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ABSTRACT 

 The South is a region of mystery, of tradition, of shifting identity.  As a cultural 

region within the United States, the South has always defined (and redefined) itself in 

such a way that it remains distinctive from, even oppositional to, mainstream American 

culture.  All too often, however, this identity redefinition casts the South as an outsider 

culture, a comic extreme, or a tradition-bound cultural backwater.  In recent years, this 

process has stagnated within Southern culture and the theatrical arts that simultaneously 

shape and reflect Southern identity. 

 This dissertation reinvigorates the South’s historical process of redefinition in the 

face of the postmodern complexity facing the region.  As dramatic representations of the 

region are limited to a select historical canon, the first element of this reinvigoration is 

the need for contemporary representations of Southernness in the theatre and festivals of 

the region.  Thus, this dissertation identifies several new Southern playwrights (including 

Hilly Hicks, Steve Murray, Shay Youngblood, Elizabeth Dewberry, Bob Devon-Jones, 

Glenda Dickerson, and Breena Clarke) and their plays’ construction and reconstruction of 

Southern culture.  These plays are then examined through framework of the New 

Southern Gothic (NSG) mode, a model of community representation that places 

seemingly contradictory or oppositional elements in a flexible structure of community 

and potential for social, cultural, and political development 

 The characteristics of this NSG genre are then looked at in the larger cultural 

context of Southern history and the issues facing the region today.  They are used to 

evaluate the limited potential of existing Southern representations (such as that put forth 

by the 1996 Olympic Arts Festival.)  Then, newer, more flexible models of Southernness 

are drawn from NSG plays.  These NSG models provide the basis for envisioning a future 

cultural identity for the South that preserves its distinctiveness while avoiding the trap of 

homogenization, fetishization, and historicization that characterize traditional 

representations of the region.  These new models also provide a communal basis for 
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Southerners to join forces while acknowledging their differences.  From the stage to 

regional festivals to the public arena, these models can then be used to enact social and 

cultural change within the region. 

 



 

1 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE 

 

 For many Americans, the mention of the American “South”
1
 evokes certain 

definite responses.  For some, images of hoop skirts and wide-brimmed hats spring to 

mind, generally accompanied by figures resembling Scarlett O’Hara and Rhett Butler, 

Colonel Sanders, and other plantation-era aristocrats.  Others recall the darker side of this 

antebellum Southern mythos, picturing horrific treatment of slaves recalled in history 

tests, plays like George Atkins’ Uncle Tom’s Cabin or Dion Boucicault’s The Octoroon, 

and movies depicting the nineteenth-century South like Cold Mountain, Glory, or Roots.  

Still other perceptions of the South stem from the post-Reconstruction and early 

twentieth-century Southern struggles with its agrarian roots.  These Southern figures, 

such as Andy Griffith of Mayberry (who is both wise and comically “simple” when 

contrasted with urban or Northern counterparts), Gomer Pyle, or the Dukes of Hazzard 

are typically represented as “rednecks” or “hillbillies” who may possess a vast knowledge 

of the land and its resources, but they are cast as outsiders or pushed to the comic fringe 

in a modern, technological world.  Even Americans with more contemporary images of 

the South may 

characterize it as a backward region, lagging behind the rest of the United States in 

education, economy, and progressive social policy.  For them, images of Confederate 

flags, Civil War re-enactments, “good-old-boy” politics, and monster pick-up trucks may 

evoke a distinctive Southernness.  In all of those cases, the prominent marks of Southern 

                                                
1 Clearly defining the “South” is no easy task.  It has been attempted and debated since before there was a 

national identity of America.  Certainly, defining the region as the eleven states that attempted to secede 

from the Union and fought on the side of the Confederacy during the Civil War is a good starting point, but 

the cultural South and its influences extend far beyond any geographical or political boundaries.  In the 

South, racial identity is also often conflated with regional identity, fixing many representations of 

Southernness within a black/white binary.  Although this ignores the increasingly diverse ethnic and racial 

composition of the South, such historically dominant binaries must be confronted before they can be 
expanded.  I will attempt to more closely define the region and the role that racial diversity has in 

redefining the region later in the Introduction, but what I am truly grappling with is the homogenized, 

fetishized ideal of the South that is casually slapped on any product, artwork, or performance that shares 

certain features culturally considered to be Southern.  The label itself is not a critical term but a cultural 

referent that this dissertation will examine in greater depth in each chapter. 
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distinctiveness are historical or fictional symbols that recall the region’s struggle with 

race relations, economic growth, and cultural self-definition. 

 The same method of characterization also shapes scholarly models of Southern 

culture.  A quick scan of recently published cultural studies of the South turns up titles 

like Larry Griffin and Don Hoyle’s The South as an American Problem (1995), Richard 

King and Helen Taylor’s Dixie Debates (1996), and, perhaps most tellingly, Richard 

Gray’s Southern Aberrations (2000).  For these contemporary scholars, the region is still 

characterized by its cultural and political opposition to the rest of the nation, its internal 

struggles for cultural distinctiveness, and its adoption of a cultural position that is 

intentionally aberrant to those of mainstream America (respectively to the titles 

mentioned above).  The only way to define and maintain the culture of the South in these 

scholars’ perspectives (and in many contemporary representations of Southernness that 

stress the differences between North and South)  is to examine it in opposition to 

American cultural norms.  This results in a cultural “ghetto-ization” of the South, a 

distinctiveness that can only be achieved by consciously setting the region in opposition 

to the centralized and dominant culture of the United States (Gray 1).  Without the “Self” 

of America, there could be no “Other” of the South.   

