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SOME MORAL AND SOCIAL ISSUES IN

THE CHILDREN'S HOUR AND DAYS TO COME

Junia C. M. Alves

- UFMG -

Although The Children's Hour and Days to Come are

apparently different plays, and although the first was a great

suecess and the latter a tremendous failure when first

produced, they both treat very definite moral and social

issues. The Children's Hour (1934) and Days to Come (1936)

reflect the I930's. Meredith Erling Ackley notes that "Many of

the members of the Theatre Union, the federal Theatre Project,

the Theatre Collective and the Group Theatre Iooked forward to

an American theatre whose stage would become a platform for

agitation and propaganda promoting social awareness and reform".

Their plays are often artistically immature, demagogie and

stereotyped. Miss Hellman, though not affiliated with any of

these collective organizations is perhaps best thought of as

one of the "Survivors of tho Depression", together with
2

CIifford Odets and Irwing Shaw." These writers fought for social

justice. Miss He IIman's particular fight is to rebeI,' in her

plays, against the social system where human relationships

become objects for salc. Both The Children's Hour and Days tu

Come condemn those who cannot comprchond human motives,

feelings, tenderness, and fricndship. These plays are art, but

they are also soei ological documents. When The Children's Hour

was revived in 1952 during the McCarthy purges, notes E.

Ackley, "most of the reviewers concentrated on tho relevance of

the play" and its conclusion that shows "how calamitously the

4
upright people of the world ... can blunder". In Days to Come,
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somc characters are too na'i ve to understand the social and

economic truths of their placo and time. Unable to face the

competition, they end in public and personal disaster. Such is

the pattern for both plays.

The ChiIdren's Hour was Miss Hellman's first meaningful

work. It ran for 691 consecutivo performances in New York,

tourcd the United States, and was quoted among the best plays

of the 1934-1935 season. Its suecess in America and abroad

causcd Miss He IIman to adapt it to a film. She called the

sereenplay These Three and United Artists producod it in 1936.

The Childron's Hour portrays the personal and social

effects of gossip and ma Iiciousnoss in tho guiso of righteous

responsibiIity. This first work was a kind of oxerciso for Miss

llollman to Icarn how to write a play. Dashiell H.unniett had

found, in a book by William Roughead, an actual law case, which

sorvod as its argument. The true event took placo in Edinburgh,

in the nineteenth century. It concerned two old maid

schooltoachers, tho owners of a second rato boarding school,

and a troublesome Indian girl, ropoatedly punishcd for her

naughtiness. As a revongo she brought charges of Icshianism

against her educators. Tho girl's aristocratie grandniothor had

enrollod her there. They were both rcsponsiblc for the

Jc fain.it ion and destruction of tho school. In an intorviow Miss

Hell in.m lios said that "Tho two poor midd le-agod ladies spont

tho rest of their lives suing, somctimes losing, somctimes

winning, untiI they no longer had any money and no school".

The play bogins and ends in tho school grounds, "a converted

farnihouse" cioso to Iancet, Massachusctts. Tho fact that it

hail once hecn a farra shows tho changing interests of tho Ioca 1

people.

Mary is one moro little witch grown out oi" the rocky so iI

of New Lngland. She, like her Salem feiiialc ancestors, slandcrs
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her way to triumph: "Rosaiie hates me" (p. 21), "It was Rosaiie

who saw them, I just said it was mo so I wouldn't tattle on

Rosaiie" (p. 49). She accuses Karen: "You're always mean to me.

I get blamed and punished for everything. (To Cardin) I do,

Cousin Joe. All the time for everything" (p. 21). She also

accuses Mrs. Mortar and Martlia: "They were talking awful things

and Peggy and Evelyn hoard them and Miss Dobie found out, and

then they made us move our rooms" (p. 32), "They're afraid to

have us near them, thafs what it ia, and thoy'ro taking it

out on mo. They'ro scared..." (pp. 32-33). Mary usos both

eraotionaI and physical violence to achieve her aims. She says

to Peggy: "I won't let you go if I can't go" (p. 22). Shc slaps

Evolyn's face and twists Poggy's arm (pp. 26-27). Like Arthur

Mi Iler's Abg.ii I Wi IIiains, Mary wins through cunning iimnar.il

means. Barrett C Iark has consi dercd her "almost .i nionster" and

Miss Ho IIman noted that playgoers soe tho girI as on "uttorly

8
malignant croature". As a matter ot fact Mary is a wickod and

spoi led chi Id raised by an old gr.indmothcr omotionally unable

to discipline her. Shc says: "Crandma's very fond of «•, on

account my father was her favorito son. I can m.inago her all

right" (p. 25).

