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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Lanford Wilson is one of the American dramatists who 

showed his talent as a playwright in the 1970s and 1980s. 

His vigorous playwriting activities began with 

experimentation during the Off-Off Broaciway movement of the 

1960s. During his early period, he explored various dramatic 

themes and styles that led to the discovery of his true voice 

relevant to American people and society. Wilson's plays, 

therefore, are divisable into two periods: 1963-1974 and 

1975-present. This chapter will present background 

information about Wilson's activities during both pericxls. 

The chapter will, then, briefly explain Wilson's "poetic 

realism," a concept needed to understand most of his plays. 

Finally, this chapter will explain the purpose of this study 

and present an outline of the chapters that will follow. 

Wilson and His Work 

Lanford Wilson (1937- ) was born in Missouri. From this 

mid-western state—a setting that would play a crucial role 

for creating his characters throughout his plays, Wilson 

migrated to New York. In the mid-1960s, he began his 

playwriting career as part of the Off-Off Broadway movement. 

In 1969 Wilson and Marshall Mason, a young director, founded 

The Circle Repertory Company. Wilson became the company's 

primary playwright, and Mason directed most of Wilson's 

1 



plays. The activities of this company helped establish 

Wilson's reputation as a leading American playwright. 

Wilson's collaboration with the actors at The Circle Rep 

and his nearly decade-long exclusive association with the 

company allowed him time to develop his craft as a 

playwright. During this period, he showed his ability to 

write dialogue and to create sharply drawn, intense 

characters. As his reputation grew, Wilson used his 

association with The Circle Rep as a stepping-stone to 

Broadway, the Mecca of American theatre.^ 

Wilson developed several distinct characteristics as a 

playwright: loose plotting; the use of poetic realism; the 

creation of unicjue characters; the treatment of dramatic 

time; and the use of place as part of the symbolic meaning. 

Among these characteristics, it is necessary to fcx:us 

especially on his lyrical character studies of misfits and 

outcasts, which use folk-like and overlapping dialogue and 

theatrical devices. Through his characters' use of 

monologues and direct address to the audience, Wilson 

succeeded in creating a unicjue, unconventional, and non-

realistic form2 and structure for charactrization. 

1 Bonnie Marranca and Gautam Dasgupta, American 
Playwrights; A Critical Survey: Volume One. (New York: 
Drama Book Specialists). 1986, p. 27. 

2 Ibid., p. 27. 
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1963-1974 

Wilson's early plays are essentially character studies 

of American people of the 1960s. His characters are 

generally unhappy people who reveal themselves mostly through 

monologues coupled with a minimal number of character 

interactions.3 One of Wilson's earliest plays. So Long at the 

Fair (1963), is a character study about an untalented, would-

be artist who weakly copes with both a seductive girl and the 

likelihood that he will eventually settle into an ordinary 

life. The Bottle Harp, also written in 1963, studies the 

loneliness of a boy from Nebraska and his sister in New York. 

In Ludlow Fair (1965), Wilson uses his dramatic method to 

tell about the life of a woman who speaks about her sexual 

past. In another play written in 1965, Days Ahead. Wilson 

studies an ordinary man's madness through the extensive use 

of monologues. 

One of his early plays that demonstrated Lanford 

Wilson's playwriting talent is The Madness of Lady Bright. 

In this play from 1964, Wilson explores the themes of 

homosexuality, desperation, and isolation, as his characters 

speak in extended monologues. This play, like most others, 

is strikingly non-judgmental. With only one or two 

exceptions, Wilson seems to exhibit a generally charitable 

and sympathetic attitude toward his characters, not losing 

3 Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the Twentieth 
Century. (New York: Longman, 1992). p. 123. 
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his positive and affirmative reaction to them. For this 

reason his short plays of the 1960s are considered to be 

realistic sketches of sympathetic misfits and, at the same 

time, to be careful studies of loving people in the society.-^ 

With the exception of a reliance on monologues, Wilson 

characteristically adheres to conventional forms, which means 

that his writing style remains in the traditional playwriting 

form, rather than experimental form during this early period. 

In other words, he did not create any specific playwriting 

style that discriminates him from other playwrights during 

that early period in his playwriting career. 

He broke this mold in 1967 with Wandering. an 

expressionistic play in which Wilson began to experiment with 

non-linear and non-realistic elements. Impressed by the 

rehearsal exercise during which actors jumped from one scene 

and character into another, Wilson began to write in a new 

mode during the late 1960s and early 1970s. In addition to 

what some believe to be his best play of the period. The Hot 

1 Baltimore (1973), Wilson wrote This is the Rill Speaking 

(1965), The Rimers of Eldritch (1966), Lemon Sky (1970), 

Ikke. Ikke, Nye. Nve. Nve (1972), and The Mound Builders 

(1975).5 

4 Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the Twentieth 
Century. (New York: Longman, 1992). p. 138. 

5 Ruby Cohn, New American Dramatists; 1960-1980. 
(London: The Macmillan Press Ltd., 1982). p. 23. 
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His Plavs After the Mid 70s 

Plays written by Lanford Wilson after 1974 continued to 

build on the strengths that he developed while writing in his 

earlier experimental plays. In addition to his established 

ability to depict complex emotions and relationships in plays 

of domestic realism, Wilson, in his post-1974 plays, began to 

develop a poetic language. As a result of this use of 

language, Wilson's later plays could be called "Lyric 

Realism," or "Poetic Realism." 

Historically, the period of 1960s America was a time 

of major change. Scx:ial and political events of the period 

included the onset of the sexual revolution; the development 

of a generation gap; the black power movements; a dramatic 

increase in the use of drugs; the rise of hippies; the growth 

of rock-and-roll music; and the burgeoning anti-war movement.^ 

Wilson's plays of this period, like those of other well-known 

playwrights,"7 reflect his understanding of the political and 

social upheavals in America during the 1960s. The 

alternative theatre of the pericxi was written by and catered 

to the tastes of young liberals. These plays reflected the 

social tensions that concerned both audiences and playwrights 

^ Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the Twentieth 
Century (New York; Longman, 1982). p. 179. 

7 For example, we can see the playwrights and their 
plays that show the political and scx:ial upheavals of each 
period of America, in Edward J. Moore's The Sea Horse (1974), 
Mark Medoff's Children of a Lesser God (1979), William 
Mastrosimone's The Woolgatherer (1980), Gardner Mckay's Sea 
Monks (1981), Sam Shepard's Fool for Love (1983) and John 
Patrick Shanley's Danny and the Deep Blue Sea (1984). 
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and were, therefore, generally critical of the existing state 

and sympathetic toward forces of change. 

Wilson's post-1974 plays that were influenced by the 

experience of the 1960s are The Fifth of July (1978), 

Tallev's Folly (1979), Angel^ Fall (1982), Tallev & Son 

(1985),8 and Burn This (1987). It is important to note, 

however, that even though Wilson's plays were influenced by 

the violent social movements of the 1960s, overpowering 

passion and aberrant behavior do not appear within them. 

Instead, he uses his unicjue poetic style, in some respect, as 

Chekhov used his own poetic style to portray his country's 

people and to point gently to the truths and values of which 

Americans lost sight; the beauty of the past, the comfort of 

friendship, and the folly of rejecting any source of 

emotional support. 

Wilson's Poetic Realism 

Wilson's major works differ from those of many of his 

colleagues because of his use of non-conventional forms, 

especially in plot and the treatment of the characters. 

Wilson tried to shift away from old, comforting frames of 

thought and move toward a contemporary vision of reality. 

This new reality came to be revealed in the way in which he 

8 An earlier version of this play was staged in 1980 as 
A Tale Told. 
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adapts a rhythmic pattern of language^—the emphasis on 

language that Wilson uses to create a theatrical picture that 

suggests a social reality, which has been called "poetic 

realism." 

But, even though his major works differ from 
those of many of his colleagues in the use of 
conventional dramatic forms, the levels "poetic 
realism" and "American realist" have been applied 
to Lanford Wilson. In other words, even though 
seldom do his major works offer a dramatic tense or 
complete sense of stage reality, Lanford Wilson's 
plays can best be described as the plays containing 
enough poetic reality, because he seems fully to 
have shifted away from comforting old frames of 
thought and moved toward a vision of contemporary 
realities on stage as revealed beneath various 
factors by adapting rhythmic patterns of language. '̂  

Wilson used poetic realism as a dominant characteristic 

throughout his writing career beginning with This is Rill 

Speaking (1965) and The Mound Builders (1975) and continuing 

through to more recent plays like Burn This (1987). 