 Yet something about the South eludes both pop culture representations of 

Southernness and the contingent, fringe status imposed upon the region by contemporary 

scholars.  Any casual survey of the South reveals that the culture and composition of this 

region extends far beyond fictional and historical representations.  Obviously, the 

contemporary South is not the South of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind that 

shows the war-torn South struggling to maintain its dignity or the South of William 

Faulkner’s works that draw upon the dark exotic heritage of Southernness or even of 

Ferroll Sams’ contemporary short stories and Carl Hiassen’s novels that cast the region as 

a quirky, backward realm full of dangers and humorous contradictions.  The region has 

become more racially, culturally, and socially diverse and has progressed to a point 

beyond that encompassed by any one of these Southern writers.  Yet, instead of fading 

into history, these common images and myths drawn from Southern history and literature 

persist, indicating that both Southerners and representations of mainstream U.S. culture 
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culture need to hold on to a regional distinctiveness for the South.
2
  This need extends 

beyond a desire to merely distinguish the South and its culture from the rest of 

mainstream America as the above scholars have suggested.  That motivation may very 

well have been integral to the initial formation of a Southern distinctiveness, but I would 

like to affirm and outline a shift in Southern culture.   This shift has transformed what I 

call the “Traditional Southern Gothic” (TSG), which characterizes traditional 

representations of the South and its culture, into the “New Southern Gothic” (NSG), a 

more complex, self-reflexive manner of representing the distinctiveness of this region.  

The traditional scholarly methods mentioned above rely on TSG methodologies and, 

thus, construct representations of the South in opposition to national norms, which means 

they must rely on readily apparent and commodifiable images of the region.  These 

images often fall short in their efforts at representing the region’s complexity because 

they were designed primarily to contrast the South with mainstream America.  Thus, they 

exclude many fringe aspects of Southern culture in order to be easily quantifiable as 

“Southern.” 

 The New Southern Gothic approach, as employed by a new generation of 

Southern playwrights and, potentially, scholars seeking a new model of regional identity, 

co-opts these oppositional images, but uses them as foils to construct a new, more 

complex representation of the South.  It is less concerned with contrasting the South with 

mainstream America than it is with deconstructing these oppositional images to a point 

where they can begin to adequately represent the region’s complexity, thus creating room 

to celebrate the diversity of Southernness for all members of the region.  In so doing, the 

New Southern Gothic mode of representing larger cultural groups creates a means of 

retaining a sense of cultural and communal distinctiveness in the postmodern world, a 

distinctiveness that does not rely on opposing itself to the mainstream American “Self.”  I 

                                                
2 This need to define the South as an “Other” to the concept of mainstream America has both internal and 

external impetuses.  For Southerners, this is a result of literary, political, and cultural techniques to preserve 

a sense of self-definition in the face of homogenizing, nationalizing cultural tendencies and historical 

political pressures to make the “aberrant” South toe the national line on issues of slavery, race relations, 

and industrialization.  Externally, as Larry Griffin and Don Doyle point out, the South has long served as a 
convenient foil used by proponents of mainstream America to define themselves “in opposition to” (17).  

“The South’s cultural distinctiveness and identity, thus, was first forged and then honed by repeated 

political, legal, cultural, and even military contestation with America and with America’s understanding of 

its own meaning” (29).  Although this process may have lessened in the political and military arenas, 

culturally, the same oppositional relationship exists between the South and mainstream America. 
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believe this representational model may also serve as a model for “mainstream” America 

to begin to come to terms with its own vast diversity and internal rifts – perhaps even 

complicating or reversing the traditional placement of the South as an American “Other.” 

 

Focus of the Study 

 In order to delineate and explain this cultural shift from the Old to the New 

Southern Gothic, this study carefully focuses on two distinct methods of cultural 

representation.  The first is the work of contemporary playwrights working in Southern 

theatres or calling themselves Southern dramatists.  As an innately performative art, 

theatre not only reflects the culture and community in which it was created, it also has the 

ability to shape and influence them.  When closely studied, the text of plays and the 

unwritten text of their performance reveal a great deal about the internal beliefs, 

characteristics, and defining tensions of a particular cultural group.  Therefore, this study 

focuses primarily on the work of several contemporary Southern dramatists.  While these 

playwrights do not encompass every trend that is shaping contemporary Southern drama, 

they are illustrative of the group that I believe is consciously or unconsciously seeking to 

redefine not only the boundaries of Southern Drama, but Southern culture as well.  Their 

work represents the basis of the New Southern Gothic. 

 The second method of cultural representation that this study focuses on takes 

place in a larger public sphere where cultural identities are consciously forged and 

disseminated for vast audiences – public festivals.  Encompassing everything from local 

parades to state fairs to Olympic Arts Festivals, public festivals are specifically designed 

to represent the cultures that produce them through the selection of cultural icons and 

mascots and the inclusion of culturally specific theatrical works and characters.  In his 

article on the Mid-West, “Normal Heartlands,” Joseph Roach defines public performance 

as a “flashpoint” that “makes publicly visible through symbolic action both the tangible 

existence of social boundaries and, at the same time, the contingency of those boundaries, 

their constructedness, their anxiety-inducing instability” (378).  Thus, festivals serve as 

valuable insights into the workings of cultural representation and the issues confronting 

the community that produces them.  When created consciously and critically, public 

festivals can also be valuable tools for addressing social ills by showing us new and more 
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adaptable models of community or more flexible social boundaries.  Therefore, it is at 

this public level that we begin to see the broader effect of cultural representations take 

hold.  If the representations are inadequate or outmoded, the public festivals based on 

those representations will also be inadequate and will fail in their goal to represent a 

community or culture.  Particularly with public festivals designed to showcase and 

encourage a new model of regional identity (like the 1996 Olympic Arts Festival) this 

inadequacy is deeply felt by members of the represented community and outside critics 

alike, causing a region like the South to retreat further into its historical identity and 

distance itself from the contemporary problems facing the region. 

 In general, both typical Southern drama and traditional representations of the 

South in public festivals fall into this trap of inadequately representing the contemporary 

complexity and distinctiveness of the region.  When these performances rely on 

traditional Southern genres and icons, the result is an identity that falsely fixes the South 

in an anachronistic and often fictionalized history.  This means that the cultural identity 

created by these performances lacks the flexibility and inventiveness necessary to address 

the social and cultural problems that region still struggles to overcome.  Both Southern 

drama and the Southern representations encountered in public festivals have stagnated 

and lost their critical edge, relying instead on outmoded tradition and history.   