Mrs. IiIford, the manageahle grandmothcr, functions as a

catalyst who prompts tlic action. Hidden in her New Tngland mask

of r i ght oousnoss alio not only .iccopts her grandduughter' s lies,

but also sproads them aroun.l causi ng the school b.inkrtipey and

its owncrs' destruction.

Tln- ollicr old lady oi the play is Mrs. Mortar. Shc

representa omission. Her sin is condcmnod hv Alexandra in tho

Hubb.irvl Plays ( The L i tt le I oxes and Another Part of tho forost :

"l'm not going to stand aroinul and watch you do it" (p. I')')),

and by Griggs in tho Mood Plays: (Tho Autumn Gardon ,md Toys in

tho Attic): "l'vo fritt«-rod myscll away, Crossm.in" (p. 542).
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When Martha asks Mrs. Mortar why shc had refused to come back

home to testify for Karen and for hersclf Mrs. Mortar answers:

"Why, Martha, I didn't refuse to come back at all. Thafs the

wrong way to look at it. I was on a tour, thafs a moral

obligation, you know. Now don't lefs talk about unpleasant

things anymorc. I'll go up and unpack a fcw things, tomorrow's

plcnty of time to get my trunk" (p. 55).

Since Mary, Mrs. Tilford and Mrs. Mortar stand for evil,

Martha and Karen, thcir antagonists, are good. However Martha'a

personality is far more devcloped than that of Karen. Although

there is no actual proof of Martha's lesbianisra, Miss Hellman

providcs evidence of at least a latent form of it. Martha does

try to dclay Karen's wedding:

Martha. I had been looking forward to somcplacc by

the lake — just you and me —the way we used to

at coIIege.

Karen (cheerfully). Well, now there will be three of

us. That'II be fun, too.

Martha (after a pause). Why haven't you told me this

before?

Karen. I'm not telling you anything we haven't talked

about often.

Martha. But you're talking about it as S00N now.

Karen. I'm glad to be able to. I've been in love with

Joe a long time (Martha crosses to window and stands

looking out, her back to Karen. Karen finishes

marking papers and rises)- lt's a big day for the

school. Rosaiic's finally put an "I" in could.

Martha (not turning from window). You really are

going to leave, aren't you?

Karen. I'm not going to leave, and you know it. Why
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do you say things like that? We agreed a long time

ago that my marriage wasn't going to make any

diffcrence to the school.

Martha. But it will. You know it will. It can't hclp

it (p. 14).

Martha does adrait her homosexual desires:

Martha. I love you that way — maybe tho way they said

I loved you. I don't know. (Waits, gets no answer,

kneeIs down next to Karen) Listcn to me!

Karen. What?

Martha. I HAVE LOVED YOU THE WAY THEY SAID.

Karen. You are crazy.

Martha. There's always been something wrong. Always —

as long as I can romember. But I never know it

untiI all this happened.

Karen (for the first time looks up). Stop it!

Martha. You're afraid of hearing it; l'm moro afraid

than you.

Karen (puts her banda over her oars). I won't listei»

to you.

Martha- Take your hands down. (Loans over, puI Is

Karcn's hands away) You've got to know it. I can't

keep it any longer. l'vo got to tclI you how gui Ity

I am.

Karen (deIiberatcly ). You aro gui Ity of nothing.

Martha. I've been to IIing inyself that since tho night

we heard the chiId say it; l've been praying I

could convince mysolf of it. I can't, I cun't any

longer. Ifs there. I don't know how, I don't know

why. But I diil love you. I do love you. I resented
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your marriage; maybe because I wanted you, maybc

I wanted you all along; maybe I couldn't call it

by a name; maybe ifs been there ever since I

first knew you — (pp. 62-63).