Wilson also utilizes ellipses, cinematically-styled 

cuts, flashbacks, and flash-forwards to move his stories 

along. These provocative theatrical elements, along with an 

avoidance of elaborate stage settings and a reliance on 

abstract scenic elements and language in the play text, 

create a non-realistic setting. Wilson establishes a harmony 

between the cinematic, the abstract lcx:ale, and the use of 

9 William Demastes, Beyond Naturalism; A New Realism in 
American Theatre. (New York: Greenwcxjd Press, 1989). p. 
158. 

10 Ibid. p. 158. 
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poetic language. These elements combine to create "lyric" 

plays. 

The Study 

The unicjue use of language is only one aspect of any 

dramatic work. The way a playwright develops characters is 

also of great importance in any study of drama. Wilson's 

ability to make his characters charming and acceptable in 

spite of their cjuirks and their inability to commit 

themselves politically and socially has been a strong point 

in his work. Wilson's characters rarely resort to violence; 

neither do they carry a mystic burden. Instead, his 

characters live on the edge of scx;iety but do not become 

total losers. Within Wilson's poetic or lyric realism, these 

characters depict a sense of real life throughout the 1960s 

and 1970s in America. It is, therefore, important to look at 

Wilson's playwriting career in terms of his use and 

development of characters. 

This thesis will focus on Lanford Wilson's treatment of 

character. As part of this focus, this work will investigate 

how his characters relate to dramatic time and place. In 

order to accomplish this investigation within a reasonable 

space, this study will lcx>k at four plays that illuminate 

Wilson's distinctive use of character and the general traits 

of his dramatic world. The plays selected for this study 

are; Balm in Gilead. The Rimers of Eldritch. The Hot 1 

Baltimore. and The Fifth of July. 
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Five additional chapters will follow this intrcxiuctory 

chapter. 

An analysis of each play intended to shed light on a 

different aspect of Wilson's use of character will appear 

beginning with the second chapter and will continue through 

the fifth chapter. 

The second chapter will lcx>k at Wilson's first full-

length play. Balm in Gilead. in order to understand how his 

characters relate to his special type of realism. The Rimers 

of Eldritch, a play that uses a special theatrical device and 

which exhibits Wilson's ability to control language, will be 

the focus of the third chapter. In the fourth chapter. The 

Hot 1 Baltimore will serve as the basis of a discussion 

comparing Wilson's and Anton Chekhov's treatment of 

character. The Fifth of July, the subject of the fifth 

chapter, is a politically and socially oriented play. This 

chapter will discuss how Wilson's characters relate to 

American history. 

I will briefly compare some of Wilson's plays with 

William Saroyan's play. The Time of Your Life, in Chapter II. 

In Chapter IV, I will compare Wilson's play with Anton 

Chekhov's plays. The Cherry Orchard, with a little bit more 

detail, because I found there exists some similarities 

between their dramatic approaches in dealing with characters 

in their plays. By contrasting Wilson's plays with other 

playwrights' works, I want to make Wilson's dramatic style 

clearer. 



The final chapter of this study will present conclusions 

about the treatment and the meaning behind Wilson's 

characters. Specifically, it will discuss the 

interrelationship of character and time and place within 

Wilson's plays. 
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CHAPTER II 

BALM IN GILEAD 

Written in 1965, Balm in Gilead is important for two 

reasons. It is Lanford Wilson's first full-length play, and 

it has the distinction of being the first full-length play 

produced Off-Off Broadway.^' The original staging, which took 

place in January, 1965, at the Cafe La Mama Experimental 

Theatre Club, was so successful that the small theatre could 

not legally seat the large number of theatregoers who wanted 

to attend. As a result of complaints from the fire marshals 

regarding overcrowding and other fire code violations, the 

theatre was forced to have someone stand outside the theatre 

each night to prevent the fire marshal from closing the over

crowded premises. ^2 

Balm in Gilead creates a impressionistic vision of life 

in New York City's underworld. It deals with people residing 

in the shadow of the huge metropolis—people who hold onto 

their dreams and dim, faint and hazy past memories that seem 

to have been beautiful to the character's mind. The story of 

this play is closely related to Wilson's early life in New 

York. 

11 William Herman, Understanding Contemporary American 
Drama. (Columbia; University of South Carolina Press, 
1988). p. 109. 

12 Mary S. Ryzuk, The Circle Repertory Company; The 
First Fifteen Years. (Ames; Iowa State University Press, 
1989). p. 51. 

11 



Living on the Upper West Side in a cheap hotel crowded 
with a bizarre habitat of pimps, prostitutes, pushers, 
junkies, and the seedier inhabitants of the gay world. 
These were the night dwellers who came out when the rest 
of the city slept. Wilson was terrified, but felt 
almost compelled to record it. "A very vivid memory 
sitting there in that all night coffee shop below where 
I lived," he says, "copying down everything that was 
said. That's how Gilead was written. It was a heavy, 
heavy drug scene. "̂ 3 

Primarily, as a result of Wilson's experiences in New 

York, he tried to express his interest in the city. He 

converts the atmosphere of New York into a dramatic place. 

His characters, who are drifters, derelicts, prostitutes of 

both sexes, addicts, and pushers, are also drawn from his 

experience. 

In writing Balm in Gilead. Wilson seems to begin his 

effort symbolically to establish New York with his ironic 

title for this play. In the play, he is suggesting that 

there is a "balm" in this "Gilead," even though clearly there 

is no balm in this "Manhattan Gilead." Instead, it offers a 

view of the vulnerc±>le companionship of outcasts, the 

destructive delusion of drugs, and the pursuit of sordid 

pleasures. In other words, Wilson's use of the word "balm" 

when there is no balm, in a spiritual meaning, and "Gilead" 

as a substitute for "New York," suggests that the atmosphere 

in this situation—in this dreimatic place—reminds the 

readers of the naturalistic style play in nature. 

13 Ibid., p. 50. 
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It is interesting, therefore, to compare Balm in Gilead 

with William Saroyan's The Time of Your Life. William 

Saroyan showed his anger and hope at the same time in his 

plays. He relied on more oblicjue statements of his viewpoint 

throughout his plays. By creating more rounded characters, 

he could build the warmth in his characters who are 

surrounded by the harsh world. 

Saroyan's play is set in an all-night diner inhabited by 

prostitutes, drug dealers, and hustlers who reveal themselves 

and their histories through the use of both monologue and 

dialogue.̂ "̂  Like Saroyan, Wilson's characters are surrounded 

by a society disrupted by external evils. The environment of 

these plays, therefore, is symbolic of the physical forces 

that suppress human life. In essence, these two playwrights 

are saying that the outer condition of American scx:iety 

restrains the true lives of human beings. Romantic 

sentiments, therefore, are hidden under the tough shell of 

the society. From a superficial point of view, these 

dramatic places are cold, but inside the cold outer shell are 

people who are warm and who hold to their dreams, hopes, and 

faint memories. 

Again, this reflects Wilson's experience in New York. 

In the city's cold environment and harsh atmosphere, Wilson 

found many people who, despite their habits and failures. 

14 Robert Brusteneino, Reimagining American Theatre. 
(New York; Hill and Wang, 1991). 
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were essentially gcx>d-hearted. ̂^ Wilson remembers, "I came as 

a sane person from a very ordinary kind of lower, middle-

class upbringing." He continues; 

I came as an outside observer seeing this— 
writing my reactions to this craziness. Balm in 
Gilead. I sat there feeling for my life half the 
time, falling into half the scene very easily but 
not the drug scene. The drugs scared me to death. 
I didn't know for six months that there were drugs 
except that you stepped on a syringe on your way to 
the bathroom in that hotel, I knew there were 
prostitutes. That's not different to see; they're 
jingling their change at every that goes by. And I 
knew there were cjueens and drag cjueens and dykes 
because I'd seen that in Chicago. That was nothing 
new to me except that these were wilder. I stcurted 
asking cjuestions the way Little Time asks cjuestions 
or the way Darlene did coming from Chicago as an 
"innocent" dying to be a prostitute like her sister 
had been. I came so from the outside of that 
situation that the one time I'd smoked hashish it 
didn't affect me much. Maybe I'd done it wrong. 
Everyone else at the party got so stoned that they 
were turning to ice and not making any sense at 
all. 16 

Balm in Gilead. then portrayed the tragedy and 
waste of this netherworld. In a forlorn setting of 
grime, graffiti, and cigarette butts, the nocturnal 
community comes to life, just as cjuickly to death, 
and finally to acceptance and apathy. The 
characters come to see they are locked into street 
rituals, the strange loyalties and harsh rules that 
can bring swift, violent death to anyone with the 
temerity to break them.*'̂  

Wilson depicts the tragic characters of Balm in Gilead 

as being enclosed in this harsh environment. For most of its 

15 Mary S. Ryzuk, The Circle Repertory; Company; The 
First Fifteen Years. (Ames; Iowa State University Press, 
1989). p. 50. 