 For Southern drama, this trend has manifested itself in a perceived void within the 

dramatic canon, which (with only a few notable exceptions) has remained empty since 

Tennessee Williams.  Although Southern playwrights have continued to produce works 

of merit, most producing agencies remain fixated on the Southern canon.  This void is 

apparent in the dramatic selections of many theatres that claim Southern drama as part of 

their production mission, where only the works of Williams, Alfred Uhry, Horton Foote, 

Beth Henley and other traditional Southern dramatists seem to find regular production.  

While each of these authors surely deserves recognition and production within the South, 

their representations of Southern culture are ill-equipped to represent the more modern 

South and its problems.  What is needed is an influx of new Southern dramatists and 

newer, more open dramatic representations of Southern culture.  Therefore, the first goal 

of this study is to identify new voices writing Southern Drama in what I have termed a 

New Southern Gothic (NSG) manner and analyze their potential for representing 
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Southern cultural identity.  By directly confronting traditional concepts of Southern 

drama and Southern culture, these NSG playwrights both fill the perceived void with new 

ideas and add a much needed freshness and choice to the market of Southern images and 

representations.   

 As the marketplace for these ideas, Southern public festivals are also sorely 

lacking.  For brevity’s sake, this study will use the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta and 

their accompanying Olympic Arts Festival as a representative Southern public festival 

that (by almost all accounts) failed miserably in its attempts to represent anything 

distinctive about Southern culture at all.  Although I will go into greater detail about the 

methods and ultimate downfalls of this festival later in this introduction, one of the 

greatest failures of this representation of Southern identity was its complete reliance on 

traditional images of the South and Southern culture.  Dominated by images of Scarlett 

O’Hara and Mark Twain and overshadowed by conflicts over the South’s historical 

struggle with race relations, the 1996 Olympics could not begin to represent the current 

complexity of the region or even hint at more progressive, forward-thinking models of 

Southern identity.  Therefore, a second implicit goal throughout this study will be to 

outline new models of cultural and communal representation based on the methods of the 

New Southern Gothic dramatists for potential use in designing and implementing 

Southern public festivals. 

 

Rationale 

 This dissertation addresses three key issues in contemporary scholarship 

concerning the South, its culture, and its representations both internally and externally.  

First and foremost, Southern literature and art have recently come into vogue again, 

judging from the number of new Southern short story and fiction anthologies appearing 

on the shelf and the popularity of Southern folk and outsider art shows opening across the 

nation.
3
 However, only one book addresses the scope of Southern drama published within  

                                                
3 For example, the newly filmed novel, Cold Mountain by Charles Frazier (1998, film 2004), the critical 

cultural account Still Fighting the Civil War: The American South and Southern History by David R. 

Goldfield (2002), the fiction anthologies Stories from the Blue Moon Café, vols I&II edited by Sonny 

Brewer (2002&2003), and countless other Southern short story collections, homespun cookbooks, 

collections of Civil War letters, and other works that draw upon the rich heritage of Southern literature. 
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the last ten years, Charles Watson’s The History of Southern Drama (1997).  This text is 

a valuable historical resource, but it contains few references to contemporary Southern 

dramatic trends and playwrights and makes no effort to parallel current Southern drama 

with the larger cultural context of Southernness.  The only previous critical collection of 

Southern drama is William Lee Pryor’s An Examination of the Southern Milieu in 

Representative Plays by Southern Dramatists, 1923-1956 published in 1964.  While 

critics have paid plenty of attention to specific Southern playwrights, such as Tennessee 

Williams, Romulus Linney, Beth Henley, Horton Foote, Alfred Uhry, and a few others, 

they have written very little about the more contemporary, less canonized dramatists.  

While an exhaustive survey of contemporary Southern drama is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, it does highlight a number of representative contemporary Southern 

dramatists currently receiving productions throughout the region.  Although none of these 

authors has produced the sheer bulk of a Williams or Linney, their work has garnered 

critical acclaim, and I believe each playwright and the cultural trends their works 

represent will continue to influence perceptions and representations of Southern drama 

and Southernness for years to come. 

 Secondly, few studies of the Southern Gothic in contemporary time exist, even 

fewer concerned with the influence of the genre on Southern drama.  Certainly the work 

of William Faulkner, Eudora Welty, Flannery O’Connor, and Carson McCullers has been 

thoroughly scrutinized under the Traditional Southern Gothic lens.  This perspective has 

been readily applied to the psychologically and emotionally grotesque characters of 

Tennessee Williams as well.  Within the Traditional Southern Gothic genre, the South is 

often portrayed as a region of deep meaning and dark history populated by absurd, 

humorous, and often hideous characters.  Southern Gothic literature and performance 

relies on instilling revulsion and fear to startle or shock its audience by touching on their 

own dark fears or exoticizing Southern culture for insiders and outsiders alike.  This 

traditional genre study is carried over to the scholarly realm in works like Gray’s 

Southern Aberrations (2000), Anthony Direnzo’s American Gargoyles: Flannery 

O’Connor and the Medieval Grotesque (1995), and Sarah Rose Gleeson-White’s 

Grotesque Subjects: Carson McCullers (Freaks) (1998).  However, a primary tenet of 

this dissertation is the redefinition of Traditional Southern Gothic into a more flexible, 
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politically powerful, and critically useful term for talking about broader representations 

of Southernness.  Therefore, these genre studies provide a useful foundation to determine 

the characteristics of Traditional Southern Gothic, but the dissertation is a radical 

departure from their intentions.  Rather than viewing the traditional Southern Gothic as a 

direct representation of Southern identity and culture, I choose to use the New Southern 

Gothic as a lens through which these traditional Southern representations can be exploded 

and re-interpreted into something more accepting of racial, sexual, and cultural difference 

and suggesting a real plan of social action that reflects those differences.   