And Martha, in the end, commits suicide (p. 63).

The two last characters worth mentioning are Dr. Joscph

Cardin and Agatha. The first is another in Miss Hellraan's long

Iist of weak males, and the latter one more example to reinforce

the theme of the servanfs superiority over his master. Agatha

is kind to Mary, but firm. Unlike Mrs. Tilford, she can see

through the child's pretenso: "Don't think you'rc fooling me,

young lady. You might puII the wool over some people's eyes,

but — I bet you've been up to something again.(Stares

suspiciously at Mary) Well, you wait right here ti II I tell

your grandmother. And if you feol so sick, you cortainly won't

want any dinner. A good doso of rhubarb and soda will fix you

up" (p. 29).

The characters of The ChiIdren's Hour are Iisted in two

raain groups —the good and the evi I — rocurrent in aimost all

the plays. These characters are rolated to recurront universal

themcs. Miss llcllman's choice of Massachusetts, of New England,

as the setting of such a bitter play, brings Nathaniel

Hawthornc and his sardonic studies of a moral law and universal

guilt to mind. The Children's Hour, as well as llawthorne's The

Scarlct Letter, deals with syraboIs of oraotional tension or

coldness, of seerecy, of guilt and of isolation. This isolation

rcsults from prido. The doubts raised in the minds of tho

audience and of the characters about Martha's sexual pervorsion

reminds us of Hawthorne's dovice of múltiplo choice or tho

formula of alternative possibiIities, a tcchniquc often used by

novelists and playwriglits. Tho ambiguity dorivod from this
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technique adds depth and tone to Miss Hellman's work. Another

New England play in this class showing the effects of

maliciousness and gossip is Arthur Mi Iler's The Crucible. The

ChiIdren's Hour points out the subjective as well as the

objective existence of man and is rather a psychological and

social drama than a local color one. However Miss Hellman's

choice of the New England setting serves to relate it more

closcly to such works as The Scarlet Letter and The Crucible.

This device is of course highly suggestive and artística!ly

opportune.

Critics and public were anxiously expecting the opening

of Days to Como, Miss llellman's second work, producod in 1936.

They were disappointcd. It played only six performances in New

York and closed. Tho prosa reviows were bad and quoted it

among tho woakost plays of the scason. Kichard Moody says that

"the moro abundant comments centered on the lack of a central

idea, on her concossions to molodramatic sens.it ion, on her
9

inability to make a spiritual tragedy out of a labor impasse".

Miss llollm.in also rocognized its doficicncy: "I spoi led a good

play. I turnod to the amateufs mistakc: everything you think

and feol must bo writton this time, because you may never have
.,,10

another chance to write it" , "tho confusion in the acript

confused the best diroctor iit tho theatre, who, in turn,

raanaged to confuso one of its most inadequato casts".

Days to Corao, called Miss Hellman's "one effort to dramatize
12

immediate social forces" , focus on tho struggle hetween

capital and labor, a theme connected with tho rovolution of

ideas and attitudes resulting from the quick industrial

devclopment of tho North. It parallels tho lluhhard Plays and

its study of a similar struggle between tho nowly rich and tho

aristocr.it, tho two economic opposing forces of the South.

Although somo critics have affirinod that Days to Come is written
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more from the industrialists' point of view than from that of

the Unions, as I shall show later, Miss Hellman does not really

seem to take any side but that of the moralist.

The play sct in Callom, Ohio, a town not far from

Cleveland, exeraplifies what can happen when an industrial

population grows rapidly. It tells about the efforts made by

Andrew Rodman, one of the owners of a brush factory, to keep

it opcrating in apite of a strikc for highcr salaries, which he

cannot afford to pay. Ilenry Ellicott, tho lawyer of the firm,

echocd by Cora, Andrew'a sister, has persuaded him to hire

strikebreakers from Cleveland, under the command of a certain

Wilkic, unknown to Rodman. Tho men who come are profcssional

kiIlers meant to provoke the workers into starting a fight and

so to use "legal" force to squeIch the strikc. Whalcn, the

Union organizer, eontrols tho situation for some time, but

when Joe (one of the strike breakors) kills his partner,

Mossio, Whalen is arrested on suspicion of murder. Violence

starts and the workers are forced back into the factory. A

subplot develops parallol to this main plot. It portrays the

anxicties, hatred, illusions and frustrations of the Rodmans.