16 Ibid., p. 50. 
17 Ibid., p. 51. 
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length. Balm in Gilead avoids plot. Eventually, however, two 

figures, Darlene and Joe, actually break free from the rest 

of the sketchily drawn crowd of 29 characters. In a sense, 

however, the majority of the characters in this play are not 

characters; instead they are only emblems representing the 

play's dark slice of life. Their real natures seem to be 

dead. Wilson reveals their identities in his intrcxiuction: 

A number of "hoods" (a general term that could 
almost everyone in the play, but defines more 
specially the petty thieves, bargainers, hagglers, 
pimps. They will steal anything from anyone and 
sell anything including themselves to any man or 
woman with the money, although they could not be 
described as homosexuals. Their activities in this 
area are few and not often mentioned.) 

Some are junkies as well, as noted, some are 
hustlers; definitions overlap. 

A number of the girls are Lesbians; some have 
boy's nicknames; they might be prostitutes as well. 

The production should concentrate on the 
movement of the whole, slowly focusing on Joe and 
Darlene.'8 

Those sentences tell us a great deal. The real 

situation is that the play will move to the lowest side of 

society to the people who inhabit the bottom line. This play 

is a sociological study that closely observes hookers, 

hustlers, pimps, pushers, and dopers of every sexual 

persuasion.^9 They occupy their world like dirty decorations. 

18 Lanford Wilson, Balm in Gilead. (New York; Hill and 
Wang, 1990). p. 4-5. 

19 Robert Brustein, Reimagining American Theatre. 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1991). 
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At first glance, these people may seem disgusting and 

indecent; yet, on a closer look, they are not harmful to the 

society. In a sense they are victims of scx:iety. What makes 

them dirty and tragic is the loss of their certainty about 

life. Wilson weaves this revelation about his characters and 

their uncertainty about life through many parts of the play.20 

The following stage direction suggests the situation in 

which the major characters find themselves• They are 

wandering, looking for the meaning of existence and their own 

identities. They are without secure Icxiging and cannot find 

someone to comfort them. 

The group on the street corner, for instance, 
usually Rake, Dopey, Tig, and Ernesto, loiter with 
nothing much to say. Improvised, unheard 
conversations may be used. Characters may wander 
along the street and back, improvise private jokes, 
or stand perfectly still, waiting. The same goes 
for groups in the cafe, such as Terry, Rust, and 
Judy. Their lines should come from scenes cieveloped 
within the situation. Aside from this, it should be 
mentioned that everyone in the cafe Icxjks up the 
moment someone enters the cafe; a kind of reflex 
"once-over" to evaluate any new opportunity or 
threat. 21 

This uncertainty extends into the three long monologues 

in Act I (e.g., those of Dopey, Rake, and Fick). These 

monologues reveal how uncertain the characters are about 

their own lives and their relationships to each other. This 

20 Mary S. Ryzuk, The Circle Repertory Company; The 
First Fifteen Years. (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 
1989). p. 201. 

21 Lanford Wilson, Balm in Gilead. (New York; Hill 
and Wang, 1990). p. 9-10. 
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is especially true about Dopey's long monologue to the 

audience. It clearly implies that the character's basic 

problem centers on his uncertainty about life.22 

[Dopey has been standing on the corner, 
talking to Rake. He turns to the audience, walks a 
little away from the others. The action continues 
in the cafe behind him during this speech.] 

Dopey; What he's saying - about renting rooms 
and all - see - well, there's no reason for it but 
that's not the only way he looks after them, if you 
follow my meaning. 

After all, it's rough neighborhood; but that's 
not the only way he looks after him, if you follow 
my meaning. And the girl sort a keeps him. 

But these girls aren't getting so much 
exploited because they need these guys. No one * s 
forcing them. One leaves, then right after they 
get over it they're out looking for someone else. 
Only some one better. 

They want probably to know someone probably. 
See they're - well. And they don't get new things! 
I mean these girls don't go out and get themselves 
dresses and jewelry and things, but not for 
themselves, see; for the guy who's with them. 

It's natural as anything. They want someone 
familiar. 

So she'll find it out anyway but not till 
she's herself.23 

Wilson often makes little delineation between his 

characters. They appear as if part of a collage. In this 

play, however, among those collage-like characters appear two 

22 William Herman, Understanding Contemporary American 
Drama. (Columbia; University of South Carolina Press, 
1988). P. 203. 

23 Lanford Wilson, Balm in Gilead. (New York; Hill 
and Wang, 1990). p. 25-27. 
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certainty and their identities. In the following scene, this 

theme of uncertainty is played out. Joe has just made a deal 

with a local drug boss. Chuckles. He is about to launch into 

a career as a pusher in the neighborhocxi surrounding the 

coffee shop. This new position gives him the beginning of a 

feeling of certainty and identity. 

Darlene; Do you want to walk me across the 
street? I'd like you to. 

Joe; What are you, a little old lady or 
something? 

Darlene; I mean if you're not doing anything? 

Darlene: Look, I don't want you to be late for 
your meeting, if you're meeting someone. 

Joe; It isn't important. What do you want 
have in mind? 

Darlene; I don't know. Do you want to come up? 
You can. I'd like for you to. You know. If you want 
to.24 

After this meeting, Joe's resolution gradually weakens.25 

Darlene also undergoes change. As they become close and 

begin to feel some kind of affection for each other, they 

want a greater sense of certainty. This changing attitude is 

expressed in several warm dialogues between them. 

Eventually, Joe tries to escape his new job, and Darlene 

exposes her affection for Joe. Unfortunately, Joe's 

indecisiveness catches up with him. Joe's affair with 

24 Ibid., p. 33-34. 
25 William Herman, Understanding Contemporary American 

Drama. (Columbia; University of South Carolina Press, 
1988). p. 203. 

18 



Darlene, which began with a casual meeting in the coffee 

shop, ends tragically when he is killed. 

Joe's death exposes the limitations that the characters 

suffer in terms of certainty about life. Their lives cannot 

be what they wanted them to be as a result of their 

connection with the dark side of society. Darlene's attitude 

toward the past also comes into action. She realizes that 

the filthy and dark environment does not set her life free. 

As a result, she begins to retreat into the past. 

This is a typical Wilson strategy. His characters tend 

to hide themselves behind the past whenever they cannot deal 

with their current agony and despair. The second act's long 

dialogues combine two of Wilson's themes, uncertainty and 

withdrawal into the past. Wilson's characters speak about 

their world. The following two monologues show Darlene's 

pathetically constricted world. 

Darlene: 

My apartment was two flights up, in the front. It 
was so cute, you'd have loved it 
I had three rcK>ms. And let's see - there was just 
a lovely big living room that looked out onto 
or some park, I never did know the name it had.26 

Darlene; 
And, I don't know - something came up - one thing 
or another. Cotton was out a lot, but he still 
ccime over and all, and he still wanted to and so 
did I. I really did. I wanted to more than 
anything because he was cQDOut the greatest guy I' d 
ever met. And I don't 

26 Lanford Wilson, Balm in Gilead. (New York; Hill 
and Wang, 1990). p. 25-27. 
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know But he 
hadn't chickened out of it - getting married - he 
just never got around to it I 
liked them a lot. God, did we ever have some times 
together. The whole ... gang of us. God. We used 
... to really have some ... times together.2^ 

In summary, the characters who inhabit the world of 

Wilson's play Balm in Gilead are "the riffraff, the bums, the 

petty thieves, the scum, the lost, the desperate, the 

depressed, [and] the cool." His characters are deeply 

embedded in the atmosphere of their environment. 28 They have 

been demolished by their society. They do not exist in just 

any time, place, or space. They exist at the bottom of 

society, trapped in a limiting time, place, and space. In 

this way they reveal the interactions that take place between 

people and the social structure.29 

For all their misery one would expect that these 

characters would be aggressive. One finds, however, that 

they are warm. As a result, Wilson concludes not with a 

pessimistic ending to a tragic and sad story, but with 

characters about to move on. Though one may not hear 

optimism, Darlene's lines at the end of the play still 

reflect this desire to move on through her life; 

Darlene [to Ann, very slowly, tired, after a 
kind of a sigh]: And, I don't know. Everyone was 

27 Ibid., p. 57. 
28 Mary S. Ryzuk, The Circle Repertory Company; The 

First Fifteen Years. (Ames; Iowa State University Press, 
1989). p. 105. 