 In addition, my work departs from these traditional genre studies a well as the 

aforementioned historical works, by using the dominant narratives uncovered in each as a 

means of entering the third critical conversation regarding the South.  For almost as long 

as there has been a region known as the South, artists and scholars alike have attempted 

to define the culture and the character of the region through their work.  Any work that 

follows in that tradition, then, provides a complex representation of the cultural 

community from which it emerges.  What I am framing as the New Southern Gothic 

drama is no different, and this dissertation seeks to draw, through methods of close 

reading and cultural study, a representation of Southernness that is not bound in the 

tradition and myth of Southern history and Southern literature.  Rather, it seeks to replace 

the fetishization of Southern history and the exoticization usually associated with 

Southern Gothic literature with more complex models of acceptance and community 

better suited to deal with the complex cultural and individual identity negotiations of our 

postmodern society. 

 In articulating this New Southern Gothic mode of representing Southernness, 

certain assumptions and definitions carry over from traditional representations, such as 

the tendency to view Southern identity as forged from an often violent discourse between 

races.  Traditional representations of the South rely on a clear dichotomy between 

different ethnic, racial, and cultural groups, primarily the black/white binary.  In the 

media and history books, the most prominent feature of Southern life is the constant 

conflict between blacks and whites, whether the conflict is over slavery, Jim Crow laws, 

civil rights or clashes over integration and affirmative action.  Of course, it is clear that 

the South is not solely composed of black and white cultures.  Many parts of Florida are 
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shaped by Cuban and Central American influences; Native American presences remain in 

many parts of the South; the Cajun and Bayou cultures of Louisiana reflect a mix unlike 

anywhere else in the world; and an ever-increasing Latino/Latina presence pervades the 

Southeast.  All of these elements complicate the traditional black/white dichotomy on 

which representations of the South are built. 

 For the purpose of this dissertation, I want to recognize the presence of these 

diverse cultures that shape Southernness.  However, in order to avoid a random sampling 

of the many groups that populate the South, I want to concentrate on the traditional 

representations of the South as dominated by the black/white dichotomy.  The New 

Southern Gothic Dramatists that I am focusing on utilize this same dichotomy, but, 

instead of purely replicating it, they reveal its tenuous and constructed nature. By 

disrupting this binary, they demonstrate that the South in any form is made up of the 

interactions and mergings of cultural groups rather than the tensions between them.
4
   

 

Theoretical Underpinnings: What Has Gone Before 

 The conversation concerning Southern culture and identity is one with a long and 

disrupted history.  Since well before the Civil War, Southerners and critics of Southern 

culture have sought to define the South as “different.”  Often, this perception of 

difference came from the outside, defining the South as culturally, economically, and 

socially backward.  These stereotypes persist today in movies ranging from Cold 

Mountain to A Time to Kill to My Cousin Vinny, television situation comedies such as 

Boston Common or The Jeff Foxworthy Show and countless other books, cartoons, and 

advertisements.  Until midway through the twentieth-century, the South was viewed as 

the site of the nation’s largest economic and educational problems, populated by some of 

the most destitute and poverty-stricken people in the country.  However, even with the 

economic and educational standards of the region approaching national norms, one still 

gets the sense that the South contains elements of the exotic, or perhaps primitive,  

                                                
4 The discussion over race relations, generally considered a bygone chapter in the region’s history, has 

recently taken on greater significance as new studies (such as one published by Gary Orfield and John Yun 

for Harvard’s Civil Rights Project in 1999 and the 2002 conference hosted by the same organization) 

suggest that suburban areas, particularly in the southern United States are resegregating in terms of 

community populations and school systems. 
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compared to other regions of the country.  These conditions are readily found in and 

applied to the majority of contemporary culture developed within the Southern region, 

where “outsider” art remains the dominant popular form and terms like “folk” and “rural” 

accompany every Southern art show or literary collection. 

 In other instances, many of which are even more pernicious than any outside 

“othering” that occurs, groups of Southerners defined Southern identity as a way of 

separating themselves from mainstream America.  In 1930, twelve members of the 

Agrarian School of New Criticism associated with Vanderbilt University furthered this 

process by publishing a collection of essays called I’ll Take My Stand: The South and the 

Agrarian Tradition, a major touchstone in the literary development of the South.  In this 

collection, these “Twelve Southerners,” as they came to be known, portrayed the 

Southern community as a harmonious, pastoral utopia whose boundaries were being 

threatened by Northern industrialization (Southerners xix-xxx).  Literary historian Louis 

D. Rubin criticizes the Agrarians for their impractical and distanced conception of the 

South, but praised them for their dedication to the “highest ideals and needs of the 

southern community” (13).  Another literary critic, Paul A. Bové, was not nearly so 

optimistic about the Twelve Southerners’ efforts, contending that their critical approach 

espoused a “cultural amnesia” that ignored the ideological canonization of Southern 

literature and perpetuated a racially and economically divided South (Bové 116). 

 In 1995, another group of twelve Vanderbilt scholars published essays grappling 

with the idea of the “South as an American Problem” (Griffin vii).  This time, the 

definition was much less unified.  Larry Griffin defined the South as a social 

construction, an American “Other” created by mainstream USA to serve as a scapegoat 

for the nation’s educational and economic woes (24-29).  Michael Kreyling extends 

Bové’s critique of Southern Agrarianism to include all conceptions of Southern 

community.  These attempts to “decentralize race and to substitute community” disregard 

the politically constructed nature of any community (Kreyling 253-255).  In these twelve 

essays, Southern culture and community become a multi-faceted and problematic, if not 

impossible, subject of study.  However, each of these essayists joins David Carlton and a 

host of Southern scholars in their “leap of faith regarding the existence of ‘one South,’ 
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one that is distinguishable from the remainder of the United States in significant and 

salient ways” (Carlton 33). 