The two stories are interwoven since Julic, Andrew's attractivo

wife, falls in love with Whalen. Miss Ho IIman has repcatedly

used this technique of rolating tho private life of her

characters with larger social, cconomic, political or moral

concerns. In the llubbard Plays, tho characters' unrestrained

ambition for money and power motivato a family discord which,

in nationaI proportions, symbolizos a struggle of classes. Like

Regina in the South, Júlio roprcsonts tho Northern liberated

woman. She is the most devclopcd character in Days to Come and

very different from a Birdio, a Lily, a Lavinia. Liberation is

often falsely intorpretod as soIf-cortainty, but Julic is as

lonely and insecure as tho others. She is indopendcnt in



•235-

proportion to her not obeying pro-cstablished or eonventional

ruies and so Miss Hollman's countorpart. Her calm and gentle

attitude hides an inner battle. She is "a brooding, mclancholy

woman, who conducts a continuing dialogue within hcrsclf about
13

herself". Cora is her antithcsis. Like Mrs. Mortar shc

belongs to Miss Hollman's cast of nourotie women. These two old

ladies represent se Ifislinoss, omission and deceit. They both

contribute to the downfall of their relatives and supportors:

Martha and Andrew respeetivoly.

The Rodmans' unsottlod lives, like those of the Huhbards,

interfere with their business, which, in turn, reflects the

faroily bewiIderraent. The general dissatisfaction, both privatc

and social, portrays those years between the Civil War and the

First World War when tho big industries of the North divided

the raarkct among them and destroyod the smaI ler ones by price

cutting. America saw her oconomy controlled by a smaII number of

huge trusts and congIomi-r.it cs, the Northern paraphrase of tho

big plantations of the South, tonding to find its center in

itself and fighting to bo an independent social unit. Tho

unrestrainod growtli of a low industries producod rough edges in

the relations between the workmen and employers, as the quick

rise of tho nowly rich had also producod problema between

servants and raastors. In tho North, labor establishod national

organizations and Iought for social reform. In the South,

plantation had introduced .li stinet ions of woalth and rank

between the aristocr.it, the newly rich and tho coininon white,

and between tho white man and the black. The Rodmans' situation

in the North parallels that of tho aristocratic Bagtrys in the

South. Andrew's siniplicity and good faith, like that of Birdic,

had made him an easy victim to financial speculation. He was

in the process of losing his capital and his crodit because hc

could not adapt his moral principies to tho now economic
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demands. Here Miss Hellman renews Lionnefs situation,

synthetized in Birdio's words: "The truth is, we can't pay or

support our people, Mr. Bcnjamin, we can't — " (p. 346),

"forgive me. Would you, I mean your father and you, would

you lend money on our cotton, or land, or — " (p. 346).

Rodman's brush factory likewise stands among the victimizcd

industries, unable not only to bcttor working conditions but

even to operate without the hclp of unscrupulous financiers. He

tries to cxplain the situation to his friend, Tom firth, one of

the factory workers:

Andrew. Tom, l've tried to cxplain. I triod frora the

first day you cume to mo. (Touches a paper on the

dcsk, looks at it). Tho figures aro here. They're

as much yours to soo as they arv mino.

firth. I don't have to aee them again.

Andrew. You don't. But I have to see them again and

again ainl again. We've got to soII tho brushes wo

make .

Whalen. Somo places make what they can soII.

Andrew (sharply). Yes. They make them choapor because

they cost less" (p. S5).

Júlio, as wo II as Tom, roíninds Andrew of his duty and his

honor. Júlio, Tom and Andrew form a trianglo oi .int.igonic

combines unitod by oi» idoaIistic quest for truth. In her dospair

she asks her husban.l to take a firm stand, to cxplain his

posi t ion:

Julic (stiddciily , viulontly). Why didn't you stop it?