29 Robert Brustein, Reimagining American Theatre. (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1991). 
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so tired and so down, and I thought, Christ, aren't 
we even moving? You know?3o 

30 Lanford Wilson, Balm in Gilead. (New York; Hill 
and Wang,1990). p. 72. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE RIMERS OF ELDRITCH 

A theatre company called Theatre 1967 first presented 

The Rimers of Eldritch at the Cherry Lane Theatre in New York 

on 20 February 1967. Michael Kahn directed the play which 

takes place in a small (population about seventy) mid-western 

mining town sometime during the 1960s. The play explores the 

dark side of rural American society and the Puritan ethic 

that still flourishes in America.^i The play is constructed 

so that it seems that all seventy inhabitants of Eldritch are 

on stage at once. 

The plot of The Rimers of Eldritch centers on a murder 

trial. As is typical to many fictional towns. Eldritch had a 

town eccentric, or "character," named Skelly. Nelly Winrcxi 

killed Skelly because she thought he was raping Eva Jackson, 

a crippled teenager. Through the course of the play, it is 

revealed that, even though Nelly was acquitted of the murder, 

most of the town knew that Skelly was killed while trying to 

save Eva from the real rapist, Robert Conklin. Wilson 

reveals the truth by offering brief, almost subliminal 

excerpts, in non-chronological secjuence. It is not until the 

end of the play that Eva's and Robert's perjured testimony 

emerges. 

31 William Herman, Understanding Contemiporarv American 
Drama. (Columbia; University of South Carolina Press, 
1988). p. 203. 

22 



The play also contains several subplots. In one, the 

happy news of an upcoming wedding is followed by the 

revelation of the hidden violence and deceit that led to the 

engagement. Another subplot shows a harmless romance 

destroyed by gossip, in both of these subplots, as in the 

main story line, the effect of witnessing events out of 

chronological order emphasizes the corrosive power of the 

town' s hypoc r i s y. 32 

The hypocrisy in this play is demonstrated in the 

gossiping scenes; further, the hypocrisy depicted throughout 

the gossiping is evident even at the beginning of the play, 

as the following section of dialogue reveals: 

Wilma: Well, what I heard isn't fit for 
talk...but I heard that Mrs. Cora Groves, up on the 
highway? 

Martha; Yes? 

Wilma; Has taken a boy, she's old enough to 
be his mother on and is keeping him up there in her 
cafe. 

Martha: In her bed. 

Wilma (With true sympathy); That woman went 
crazy when her husband left her. 

Martha; Oh, I know she did. 

Wilma; That woman, I swear, isn't responsible 
for her own actions. 

Martha; I should say she isn't. 

32 Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the Twentieth 
Century. (New York: Longman, 1992). p. 137. 

23 



wilma; I hear he does things around the cafe, 
whistling around like he belonged there. 

Martha; Have you ever heard anything like it? 

Wilma; I haven't, I swear to God.33 

This dialogue seems to express a bit of genuine 

sympathy.^ Eventually, this sympathy is suppressed as a 

gesture of shameful liberation. 

It is through exposing the characters' hypcx:risy that 

Wilson reveals the central themes of the play; gossip and 

the experimental morality of social discourse. Gossip and 

other social discourse are powerful movers in the affairs of 

the community. 

In addition to the moral cjuality of social discourse, 

this play also explores the idea of impermanence as it 

relates to the morality of the characters.^^ Wilson's 

stylized treatment of these themes in Rimers of Eldritch is 

reminiscent of Thorton Wilder's Our Town. Both plays deal 

with the story of a rural American society and the lives of 

the inhabitants. Both plays demonstrated a poetic approach 

to language and emotion. Wilder's community, the essence of 

33 Lanford Wilson, Rimers of Eldritch. (New York; 
Dramatists Play Service, Inc. 1992). p. 7. 

34 William Herman, Understanding Contemporary American 
Drama. (Columbia; University of South Carolina Press, 
1988). p. 206 

35 Esther Harriott, American Voices. (Jefferson, North 
Carolina; McFarlands Company, Inc., Publishers, 1988). p 
21 
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which is timeless, is replaced in Wilson's play by a small, 

Midwestern town firmly rooted in time. It is a ghost town 

where the rats have taken over the granary, the streets are 

broken, and the buildings are falling down. In Wilder's 

community, life will go on and on. Time will pass, with each 

generation leaving behind a lyrical trace, whereas Eldritch 

will vanish, leaving behind no trace. 

The sense of temporality of place carries over into each 

play's characters. In Our Town, the characters are poetic, 

calm, and delicate people. The physical decline of the 

community in Rimers of Eldritch is reflected in the moral 

decline of the characters. Between occasional flare-ups of 

violence, the inhabitants of Eldritch spend their lives 

exchanging prurient gossip. They spy on each other and 

lavishly comment about others' sexual proclivities.^ 

Wilson's characters are just as poetic as Wilder's, but they 

are negative and, above all, grotescjue. They are more 

naturalistic than Wilson's characters. 

Basically, The Rimers of Eldritch is not a play that 

offers sweetly sentimental emotions. Its tender, yet 

spiteful, portrayal of the characters comes closer to the 

bittersweet nostalgic scene. Toward the end of the play, the 

audience learns that Skelly was accidentally shot and that 

the real culprit in the aborted rape of crippled Eva Jackson 

was actually the well-liked Robert Conklin. Blinded to their 

36 Ibid., p. 22. 
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plight and to the plight of others, the characters in The 

Rimers of Eldritch move through the landscape in ignorant 

bliss. They are unable to recognize the havoc they create in 

their myopic attitude toward life.37 

Wilson realizes his dramatic themes through the 

characters he creates to fit the circumstances. His 

characters are figures of American gothic stock.38 For 

example, Skelly is a town pariah accused of bestiality; Mary 

is a feeble-minded Cassandra given to incantory outbursts; 

and Cora is the stock fallen woman with a heart of gold. 

Wilson then puts these characters into scenes that overlap 

and rapidly shift in time and place. In summary, Wilson 

creates a sense of fluidity and balance as those characters 

reveal their world of the mind.39 

The lives of the people in Eldritch are intertwined in 

the past and present. There is no suggestion about a future. 

As with Wilson's other plays, the characters in The Rimers of 

Eldritch define their present through past. The 

psychological situations in which the characters find 

themselves has a lot to do with their looking into the past— 

with their reliance on nostalgia. Their strong desires to 

37 Bonnie Marranca and Gautam Dasgupta, American 
Playwrights: A Critical Survey; Vol. One. (New York; Drama 
Book Specialists, 1986). p. 28. 

38 Esther Harriott, American Voices. (Jefferson, North 
Carolina: McFarland& Company, Inc., Publishers, 1988). p. 
22. 

39 Ibid., p. 22. 
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look into the past gives them security, but it also ties them 

to their hypocrisy. To expose themselves to the future and 

the world outside Eldritch might lead them to see their own 

failures and hypocrisy. 

Examples of the characters' attachment to the past and 

their failure and hyp<x:risy are demonstrated by two 

characters: Robert Conklin's dead brother. Driver, and 

Skelly. The community remembers Driver as the winner of 

countless car races. This reputation is at the center of the 

town's belief system. His wrecked car is a monument in the 

center of town. It is taken as an article of faith that his 

death marked the beginning of the town's decline. In truth. 

Driver's reputation was not as spoiless as remembered. He 

was a sadist and an impotent one at that.""̂  Yet, in the 

town's collective mind, he remains a hero. Through showing 

this hypocrisy, Wilson exposes America's addiction to 

heroism. 

The other end of the scale is Skelly. Skelly may be the 

dirty old lecher and voyeur that the town alleges him to be, 

but he is innocent of dog poisoning. To the contrary, Skelly 

is fond of dogs and gives them tender care. In this case, he 

is perhaps taking the blame for the actions of two other 

characters. Josh and the Trucker. The hxjys, who engage in a 

ritual of taunting him with sheep noises as a reflection of 

40 William Herman, Understanding Contemporary American 
Drama. (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 
1988). p. 207. 
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his bestiality are doing so inappropriately. There were, in 

fact, a number of human partners availc±>le to him, including 

the lascivious Glenna Ann Reilly. The evil attributed to him 

is only a shadow of the secret rites of corruption that he 

observes through the windows of Eldritch's houses. He speaks 

about this corruption with dramatic elcxjuence in his second 

act monologue."** 

Corruption is in the air of the town. Everyone breathes 

it, but no one wants to see it. As Patsy says; "Deformed 

people ought to be put out of sight. Like her [Eva] and 

Skelly and everybody. "'*2 This attitude gains status as 

official doctrine when the Judge, sliding into the role of 

the Preacher, leads the congregation in a prayer for Skelly 

and Nelly Winrod; "Blind them to that dark moment and set 

them free, Lord.""^ Wilson's point is that it is part of the 

human condition to be "deformed," and that people cannot be 

"put out of sight." 