 These contemporary theorists make clear that any notion of a homogeneous, 

clearly defined Southern community has become precarious in light of advances in 

postmodern studies of community representation.  Understanding that all communities 

are politically potent, imagined constructions (Anderson 5-7), it is tempting to abandon 

the concept entirely.  Conceptions of community that laud pastoral or organic origins, 

such as the one posited by the Twelve Southerners, are hopelessly biased with nostalgic 

re-creation of history.  Equally, communities based on essentialist notions of ethnicity 

and gender have been critiqued for their homogenizing tendencies.  According to George 

E. Marcus, we must dispense with all foundational concepts (such as “community,” 

“history,” and “structure”) if we want to understand the pluralistic and heterogenous flow 

of individuals that compose our global society (309-330).  While extremely useful in 

exposing difference and the colonizing tendencies of many formations of communal, 

national, and even individual identities, the advent and application of this increasingly 

atomistic, or individualistic, conception of community have created a sense of abandon 

and, for many, abandonment.  The work of postmodern and post-structuralist theorists 

such as Fredric Jameson, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida has been invaluable in 

dissecting the hegemonic power structures of historical narrative, cultural standards, 

social disciplines, and even language itself.  However, I experience an increasing 

frustration when I try to find more complex models of putting the pieces back together 

again, personally or communally.  It is not a problem that I alone have experienced. 

 As an answer to this postmodern abandonment, William Corlett’s Community 

Without Unity (1993) and Hoyt L. Edge’s A Constructive Postmodern Perspective on Self 

and Community (1994) seek to build a basis of community within the theories of Derrida 

and Foucault despite the fact that these theories are generally interpreted to preclude any 

sense of collectivism.  Post-modern feminist writings, such as those of Gayatri Spivak (In 

Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics 1987), Donna Haraway (“A Manifesto for 

Cyborgs” 1991), bell hooks (Yearning 1990), and Jill Dolan (The Feminist Critic as 

Spectator 1991) struggle with the after-effects of postmodern critiques of essential 

communities, noting the dire need for unity to resist oppressive and dominating social 
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and political forces.  As hooks notes, “coming to terms with the impact of postmodernism 

for black experience, particularly as it changes our sense of identity, means that we must 

and can rearticulate the basis for collective bonding” (hooks 29).  It is this re-articulation 

of community that is sought in many contemporary academic and political writings, 

developing a stable footing from which to resist domination and effect political change 

atop the “slippery slope” of postmodern atomization.  Additionally, recent scholarly work 

has suggested that theatrical performance can be constructed as a valuable means of 

imagining potential “utopic” communities and mobilizing audiences to begin to enact 

elements of that future.  Jill Dolan’s “Performance, Utopia, and the ‘Utopian 

Performative’” outlines performance modes that encourage such postmodern notions of 

community that move ever toward a utopic view of society. 

 So, in this complex era of fragmented identities is there any purpose or solace in 

continuing to define ourselves as Southerners?  For the purpose of this study I want to 

affirm the notion of Southern community, despite its problematic nature, as a viable 

means of cultural study.  In fact, it is precisely the problematic and constructed qualities 

of Southern community that make this study a strategic tool in analyzing community 

(utopic or otherwise) and developing public exhibitions of culture in festivals or in 

theatrical performance. Once the cultural boundaries of a community are made visible 

through public performance, the limitations and the true potential of such community 

models are revealed, and they become more practical tools for social and political action. 

 

Methodology and Chapter Breakdown 

 The basic methodology of this dissertation relies on the process of close reading, 

literary analysis, and performance studies. However, rather than reading the text of the 

plays in relative aesthetic isolation, elements of their construction are related to larger 

ideological and cultural concerns.  By contextualizing these close readings with specific 

social and cultural trends common to the contemporary South, new conflicts and 

potentials of preserving a sense of regional identity are revealed.  This critical model is 

reaching prominence in current scholarly circles, as suggested by David Román in his 

editorial comment in the October 2000 issue of Theatre Journal.  In this passage, he 

suggests that  
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the interest in close reading seems to me in direct response to recent 

critical attention to the “local.” Paying attention to the specific effects of 

cultural production on diverse and varied populations and observing  

distinct communal endeavors that are engendered by a particular time and 

space – in other words, paying attention to the details of difference – 

serves as a foundation of ethnic and minoritarian studies. (Román v) 

This combination of textual analysis and performance/cultural studies placed within a 

specific cultural context outlines many of the characteristic features of the South.  They 

also point to strategies that New Southern Gothic playwrights are using to create more 

flexible and useful representations of larger communal identities. 

 This dissertation draws upon a number of critical strategies in examining plays 

that achieve this end. Each chapter begins with close readings of involved plays to 

highlight pertinent representations of Southern identity and culture.  Then, these analyses 

are supplemented by performance and cultural context.  Performance reviews and first-

hand accounts of productions will illustrate the techniques used in communal 

performance and evaluate their effectiveness in reaching target audiences.  Finally, these 

performances will be located within the larger cultural and historical context of 

Southernness and the ideological construction of Southern identity. 

 

Production Context 

 In order to clearly frame this methodology, an overview of the social and 

production context in which many of these NSG plays were produced may prove useful.  

All of the representative NSG plays discussed in this dissertation were written within a 

relatively brief time period, between 1994 and 2001 (although A Hole in the Dark was 

not published until 2003.)  Thus they represent a very specific cultural outlook with some 

distinctive characteristic anxieties.  This period of time, particularly in American drama 

and popular culture, was occupied with millennial concerns as the year 2000 approached.  

Many artists and cultural groups underwent identity revisions, perceiving the turnover of 

the millennium as an ending and/or a new beginning.  Many viewed the period as a time 

of apocalypse, a complete overturning of traditional modes of perception, cultures, and 

identities.  Thus it was natural for the South, a region already prone to anxiety over its 
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identity and ready revisions of its cultural and historical representations, to undergo a 

similar revisioning at this time. 

 This period was also one of increased popularity and notice for the region.  For 

the majority of the 1990s, the president and vice-president were both southerners, Bill 

Clinton and Al Gore, respectively.  This period also reflected a political and cultural shift 

from the urban centers of America to the so-called “Heartland.”  Typified by conservative 

politics, country music, strong religious faith, and a simplified view of the world, many 

of the leaders of this shift came from the South.  Newt Gingrich was a powerful political 

example of this shift who led a revolution of conservative politicians and religious figures 

to form a new “moral majority.”  There were even trailer-chic movements in fashion that 

witnessed the return of the tube-top and “Daisy Duke” jean-shorts. 