Why di.l you let it go on Iiko this7 Ihey talkod

you into it. Why di.l you let thoin?
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Andrew (smiles). You make me sound like a chiId. And

you're right.

Julie. You didn't want any of this. Why did you over

have to st.irt it? Then why didn't you stop it?

Andrew. There are a lot of reasons. lhe reason l tell

myself is that I couldn't stop anything. I owo

money. A lot of money. I've been borrowing it for

a long time. I'vo borrowod on tho factory and on

this house and on how many brushes I thought I

could make in five years —" (p. 117).

Andrew feels his inability to control tho family situation, to

find an appropriato answor For tho workers' demaud, to taco his

financial problems. Like the uristocrutic P.igtrys he is good

but weak and so an easy proy to the lluhhards and tho Marshall s.

Like Crossman and Griggs, he illustr.ites llio evi I conscqucnccs

of uncortainty and inactíon. Miss Hollman de Iiberato Iy crc.itos

Tom firth to function as his working-cIass counterpart: "And so

I gavo the leading characters thcir countcrparls: Loo Whalen is

tho good Wi Ikio; firth tho simple Andrew Ivodin.in; Cora thc siik

llannali. I played this thcino all .ilone: a solitary composcr with
14

a not very interest ing noto". Ilio strong character is Whalen,

a man of act ion: idcalistic but practical, simpte but clc.in,

cal m .ind secure, rightoous, noblo, attractivc, so II-i'c Iiant . He

belongs to tho sma II group oi people Miss IK-1 Iin.in most admires

— th.it oi "men who work iof othor men" . It is here tli.il Mis>

Ho IIm.in' s symbol ism hocoino» .luhious an.l too anil» iguons. Shc is at

tho same time for and against tho victimizod indiisl r ia Iist

typificd by Andrew. iivr in.loc isioi» wcakcns tho play an.l . l.-.irs

tho w.iy for both literary and social roproach. Richard Moo.l>

commonts: "Lvon the lolt-wing pr.-ss compl a inc.l. Ili*- \cw Masses

(Decomhor 29, 1936) noto.) tho duality oi Ioctis in her attempt
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'to give dramatie life to the twin phenomena of capitalist

society, the outbreak of class strife and the decay of human

relations in the burgeois stratum'. The Daily Worker (December

18, 1936) deplorcd her treatment of the struggle from the point

of view of rotting capitalists. Even a sympathetic audience

could not enjoy 'the pallid and vexatious muttcrings of these

disgusting people'. She could have made a great play with a

chorus of workers who reroinded the audience that workers must

sacrificc everything to üttain victory". What Miss Hellroan

must have wanted to show is that both groups —the workers and j

the capital ists —are neither good nor bad. The real villains

of the play are such hatefui, selfish and insensitive people as

Cora, Ellicott, and Wilkie, who only see life in terms of

profit. She had already focused on this thesis in the Hubbard

Plays by suggesting that Marshall, the Northern capitalist, had

brought from Chicago the seed of seif-centered ambition and of

unfair competition. The terms are the same, but Miss Hellman

makes it clear that for each Marshall who reaches the South

there are many Coras, Ellicotts and WiIkies in the North.

Although Miss llellman's message in Days to Come is sometimes

more obscure than that, her characters are in turn well defined

Northern types: the labor leader, the strikebreakcr and the
17

"emaneiputcd woman intent on breaking out of conventionaIity"

and secking "her fulfilroent ... regardlcss of the
18

consequences". These Northern qualities of the characters do

not interfere in their classification as either good or evil,

active or inactive, neurotic, insecure, loncly. Andrew, like

Birdie, is a victim of financial speculation. Ilannah, like

Addie and Coralee, shows the servants' influenee over their

raasters. Wilkie is an opportunist like Bcn and Oscar. Days to

Come presonts the same themes recurrent in the other plays and

deals with the same recurrent types. It could have been a good
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play if Miss Hellman had raanaged to clarify her a iras. Shc tricd

to say too many things at the same time. The result was a

poorly constructed play. Miss Hei Iman failed: this time

complexity and melodramatic morality compromised depth.
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