It is also profitable to look at the use of time and 

place in The Rimers of Eldritch. Eldritch's isolated 

location and its small size symbolically reflect the mental 

deterioration of the characters. Eldritch has been described 

as a place so corrupted that it lacks space for ordinary. 

41 Lanford Wilson, Rimers of Eldritch. (New York; 
Dramatists Play Service, Inc., 1992). p. 37-39. 

42 William Herman, Understanding Contemporary American 
Drama. (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 
1988). p. 208. 

43 Ibid., p. 208. 
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healthy emotions and behavior, or even for harmless illicit 

activity.-*^ 

To establish the relationship between the characters and 

their location in time and place, Wilson relies upon the 

naturalness of dialogue and the shifting, abstract nature of 

the play's settings.-*^ He treats time dramatically by using a 

continual series of flashbacks, flashfowards, overlapping 

dialogues, abrupt cuts in action, and swift progression. 

Wilson generally paints an idealistic, pastoral picture 

of the inherent virtues of small-town America, but in The 

Rimers of Eldritch, through an unrelenting assault, he 

uncovers all of the small town's darkest secrets. 

What could have iDeen an innocent romance 
between Eva and a younger man damns her as a whore 
and foils her attempts to expose the truth about 
Skelly's death. Skelly himself is a harmless old 
coot reduced to peeping in windows because the town 
has declared him untuchable. Nelly Windrod abuses 
her senile mother; Peck Johnson beats his daughter; 
Patsy Johnson forces an innocent boy to marry her. 
An through it all, the preacher and the townspeople 
mutter empty homilies.''^ 

The Rimers Of Eldritch is the saga of one town that, 

like many others, is disappearing from the American frontier. 

Allegiance to the past haunts Eldritch. Wilson intercuts his 

44 Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the 
Twentieth Century. (New York: Longman, 1992). p. 137. 

45 Bonnie Marranca and Gautam Dasgupta, American 
Playwrights; A Critical Survey; Volume One. (New York; Drama 
Book Specialists, 1986). p. 32. 

46 Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the Twentieth 
Century. (New York; Longman, 1992). p. 137 
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dramatic proceedings with voices from a sermon and the 

swearing-in ceremony at the town court where the murder is 

being investigated. This play beautifully and tenderly 

sketches a fascinating portrait of a town from a distant 

past, a town that may well have much to say about the 

American way of life. The Rimers of Eldritch is a mythology 

of a land that is built on promises and good will, as well as 

the disturbing events that plague human life.-̂ ^ 

47 Bonnie Marranca and Gautam Dasgupta, American 
Playwrights; A Critical Survey.; Volume One. (New York: 
Drama Book Specialists, 1986). p. 36. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE HOT L BALTIMORE 

Written in 1973, The Hot 1 Baltimore is like Wilson's 

Balm in Gilead in that the dramatized incidents seem to 

comprise an atmosphere rather than a plot.^^ The play 

portrays the residents of a decaying and doomed hotel in 

Baltimore. In this play, the rundown residential hotel 

serves as a background against which Wilson shows a group of 

society's discards and outcasts who form into an 

unjudgmental, mutually supportive community. In the lobby of 

this hotel, the residents tease and joke with each other, 

while happy and colorful prostitutes pass time between 

clients. 

The play is almost devoid of an actual plot.-*̂  Wilson 

presents the dramatic action as a series of thematic motifs. 

He makes each character more important than the plot. The 

focus of an analysis of this play should be the characters. 

In addition, such an analysis should also focus on dramatic 

place and time, because the situation in which the characters 

are placed holds some clue for understanding them. 

As with his other plays, Wilson's dramatic setting has 

significant meaning and also leads to the play's themes. 

48 Mary S. Ryzuk, The Circle Repertory Company: Thf̂  
First Fifteen Years. (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 
1989). p. 110. 

49 Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the Twentieth 
Century. (New York; Longman, 1992). p. 137-138. 
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This sad hotel has seen prouder days; days before the "e" in 

the "Hotel" sign disappeared in the abyss of neglect and days 

before the caliber of the once elite tenants was reduced to 

prostitutes, drifters, and the impoverished elderly. Hanging 

over the hotel is the prospect that it will suffer the same 

fate as the Pioneer Hotel up the street—that it will fall 

under a wrecking ball. Nineteenth-century "palaces" like 

these were fated to disappear. They are surviving at the end 

of an era; This is one of Wilson's major themes in this play. 

Although a bittersweet nostalgia permeates The Hot 1 

Baltimore. Wilson celebrates that which is forever lost at 

the same time he mourns its passing.^ 

Wilson is using the hotel as a symbol of American urban 

society. This theme is reflected within the dialogue as well 

as by the setting. One character says, "Baltimore used to be 

one of the most beautiful cities in America." Another 

character retorts, "Every city in America used to be one of 

the most beautiful cities in America." Through these lines, 

Wilson reveals his attitude toward Baltimore as a dramatic 

symbol. 

The Hotel Baltimore, built in the late 
nineteenth century, remodeled during the Art Deco 
last stand of the railroads, is a five-story 
establishment intended to be an elegant and restful 
haven. Its history has mirrored the rails' 
decline. The marble stairs and floors, the carved 

50 Mary S. Ryzuk, The Circle Repertory Company; The 
First Fifteen Years. (Ames; Iowa State University Press, 
1989). p. 110. 
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wcxxi paneling have aged as neglected ivory ages, 
into a dull gold. The Hotel Baltimore is scheduled 
for demolition. 

The theater, evanescent itself, and for all we 
do perhaps itself disappearing here, seems the 
ideal place for the representation of the 
impermanence of our architecture.^^ 

It is apparent that the play is dominated by Wilson's 

fear that everything in American life, including the theatre, 

will vanish.^2 TJ^Q physical decline of the once illustrious 

hotel serves as a strikingly effective metaphor for the 

decline and disillusion of the dreams of the inhabitants and 

the society.^ 

The meaning Wilson estciblishes regarding time and place 

is emphasized by the characters. It is through the 

characters that Wilson tries to protect the hotel—the noble 

American society. Wilson again uses a variety of characters. 

They are young and old, defiant and resigned. They are the 

various people who inhabit the lower level of society. 

Through the use of overlapping dialogue, Wilson lets his 

characters emerge with clarity and humor. This is important 

because the play relies on its characters more than on an 

organized plot or story. In essence, the characters are 

distributed through the play in a manner that creates a whole 

51 Lanford Wilson, The Hot 1 Baltimore. (New York; 
The Noonday Press, 1990). p.xi. 

52 Esther Harriott, American Voices. (Jefferson, North 
Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 1988) p. 
26. 

53 Catherine Hughes, Plavs and Players. Vol. 22, No. 8, 
May, 1975, p. 34-35. 
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image. While each is drawn as an individual, Wilson connects 

them in a mosaic. The whole mosaic succeeds in making an 

impressive image. Together they create a harmony which has 

great dramatic effect. 

The characters in this play spend their time invoking an 

idealized past as they face an uncertain future.-'̂  While 

their lives are transient, they find a fitting resting place 

in this hotel lobby. The colorful outcasts one finds at this 

hotel include senior citizens, prostitutes, and invalids— 

people encompassing the old, young, past, present, and 

future.55 Through them emerges a feel for life and its 

unending cycle which is reflected as Wilson avoids any 

attempt at a resolution to the situation.56 

Among these characters one finds "Girl." She is a 

seventeen-year-old prostitute who identifies distant trains 

by their whistles and memorizes train schedules. She 

romanticizes the heyday of the railroads and bemoans their 

obsolescence in the age of air travel. Girl concerns herself 

about the others at the hotel. 

Girl greatly desires to make everyone happy and to meet 

Millie's "ghost." By looking for the ghost. Girl reveals her 

hope for the future: "I want to see them and talk to them— 

54 Esther Harriott, American Voices. (Jefferson, North 
Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 1988) p. 
26. 

