaction for all her needs, she sought other outlets for her 

energy in work outside the home. Daisy, in F. Scott Fitzgerald's 

The Great Gatsby, exemplifies the mid-twenties female. She is 

torn between the traditional and the modern role for women. 

Though she is tempted by men such as Gatsby to behave loosely 

In a modern manner, Daisy preserves her marriage. Daisy 

typifies the middle twenties' woman. 

At the end of the decade, American women had developed 

strength of purpose and a keen awareness of the direction she wished 

to guide her lifestyle. The late twenties' woman is typified by Nina 

in Strange Interlude by Eugene O'Neill. Nina is such a strong figure 
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she controls the plot ot the play. She wields her power with 

knowledgeable discipline. Even though thrown into adultery and 

later abortion, Nina's efforts to control her life illustrate 

woman's search for individual strength. She is admirable because 

of that strength. The woman of the late twenties could deal with 

difficult life situations better than her predecessors. 

Novels and short stories of each period reflect the development 

of the American female. Similarly, Tent Theatre scripts of each 

period reflect the same development. Female characters in each 

tent show script generally were similar lo the actual American 

women. The women characters in Adam and Eva, a Tent Theatre 

script of the early twenties, are exemplary of the women of that 

period. They were not ready to accept a profession outside the 

home as a way of life. Eva is an inexperienced indecisive woman. 

Her indecisiveness prohibits her from establishing her independence. 

She depends on some outside force to establish her identity as a 

woman. She re l ies first on her family to help identify herself as a 

daughter, and then on Adam, who helps her establish an identity 

as a lover. Her sense of independence at the conclusion of the play 

irrl icates her change. She becomes a representative of the new 

woman emerging in the twenties. 
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The other female characters in Adam and Eva--Corinthia. Julie, 

and Aunt Abby Rocker-each display characteristics of women of 

the early twenties. Corinthia is typical of a woman functioning 

in the working world, but her job typifies traditionally approved 

jobs for women. She works as a maid. Julie's and Aunt Abby's 

passive attitudes reveal them as typical of the early twenties' 

female who still clings to tradition and female roles. Marriage 

provides the foundation of Julie's and Aunt Abby's l ives. Eva, 

although desirous of marriage and social standing, does not let 

her marital des ires control her. 

Louise in The Family Upstairs further illustrates the progress 

of the American female. Involved in the working world, Louise 

s tr ives to establish her own identity. Each of the other female 

characters typify the American female as well, in their own ways. 

Emma and Mrs. Grant are the middle-aged mothers typical of 

the middle years who will not relinquish traditional ways; they 

devote themselves to finding mates for their children. Because 

of her age, the youngest daughter, Annabelle, reveals no charac

ter is t ics of the new adult female. Instead she typifies the female 

child who is obedient to her eiders. 

Polly in The It Girl exemplifies the result of the maturation 



75 

process of the American female. No longer does Polly need a 

male to establish her identity as did Eva in Adam and Eva and 

^°^^^® "̂ The Family Upstairs. She displays her agressiveness 

through her ability to succeed professionally and deal with almost 

any situation with the same finesse as the American male. 

Barbara and Mrs. Smythe, the other two female characters, 

also represent women typical of the late 1920s. Mrs. Sqiythe 

typifies the traditional older woman who cannot totally accept 

the new independence adopted by the younger woman during that 

era. However, she is different from Emma Heller and Aunt Abby 

Rocker of the earl ier plays. She has a profession to rely on in 

financial difficulty. Her profession gives her independence. 

Neither Aunt Abby Rocker in Adam and Eva nor Emma in 

The Family Upstairs had a potential profession. Barbara listens to 

what her mother says yet maintains a quiet independence. Although 

she p o s s e s s e s many of the meek qualities of the character of Julie 

in Adam and Eva, Barbara displays strength through sarcasm in 

her dialogue. 

An observation of the literature in each period of history 

reveals much about the society of that period. That society is 

not just the people but the thought and attitudes of those people 
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toward each other. The Tent Tlieatre scripts mirror the society 

that watched that type of theatre. The audiences were not socially 

or financially elite. They were common and middle c lass . They 

were not radical leaders of social reform; they were conservative. 

The audiences, as the characters they watched, were slow in 

adopting the new attitudes toward women. Because of the nature 

of their audiences, tent show plays probably were more reflective 

of the mainstream of American society than some of the more 

erudite literature. Yet, this is not to say that Tent Theatre is 

the only reflective art type which can be successfully pursued. 

Virtually, all the arts can be studied to reveal the people that 

produces them. 
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