 Atlanta, the Southern city where most of these plays were produced, also reflected 

this shift.  Thanks in part due to the Olympics, the economic and cultural opportunities 

were increasing, although there was a great deal of concern over how the city and the 

region would be perceived during and after the Games.  While Atlanta increasingly 

reflected the growing ethnic and cultural diversity of the region, the economic and 

political power remained primarily within the white and African-American communities, 

and most media and pop culture representations of the city reflected that binary.   

 I encountered the majority of these plays (only Re-membering Aunt Jemima was 

not a Horizon production or staged reading) through my connection to the Horizon 

Theatre Company, a successful mid-level theatre in existence for over 20 years dedicated 

to producing new plays, particularly new Southern plays.  I worked there for two years as 

the staff literary manager/assistant technical director and have continued to freelance 

there during several summers as a dramaturg working on new plays.  The Horizon 

Theatre space consists of a flexible black-box theatre that seats roughly 200 audience 

members, and they produce 4-5 productions each year as part of their primary season.  In 

the late 1990s, the Horizon began a New South for a New Century festival during the 

summer in which they produced two new Southern works, and workshopped and held 

staged readings of 8-12 other works.  The audience for the primary season at the Horizon 

is largely representative of the typical arts audience in Atlanta – middle aged or older, 

very urban, upper middle class, and many of them are transplants from more Northern 
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and Midwestern cities. However, the New South festival attracts a broader range of ages, 

ethnicities, and regional backgrounds.  In part, this reflects the nature of smaller-scale, 

work-in-progress productions that draw a more focused audience.  However, I believe 

that it is also a product of the Southern audiences’ desire for plays that more accurately 

reflect their perspectives, cultures, and concerns.   Although the Horizon, like all arts 

organizations in Atlanta, continues to struggle economically, they have become an 

acknowledged source of new Southern drama and a recognized contributor to the 

development of Atlanta theatre. 

 

Defining Terms 

A.  South vs. “The South”   

Before launching into this cultural study of the American South, the New 

Southern Gothic, and its theatrical distinctiveness, prudence requires that I provide a 

foundation for defining the singular term, “the South.”
5
  This is no easy task, since 

Southern identity has been debated and contested for as long as the southeastern United 

States have been settled.  However, let me begin by defining what the South is not.  The 

South that I wish to study is not bounded by concrete geographical or cartographical 

boundaries, although there are regional elements of distinctiveness that add to the 

Southern flavor.  The South does not share a continuous, common history despite the fact 

that history and its construction of social and ethnic memory play immensely powerful 

roles in contemporary Southern life.  The South is not a homogeneous cultural 

community, encompassing all members under strict and immutable characteristics. 

 Rather, the South that concerns me here is a strategic political, cultural, economic, 

and social construct.  As Jimmie Lewis Franklin states, “The culture that we now know 

as ‘southern’ was forged through the interactions of African-Americans and whites in the 

region, interactions sometimes hostile in nature, but grounded in the shared experience of 

the land, climate, and agrarian life” (211).  While I question Franklin’s assertion of 

shared experience, particularly in the light of the growing urban and technological 

communities within the Southeast, I applaud his view of culture as forged through racial 

                                                
5 For an extensive outline of the many ways in which Southern identity has been defined, see John Reed’s 

One South, An Ethnic Approach to Regional Culture (1982), particularly his introduction. 
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discourse.  I would also extend his definitions beyond their simple (although historically 

primary) binarism to include the South’s other cultures, such as Hispanic, Asian-

American, French Creole, Native American, and others.  Additionally, the discourse is 

not a solely internal process.  Southern distinctiveness also emerges from the discourse 

between the idea of the South and that of “mainstream” America (Griffin 28). 

 Therefore, the South is clearly a product of many conflicting cultural interactions, 

political maneuvers, performative re-imaginings and literary narratives.  It is a mindset, a 

perception of difference, either real or imagined, from the mainstream culture and history 

of the rest of the nation.  Several critics have talked about the power of “memory” within 

Southern culture and identity.
6
  Cultural manifestations of memory such as tradition, 

family, history, and myth all play an important part in most definitions of Southern 

community.  As Roach has claimed, though, memory is malleable as well, blurred or 

exaggerated through performance to suit contemporary agendas (Cities of the Dead 2-3).  

However, the persistence of the Southern construct and the perpetual re-imagining of its 

identity attest to the power of community representation.  Benedict Anderson discusses 

the power of nations as purely “imagined communities” to bond disparate individuals 

together under a unified sense of purpose, power, and fellowship (7-12).  It is this 

persistence of memory and this potential for community that draws me to the new 

representations of communal identity that are emerging in contemporary Southern drama. 

 

B.  The Southern Gothic: Traditional vs. New  

Perhaps the most distinctive of all Southern literary devices is the Southern 

Gothic.  This typically tragic genre has spanned well over a century of writing in all 

major literary and theatrical forms, ranging form Flannery O’Connor to Tennessee 

Williams to Anne Rice to contemporary novels and films like Midnight in the Garden of 

Good and Evil.  The macabre genre is typified by the mixture of the humorous, absurd, 

and grotesque in a distinctly Southern setting.  Within this genre, the South is often 

portrayed as a region of deep meaning and dark history populated by often hideous 

                                                
6 Joseph Roach places Southern culture in a larger diasporic and evolving process of cultural memory 

preservation and forgetting.  Woodward’s “White Man’s Burden” deals with the crippling power of 

Southern memory, and many other critics draw on the South’s persistence of memory as a basis for its 

continued distinctiveness. 
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characters – a “Darkest America” similar in effect to the narrative creation of “Darkest 

Africa.”  Southern Gothic literature and performance relies on instilling revulsion and 

fear to startle or shock its audience by touching on their own fear and exoticizing 

Southern culture.  The Southern Gothic is the “darkest” core of Southern identity, that 

which the “norm” finds the most primitive and threatening.  However, as the tenacity of 

the genre suggests, this grotesquerie holds some strange sort of fascination with readers 

and authors alike, a grotesquerie that perpetuates primitive representations of the South 

and its culture by continually exoticizing the region. 