55 Bonnie Marranca and Gautam Dasgupta, American 
Playwrights; A Critical Survey.: Volume One. (New York: 
Drama Book Specialists, 1986). p. 36. 

56 Ibid., p. 37. 
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something like that! Something huge! I want some major 

miracle in my life." Girl, however, like most romantics is 

all talk and little action. She occasionally acts as the 

house critic or philosopher, defiantly exclaiming: "Nobody'd 

got the conviction to act on their passions." 

Girl is not the only prostitute. April is a brassy, 

down-to-earth, prostitute who has seen iDetter days, and Suzy 

is a woman who looks like a Jewish Marilyn Monroe and who 

always seems to have her head in the clouds. Suzy is tied to 

Wilson's thematic use of displacement. She wonders what will 

occupy the space that is currently filled by her room once 

the hotel is torn down.57 Suzy, unlike many other characters 

in this play, decides to move out at the end. Despite her 

life as a hooker, this may make her seem as a normative 

character, but her life in the future is just as uncertain as 

her present. 

Other characters include Paul Granger III. He arrives 

at the hotel Icxjking for his grandfather, a one-time resident 

of the hotel. Paul is trying to recover a past familial 

relationship, but he decides to cjuit searching just as he is 

about to reach his goal.58 

The hotel is also inhabited by senior citizens. The 

elderly Millie claims she can sense the presence of ghosts. 

57 Mary S. Ryzuk, The Circle Repertory Company; The 
First Fifteen Years. (Ames; Iowa State University Press, 
1989). p. 110-111. 

58 Ibid., p.110-111. 
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Millie lives within her memories of better days when she 

lived in a grand house. Senile Mr. Morse, who sings at the 

top of his voice at his "doctor's orders," hoards the 

remnants of his past, his dead wife's and mother's 

possessions. In general, the elderly characters represent 

the bygone days of which they were a part. 

Jackie is a tough-talking lesbian and hippie health-food 

faddist. Jackie believes in the future, but her dream of 

having something of her own, of establishing roots on the 

land, was foiled when she was swindled in a land deal. She 

bought a "farm" through a radio ad. She wanted to grow 

garlic to be used as a natural pesticide.59 she winds up 

owning a piece of desert. 

Jackie's mildly retarded brother, Jamie, is part of the 

new generation. He is into sexual permissiveness and 

macrobiotic dieting. April, one of the prostitutes, teaches 

Jamie how to dance. "Come on," she urges, "they're gonna 

tear up the dance floor in a minute. The bulldozers are 

barking at the door." Her speech reflects the common 

situation faced by all the characters. Like the hotel, these 

characters are destined for failure.^o 

Time also plays an important role in The Hot 1 

Baltimore. Wilson sets his play on Memorial Day. The use of 

59 Ibid., p. 111. 
60 Bonnie Marranca and Gautcim dascjupta, American 

Playwrights: A Critical Survey; Vol. One. (New York; 
Drama Bcx̂ k Speicalists, 1986). p. 36. 
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this date also is part of the metaphor. As Americans 

remember their fallen soldiers on Memorial day; all look back 

at the glorious past of this hotel as it contrasts with the 

present sad situation. The characters are nostalgic for 

their own pasts. 

The characters see their own pasts as a time that was 

good—a time that afforded them stability. This nostalgic 

impulse is common to Wilson's plays. His characters 

flashback to the past, because the present is permeated with 

failure, and the future is uncertain. The past is a place to 

hide. The problem here is that the situation, the imminent 

destruction of the hotel, is forcing an end to the past. 

They are about to be swallowed up by progress. 

The death, decay, and destruction of the Pioneer serves 

as a physical metaphor for the characters and for what is 

about to happen to them and to the Hotel Baltimore. Ghosts 

from the hotel' s past and those who have come and gone—those 

who have left behind only their spirits emerge. The 

references to trains, like a musical motif, relates to 

Wilson's concern about the present passing through time and 

fading into the past. As it happens to the era of trains and 

the grand hotels, so is it happening to the hotel's current 

inhabitants. 61 

61 Mary S. Ryzuk, The Circle Repertory Company; The 
First Fifteen Years. (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 
1989). p. 111. 

37 



Wilson's use of character in this play is comparable to 

the use of character seen in works by Russian playwright 

Anton Chekhov. Wilson's treatment of his characters who 

represent the American citizens reminds the readers of 

Chekhov's way of approaching the characters in his plays. J. 

L. Styan says in Modern Drama in Thorv and Practice I ; "He 

(Chekhov) created memorable characters, not by working on 

some sensational, larger-than-life ecentrictiy, but by his 

unusual gift for obseving people. His aim was to bring about 

an audience's understanding and conviction." The plays of 

both writers contain strong parallels in the evcx:ation of 

mood as well as in theme.62 The plot in Wilson's The Hot 1 

Baltimore is drawn Icxjsely. The play tells about the lives, 

cireams, foolishness, hopefulness, despair, and idiosyncrasies 

of the residents of the hotel. Chekhov also deals more with 

character and mood than with plot. His characters often have 

lifestyles, like Wilson's characters, that are on the 

threshold of fading into the past. 

At first glance, it may seem that the characters eibout 

which Wilson and Chekhov wrote have little in common. Wilson 

deals with disposessed dreamers living in a world that is 

cjuickly vanishing. He writes about the common elements of 

society in a fading urban landscape—prostitutes, drifters, 

and the elderly. He is dealing with people who have few 

resources and who should have little reason to hope. 

62 Ibid., p. 112-113. 
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Chekhov, on the other hand, deals mostly with the landed 

Russian gentry. Chekhov's cheuracters are people who have 

lived richly but must cope with changing times and a new 

lifestyle. As it turns out, they, like Wilson's characters, 

become a class of dispossessed people who steep themselves in 

their memories of lost grandeur as they look ahead to a bleak 

and frightening future. Chekhov's characters live in a 

sterile, empty, changing world. They talk continuously, but 

never listen to each other because they are absorbed in their 

own thoughts. In their preoccupation, they helplessly 

witness the passing of a graceful era and the disintegration 

of their world. 

As an example, in Chekhov's The Cherry Orchard, the 

characters talk, but never really do anything. The dramatic 

action consists of waiting. As a result, the passing gentry 

clutch their heavily mortgaged estate, dooming themselves to 

the inevitable oncoming revolution. They live in a world of 

illusion. Like Wilson's, Chekhov's world is fleshed out in 

lyricism that reveals a profound, though understated, feeling 

that the inevitable destiny of man is a tragic one. 

With the similarities between Wilson and Chekhov in mind 

in the areas of plotlessness and themes, their differences 

emerge as well. Chekhov's characters essentially do nothing. 

They respond in childlike ways to their situation by bursting 

into tears or laughter while their world disintegrates around 

them. Wilson's characters, however, take some action, even 

if it is to plan unrealistically for their futures (e.g., 
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Jackie's plan to farm garlic), while their world 

disintegrates. In the end, Chekhov's characters delude 

themselves into thinking that something will happen. Their 

delusion only increases the stagnation that is already part 

of their environment. The inhabitants of the Hotel 

Baltimore, however, are survivors who lack a sense of 

stagnation. 63 

In conclusion, Wilson uses the decaying and dying Hotel 

Baltimore as a metaphor for the urban American society. His 

characters, once again, consist of society's flotsam, the low 

people of American society. Wilson shows their lives with 

its agony, but, as in Balm in Gilead. he presents them as 

lovable eccentrics who charm and entertain.6^ 

This play is more realistic, especially in terms of 

setting, than the other plays discussed above. Wilson 

sketches his characters more sharply. They are strongly 

individual, yet their interrelationships are balanced by 

Wilson's mature, theatrical understanding of life's ups and 

downs. Through The Hot 1 Baltimore. Wilson draws a microcosm 

that serves to inform about life in general. 

63 Esther Harriott, American Voices. (Jefferson, North 
Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 1988). p. 
27. 

64 Esther Harriott, American Voices. (Jefferson, North 
Carolina; McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 1988). p. 
27. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE FIFTH OF JULY 

The Fifth of July had its first prcxiuction at the Circle 

Repertory Company on 27 April 1978, and ran for 168 

performances. Wilson revised the play, and it reopened on 5 

November 1980, at the New Apollo Theatre. This Broaciway 

prcxiuction was directed by Marshall W. Mason.65 

This is one of three of Wilson's plays—The Fifth of 

July (1978), Talley's Folly (1979), and A Tale Told (1981)— 

that focuses on a fcimily living in the vicinity of Wilson's 

hometown, Lebanon, Missouri. This play depicts a special day 

in the lives of Ken Talley, his lover Jed, his sister, June, 

June's daughter, Shirley, their old college friends, John and 

Gwen Landis, and the Landis' friend and rock composer, Weston 

Hurley. The pivotal character in the play is Ken's and 

June's aunt, Sally Friedman.66 The play takes place on Ken 

Talley's farm against the background of a 1977 reunion of 

four 1960s Berkeley activists. As with his other plays, 

Wilson uses the setting as a symbol of rural American 

society, and the characters represent the citizens of that 

society. 

65 Mary S. Ryzuk, The Circle Repertory Company; The 
First Fifteen Years. (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 
1989). p. 210. 

66 Ibid., p. 210. 
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The play's theme centers on how American society of the 

1970s views America of the 1960s. Wilson presents his theme 

through the use of a complex and gaudy series of serious 

games that the characters play with each other and with 

themselves. 

Its origins, however, go back to several items 
on Lanford Wilson's agenda. He wanted to write a 
play about the effect of war on American society; 
he wanted to write a play that depicted a gay 
relationship in which the subject of homosexuality 
was not a central issue in the story; and he wanted 
to write about family relationships and the 
connections of family that run through generations. 
To most playwrights this would be enough for three 
or more full-length plays, but Wilson's writing 
technique is such that he was able to touch on all 
of them in this one play.67 

Wilson's 5th of July turns its back on the 
past and shows history in the making. A group of 
spoiled, wealthy characters who have everything 
they need converge upon a gradiose 1860 Missouri 
farmhouse. Adrift in a world with which they have 
little in common, their senseless conversations 
revolve aroud death, sex, and real estate.68 

Not all the critics of the time thought that Wilson 

successfully presented his themes in this play. 

Richard Eder, writing in the New York Times 
the morning after the show opened, had much the 
same reaction. He felt that 5th of July was a 
"sporadically appealing but unworkable play". He 
was particularly unimpressed with the weakness of 
the theme of the play, which he perceived to be a 

67 Bonnie Marranca and Gautam dascjupta, American 
Playwrights; A Critical Survey; Volume One. (New York: 
Drama Book Specialists, 1986). p. 38. 

68 Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the 
Twentieth Century. (New York; Longman, 1992). p. 181. 
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reflection on how the decade of the 1970's has 
tried to figure out the 1960's, and he seemed to 
think that Wilson's characters interfered with the 
message they were supposed to be delivering. 

The play did have some good points. Edger 
praised Wilson for his "vocabulary of freaks, 
sensitive and even charming ... who gather in a 
haze of intersecting fantasies. The intersections 
are often pretty and whimsical; they have a humor 
and wryness that can compensate for the fact that 
the inelancholy that goes with it is rather rapid 
and loose. "69 *̂  

Other opinions of this play include the idea that 

Wilson's approach to history and society, along with his 

unique characters, is Chekhovian. 

Lanford Wilson's The 5th of July is a pretty 
good Chekhovian play written too late. Wilson's 
Chekhov does not out-Chekhov the originals; it is 
merely out of place in its anachronistic garb, like 
people in nineteenth-century attire in a Danish-
modern living room. ... [With the] unlikely plot 
device ... needed to keep the characters spinning 
in the semblance of a non-vacuum ... you have a 
clash of remembrances, recriminations, interests, 
and expectations. What you do not have, however, 
is dramatic development; a forward movement of a 
significant sort, a true change of human dynamics, 
despite not one but tow switchercx)s thrown in at 
the end. There are small conflicts, less that 
shattering revelations, and, mostly, people 
persisting in their old semi-important, semi-
resigned ways. All that is Chekhovian - these 
people loving and cunning chatter that cannot keep 
the wolf of reality from the door, this getting 
nowhere even when one is nost on the go, the very 
business of selling a house fCherry Orchard) or 
planting for the future (Uncle Vanya^ or yearning 
for other places (Three Sisters). But it doesn't 
work, for two reasons. It looks like, sounds, and 
feels like a copy, however witty, wistful, and 

69 JPhillip Middleton Williams, A Comfortable House: 
Lanford Wilson. Marshall W. Mason and the Circle Repertory 
Theatre. (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland & Company 
inc., 1993). p. 43. 
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excjuisite; and all that aimlessness, frustration, 
anf failure does not have a compelling substratum 
of loss. In Chekhov's Russia, there were 
intimations of a collapsing empire, of a social 
order headed for bloody extinction; in Wilson's 
world, there is only the sense of the departed 
sixties, with their feeble political and sexual 
protests coming to an end. That is the implied 
fifth of July; the post-activist, post-coital, 
post-holiday depression. Within this somewhat less 
than weighty framework, the individual moonings and 
meanings are also, unsurprisingly, trivial. But 
Wilson writes intelligent, amusing, racy dialogue, 
and is able to create lively albeit minuscule 
confrontations. The play is never uninteresting; 
it is merely, in the most profound sense, 
unsatis f ying. "̂  

Despite the similarities between the two playwrights and 

the objections raised about Wilson's success at presenting 

his theme, his approach to history and his ability to create 

characters is unicjue and should be praised. Wilson's keen 

historical insight into American society helps him create 

characters that represent American society of the 1970s with 

its agonies, despairs, dreams, and desires. The following 

analysis of these characters will focus on how the characters 

work in terms of Wilson' s thematic aims. 

Wilson skillfully develops the tension and conflict 

between the characters to advance his ideas. His characters 

are delicately devised and then deposited in a special and 

dramatically meaningful place and time in order to further 

clarify further the play's theme. Wilson even takes 

70 John Simon, "Likable but Unlikable Transplant", New 
York Magazine. Volume 11, No. 20, May 1978, p. 77-78. 
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advantage of descriptions of his characters to advance his 

themes. He describes them as follows: 

Kenneth Talley, Jr., had both legs shot off 
seven years ago in the Vietnam War. He is thirty-
five, strong, gcx>d-looking, and a touch cynical, 
but not deeply. 

Jed Jenkins, his lover, twenty-five. Larger, 
stronger, and an almost silent listener. 

June Talley, Ken's sister, thiry-three. 

Shirley Talley, her daughter, fourteen. 

John Landis, childhood friend of the Talleys, 
thiry-five. Deeply cynical. 

Gwen Landis, his wife, thiry-three. Racy. 

Weston Hurley, composer friend of Gwen and 
John's, twenty-five. Listens late. 

Sally Frieciman, Ken and June's aunt, sixty-
seven. Not really batty; preoccupied."̂ ^ 

Wilson describes characters who have gathered in 

Lebanon, Missouri, for their own reasons, as the center of 

his or her own drama.72 The four principal characters in The 

Fifth of July are Ken, John, Gwen, and June. They are former 

Berkeley classmates who, as remnants of the 1960s, are 

treading water in the 1970s. They are friendly, though they 

seem to be a little crazy. Their thoughts, woes, 

confidences, and self-revelations make up this engaging and 

71 Lanford Wilson, Fifth of July. (New York; Hill 
and Wang), 1979. p. 4. 

72 Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the Twentieth 
Century.. (New York: Longman, 1992). p. 181. 
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sympathetic play. They still recall the blinding idealism of 

their youth, but, nevertheless, they are living out a faded 

illusion. 

Ken is a witty, cultured man of poetic sensibility. He 

is supposed to begin teaching at a local school in the fall. 

He is tempted to sell the family home to a former lover, John 

Landis. 

John Landis cold-bloodedly exploits his wealthy, 

country-western singing wife, Gwen. John and Gwen are a 

coarse, grasping, and manipulative couple. They have come to 

sound Ken out about the possibility of buying the Talley 

homestead in order to convert it into a recording studio that 

will advance Gwen's career. 

June is sorting out an unresolved sexual tension with 

John. 

Other less active characters in The Fifth of July are 

Aunt Sally and Jed. Jed is an articulate, intelligent, and 

usually patient person who is barely tolerant of John and 

Gwen. 73 

Wilson balances all the characters' stories, but he does 

not lose focus on Ken. Ken's desire to sell the house is a 

symptom of a central void in his character, of an inability 

to accept responsibility for his own life, and of a fear of 

conmiitment to anything because it may not be perfect.74 This 

73 Ibid., p. 181. 
74 Ibid., p. 181. 

46 



leads June to accuse Ken of being "the only person I know who 

can say 'I'm not involved' in forty-five languages." 

Through the play Ken experiences a slow acceptance of 

his need to stop drifting and to define himself, as well as 

his need and ability to rely on Jed's love and support. 