 Recently, a trend has emerged among new Southern dramatists that takes the 

fascination with the Southern Gothic one step further.  Rather than capitalize on feelings 

of revulsion or exotic wonder, these playwrights search for a sense of belonging within 

the fictional framework of the Southern Gothic, within the increasingly complex and 

contradictory composition of present-day life.  These playwrights seek not to shock their 

audience through their use of the Southern Gothic, but introduce new models of 

individual and regional identity based on pride and acceptance of the grotesque 

combinations of passion and reason, science and revelation, and the absurd and everyday 

that make up Southern drama and Southern culture.  They cast old traditions and cultural 

formations of the South in a more progressive light, using their fringe status as a means 

of founding communities of difference. 

 This New Southern Gothic is composed of three major elements, each an 

important dramaturgical thread running through the works of the dramatists I will be 

discussing.  The first is a peculiar obsession with tradition and history evidenced in the 

popularity of historical societies and history-based arts in the region that do not remain 

dormant narratives but interact readily with the present and change to suit contemporary 

political and personal agendas.  Secondly, there is a gothic sensibility about identity 

construction, whether it is a racial, sexual, gendered, or communal identity in which 

contradictory elements are combined within a self-critical framework.  This gothic 

sensibility turns the Southern fascination with monstrous or conflicted identities into a 

NSG rallying point for building communities of difference.  Finally, there is a gothic 

mode of perception that combines seemingly oppositional world-views, such as science 

and religion or nature and technology, into an accepted part of society.  While each of 
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these elements is not uniquely Southern by itself, the combination of these three Southern 

Gothic elements with the lived experience of Southernness and the particular traditions 

and memories typically associated with Southern culture do constitute a truly distinctive 

culture within the larger American mainstream. 

 

Strategies of the New Southern Gothic 

Section 1: Gothic History 

The South has a long and troubled obsession with its history that is apparent to 

even a casual observer of the region.  On a personal level, I distinctly remember viewing 

the film, Gone with the Wind in my eighth grade Georgia history class and finding it odd 

that the teacher made no distinction between the fictional tale and the historical accounts 

of the war. In fact, the film was treated as a more authentic version of Southern history 

than the textbooks in many ways.  Such historical revisionism and mythological framing 

is not at all odd to the Southern mindset.  Southern history has been reinvented and 

reinterpreted time and again to serve different political and social agendas, from the Civil 

War to Reconstruction to the unrepentant days of Jim Crow to the pastoral dreams of the 

Twelve Southerners to the contemporary view (or views) of the New South.  Often the 

lines between fiction and fact, narrative and record, embellishment and objectivity are 

blurred into an indistinguishable morass.  Nonetheless, Southerners are also known for 

their devotion to tradition and history, despite its apparent fluctuations.  In the past, such 

a contradiction was no doubt passed off as simple ignorance and cultural amnesia.  

However, as critical theory regarding memory and history becomes more apparent in 

contemporary theatre, it seems that this historical revisionism is performed in a much 

more conscious, critical manner, particularly within the dramatic works of new Southern 

writers.
7
 

In the New Southern Gothic plays of these writers, a complex dynamic arises in 

which historical distance is shattered.  The past becomes an active agent in the present, 

contemporary identities are molded by their historical counterparts, and multiple histories 

are consciously shaped by the present-day identities of the performers.  This simultaneity 

                                                
7 This section draws on Roach’s ideas of performative history, particularly the concepts of memory, 

forgetting, and cultural erasure, located in his book Cities of the Dead (1996) and Hayden White’s views on 

the narrative construction of history found in Tropics of Discourse (1978) and Metahistory (1973). 
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creates a fascinating, often disturbing and disjointed view of personal, cultural, and social 

history that preserves a sense of history and tradition while recognizing and utilizing their 

constructed nature.  In a region fixated with its own history, this self-reflexive manner of 

historical representation is crucial to NSG exhibitions of community.   

Section One of this dissertation outlines three key strategies that NSG playwrights 

employ to bring this gothic history into action within their plays.  These strategies of 

historical simultaneity (discussed in Chapter One’s treatment of Hilly Hicks’ A Hole in 

the Dark), historical contextualization (Chapter Two’s treatment of Shay Youngblood’s 

Square Blues), and historical re-appropriation (Bob Devin Jones’ Uncle Bends: A Home-

Cooked Negro Narrative and Glenda Dickerson and Breena Clarke’s Re-membering Aunt 

Jemima: A Menstrual Show in Chapter Three) will be outlined further in the context of 

their respective NSG plays.  By capitalizing on the power of memory in the framework of 

Southern history, these strategies present a view of history that disrupts the limitations 

imposed on the region by more traditional constructions of history. 

 

Section 2: Gothic Identities 

 Southern identity takes many forms, and each of these forms vies for authenticity 

and political power within cultural representations of the region.  Typically, these stock 

identities divide along color, gender, and class lines.  Traditional images of white 

Southerners are typically drawn from plantation-era stock.  These characters represent the 

tradition and nobility of the Southerner as well as a sense of earthiness, a natural 

innocence in an increasingly industrial and technological age.  Two icons that have their 

roots in this category are the Southern Belle, a direct iconic descendant of Scarlett 

O’Hara, embodying both genteel manners and an undaunted spirit, and the “Good Old 

Boy,” typified by representations that range from Colonel Sanders to the frequent images 

of corrupt politicians bent on nepotism and racist power-hoarding.  On the other side of 

the class line are found white identities of the Cracker, or Southern redneck and White 

Trash families.  From the rusted-out automobiles on blocks in the yard to their near 

incomprehensible Southern accents to their cultural ignorance, these Southerners are  

instantly identifiable as the economically and culturally impoverished remnants of the 

agrarian South.  Although these figures are typically ridiculed or denigrated in popular 
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culture, there is another variation that I have come to call the “redneck noble savage,” an 

individual that seems dirty, backward, and socially inept yet is revealed to possess an 

inner wisdom based on folklore, nature, and religious faith. 