Ken's involvement in the play's subplots and interactions 

with the other characters serves him in his process of 

acceptance. Through his anger at John's perfidy. Ken 

discovers his ability to feel a cortmiitment to his own values. 

Through Sally, he learns about the strength of character that 

is his inheritance. Through Gwen and Sally's comic attempts 

at self-definition, he learns how one can fuse challenges 

without fearing ridicule. Finally, when Ken falls down, Jed 

appears immediately to protect and help him. Through this 

experience Ken accepts his dependence on Jed for unexploited 

security. 

Wilson confirms Ken's discoveries with several evcx:ative 

symbols and images. The garden that Jed plants represents a 

long-term conmiitment. The lost species of roses that Jed 

rediscovers means that the Talley homestead remains a source 

of life and hope. Aunt Sally scatters her late husband's 

ashes in the rose garden. This act is symbolic of the past 

offering nourishment to the future. 

Ken himself recognizes that the mildly scatological myth 

about Eskimos who die because their meat is spoiled, as told 

by Gwen's musicians, is wrong; "Don't choke on it, don't turn 
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up your nose, swallow it and live, baby." In addition, it is 

Ken who reads the end of a student's science fiction story; 

After they had explored all the suns in the 
universe, and all the planets of all the suns, they 
realized that there was no other life in the 
universe, and that they were alone. And they were 
very happy, because then they knew it was up to 
them to become all the things they had imagined 
they would find.75 

Saying that the task of becoming oneself is a precious 

opportunity rather than a burden is a very positive statement 

for cripples and misfits to make. The strength to meet this 

challenge can come from the past and from an un judgmental 

acceptance of support in any form is particularly 

characteristic of Wilson.76 

As with Wilson's other plays discussed above. The Fifth 

of July also uses dramatic place and time effectively. This 

use begins with the title, which like Balm in Gilead. is 

ironic. The title is an invitation to look at what happens 

the day after Americans celebrate the birth of the American 

ciream.77 in essence, the play's characters define their own 

meaning of freedom—an anarchy of language and deeds done 

without backbone. 

75 Lanford Wilson, Fifth of July. (New York; Hill and 
Wang), 1979. p. 69. 

76 Gerald M. Berkowitz, American Drama of the Twentieth 
Centurx- (New York: Longman, 1992). p. 182. 

77 William Herman, Understanding Contemrx>rary American 
nraina. (Columbia; University of South Carolina Press, 
1988). p. 210. 
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Once again, Wilson relies on his characters' nostalgic 

view of the past. The characters in The Fifth of July are 

nostalgic for their counter-culture past and their lives in 

1960s Berkeley. Wilson, however, is tcx> much in the Puritan 

grain and devoted to the efficacy of the work to feel 

sympathy or to honor the hippies and their stoned activism. 

Instead, Wilson honors the institution of the family as 

symbolized by the Talley homestead. 

Ken and Aunt Sally may be the last of the Talleys, but, 

by the end of the play, they have chosen to continue the 

family's presence on the land. They show this commitment by 

refusing to sell the place to the rock musicians, who will 

turn it into a landing strip, and by planting hedges and 

other vegetation that will bloom in the future. Wilson 

evaluates the past in this play with warmth; the past, like 

the future, is very positive. The nostalgia in this play, 

therefore, is a precious thing. It is neither sad nor 

pessimistic. 

Wilson recognizes that plays are about characters who, 

in the normal course of their lives, have a lot of things on 

their mind. He reveals this inner life with delicately 

constructed dialogue. Wilson exposes the audience to his 

characters, who live without apparent predetermined order. 

This means that the characters occupy the most important part 

of Wilson's plays. 

The characters in The Fifth of July are gcxxi examples of 

the commonalties in his plays. His characters are 
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essentially mcxiern American drifters, desperate to connect to 

anything that might give their lives meaning. If they are 

unable to make a connection, they will rummage through the 

past or peer into the future in their search for ideals or 

for some notion of community that might fill the desolate 

vacuum of the present."^ 

In that context, the theme of The Fifth of July, as 

reflected by the central metaphoric ancecdote, is clearly 

represented by the characters. Wilson's message in this play 

is upbeat: life can be warm and secure even for a legless 

homosexual, a lonely single mother, a 67-year-old widow with 

a mild stroke, and a 13-year-old with a newly discovered, but 

rotten, father. By creating characters within the context of 

recent American history, Wilson has created symbols of 

America's past, present, and future. 

78 Frank Rich, "Stage; Serenading, by Lanford Wilson, 
rpb̂  New York Times. February 3, 1984, p. c3. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Lanford Wilson has the ability to create characters from 

a wide variety of backgrounds; from the people of a small 

rural town—as in The Rimers of Eldritch—to the urban 

characters—as in The Hot 1 Baltimore and Balm in Gilead. 

Wilson, however, tends to create characters who reflect the 

downtrodden members of society, the so-called sinners whom he 

manages to portray in a sympathetic light. Wilson likes to 

show characters who are in transition."^ As these characters 

reveal their pain and desperation, they provide a reflection 

of American society—a society in constant transition. 

Even though his characters are often surrounded by deep 

agony and despair, Wilson does not offer panaceas that will 

enable them to find salvation. 

Wilson rests content to display them with a realism 
of dialogue and milieu, thereby hoping to retrieve them, 
if only partially, from their fall from grace. Even the 
lowliest characters are sketched with a precise 
understanding of their inner hopes and desires, an acute 
subtlety of characterization, through some mysterious 
method, ennobles their souls.«̂  

79 ciive Barnes, New York Theatre Critics Review. Vol. 
42, NO. 14, 1981. 

80 Bonnie Marranca and Gautam Dasgupta, American 
playwrights; A Critical Survey; Volume One. (New York; Drama 
Book Specialists, 1986). p. 28. 
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Wilson's characters are agonized, dependent, and lost in 

the desperation of their souls. It would be easy, therefore, 

to see them as characters in a naturalistic play. If this 

were the case, they would live surrounded by the present time 

and space. These characters, however, are totally linked to 

their own past, both in terms of time and place. This means 

that, in order arrive at a full understanding of Wilson's 

characters, one must understand the characters' past in terms 

of time and place. 

The conception of passing time is a significant element 

in most of Wilson's plays. Specifically, Wilson deals with 

the past, as his characters make their present lives more 

bearable by nostalgically evoking their past through almost 

ceaseless talk. Using long and poetic monologues which are 

often directed at the audience, these characters bring back 

the past or whatever else occupies their lives at a given 

moment as they struggle towards the future. This passage 

from the past towards the future reflects the seasonal 

changes of nature. 

Since Wilson concerns himself with the ongoing 
passage of time in an attempt to duplicate the seasonal 
or unending pattern of life itself, his plays rarely 
have a resolution. Unlike the inevitability and 
definitiveness of tragedy, Wilson's works are cosmic in 
orientation. The repetitive cycle is, at times, tinged 
with sadness, but life always continues in Wilson's 
plays. At times, life is structured as a game or as 
comedy of manners.̂ i 

81 Ibid., p. 28. 
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Wilson's affinity for nature and cosmic phenomenon is 

reflected even in the titles of some of his plays (e.g.. The 

Rimers of Eldritch. This is Rill Speaking, and The Great 

Nebula in Orion^. 

While time is an important concern of Wilson's, he also 

has a distinctive use of place through which he reveals the 

symbolic meaning of his plays. It is important to note that 

his plays depict urban and rural middle-Americans. His 

characters are often limited and/or imprisoned by their 

circumstances. As a result, the places in Wilson's plays are 

closed rather than open spaces. This closedness is reflected 

in the way the characters react to changes in their space. 

The places they occupy are places where they can 

establish some meaning in their lives. As changes in their 

space occur, Wilson's characters react passively in an 

attempt to hide themselves from the outside world and as a 

way of rejecting invaders. Their places, therefore, act as a 

"castle" in which they can hole-up. The castle walls prevent 

them from moving into the future and in that way force them 

into their past. From these "castles," the characters look 

into a past they see as if it was beautiful and full of 

meaning. For Wilson, these reflections on the past represent 

a slice of contemporary American life. They reflect a 

society made of people who may exist in the present and move 

toward the future, but who are mentally closed to an unstable 

future and addicted to the glorious past. 
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Wilson uses his characters, their pace, and their past 

metaphorically to investigate American history. He is 

creating an image of recent American history. For all his 

hindsight, Wilson is intrinsically tied to the notion of hope 

and salvation in American history. As a result he never 

shows a failed future. While his characters may view their 

present situation pessimistically, the pessimism does not 

extend into the future. Instead, his characters often have 

optimistic views of the future. 
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