 For African-Americans, plantation era images also still dominate typical Southern 

identity representations.  Despite the fact that slavery has been legally abolished for more 

than a century, the Mammy (the happy, black servant caretaker like Aunt Jemima), Uncle 

Tom (the black man who is considered a traitor because he conspires with whites), and 

the Pickaninny (the typically ignorant, rebellious black child) remain common referents 

in Southern culture.  Contemporary images of African-Americans are changing with 

respect to political power (Martin Luther King, Jr.), class barriers (the idea of the 

Morehouse elite), and cultural presence (the growing Southern rap culture nurtured by 

DefJam South and So So Def studios), but traditional images persist alongside these new 

icons. 

 Even this black/white dichotomy raises questions about how to represent the ever-

changing Southern regional identity.  How does the relatively recent influx of Hispanic-

Americans change our perception of Southernness?  What about the thriving lesbian and 

gay communities growing in Atlanta and other major Southern metropolitan areas?  Can 

agrarian myths even still be associated with Southernness when these metropolitan areas 

are booming with the nation’s fastest growing technology job market? 

 This diversity of stock Southern characters has a historical foundation.  Faced 

time and again with challenges to certain key components of traditional Southern identity 

(e.g., the institution of slavery during the Civil War and Reconstruction, the 

encroachment of industrialization during the plantation era), the South has constantly 

redefined and shifted its identity to remain distinct from mainstream American culture.  

In its food, its literature, and its theatre, the South has consistently redefined itself (or 

been redefined) as an “Other” to the “Self” of America.  This historic process has left the 

South with an overall sense of alienation, a self-imposed exoticization of culture that 

forces the South to constantly define its distinctive identity or be subsumed under 
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mainstream culture.
8
  Thus, many versions of Southern identity stress not only the 

differences that Southerners have from the rest of the country but the difference between 

one group of Southerners and another.  Various factions of Southerners have defined 

themselves against other individuals or groups to the point that the historic Revolutionary 

War motto, “Live free or die,” could easily be revised to fit the region’s identity politics 

as “Live differently or become normal.”  As a result, Southern identity is all too often 

depicted in terms of its component identities.  While this is useful for preserving 

Southern distinctiveness, it fails to create an accurate or useful model of overall Southern 

identity that truly represents the complexity of the region.  Also, this argument, all too 

common with Southern scholars, only increases the exoticization of Southernness 

whether the representation comes from an insider or an outsider perspective. 

 The truth is that Southern identity is more complex than any of these component 

or oppositional identities, despite their persistence in the media and in theatrical 

depictions of Southern culture.  It must seem to an outsider that the South is populated by 

a narrow range of stock characters that regularly appear in the media today.  Instead, I 

would argue, as others have done before, that any attempt to portray Southern identity 

must necessarily be complex and in flux.  In fact, the cultural identity of the region has 

long been shaped by the often violent discourse between its many racial, ethnic, and 

cultural components, and the product of this Southern identity discourse is more flexible 

than any of its component identities.  In the South, both historically and in the present, 

race relations have played a large role in determining the region’s identity.  In the eyes of 

many critics, these racial conflicts are intimately related, if not equated with Southern 

identity (Griffin 14). 

 How then can the South’s discursive diversity be incorporated into theatrical 

representations of Southern culture? This aspect of the NSG mode of representation 

addresses models of communal identity that embrace discursive or oppositional elements 

and the interactions between identity factions as an integral component.  I believe the 

South has had a kernel of this gothic formation of community all along.  The discursive 

diversity that has shaped the region throughout its history can be used to ground such 

                                                
8 While this argument is an unusual version of the “Self/Other” concept, I do think the South often imposes 

this “Otherness” upon itself as a means of clearly defining its difference from the homogenizing 

mainstream. 
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models as potential sites of political action and icons of strategic formation of identity 

despite postmodern fragmentation. 

 Indeed, NSG dramatists are building a dramaturgy of interracial, intercultural 

communication in a distinctly discursive fashion.  In their plays, races, sexualities, 

generations, and political factions vie for the right to define their own brand of 

Southernness.  Within their individual struggles, however, they find a family or 

communal identity that allows them to see resonances between their battles for difference 

and find a potential for belonging and unified action.  These complex communal 

identities make up an integral part of this New Southern Gothic model of identity. 

 As an inspiration for this gothic re-conception of community, this NSG motif 

draws upon Donna Haraway’s ironic, political myth found in “A Manifesto for Cyborgs” 

(1991).  As a response to increasingly essentialized communities within the feminist 

movement (such as that posited by Catherine MacKinnon), Haraway defines an 

alternative means of coalition that does not preclude difference or essentialize 

commonality.  These coalitions are based in a postmodern means of identity negotiation 

symbolized by the cyborg, an individual who combines both technological and biological 

elements and is “not afraid of permanently partial identities and contradictory 

standpoints” (179), finding pleasure in the confusion and discourse between these 

boundaries.  This creates a “profusion of spaces and identities and the permeability of 

boundaries in the personal body and the body politic” that allows for a radical range of 

difference within a larger context of empowerment (194).  While Haraway’s work has 

generally been applied to the contemporary mixture of technology and biology within an 

individual, her work also expands this state of dynamic articulation into a social model, 

which she describes in terms of a political coalition.  While cultural studies and 

communal performance methodologies have done much to advance Haraway’s initial 

concept of the “cyborg,” it still remains a vital metaphor for envisioning complex cultural 

coalitions and communities of difference.  Within the shifting and strategic coalition, the 

cyborg community, different voices and cultural perspectives are encouraged to thrive 

while recognizing their connection to a larger context. 

 The image of the cyborg also seems appropriate for a “gothic” conceptualization 

of culture and community.  Just as Haraway’s myth of the cyborg represents potentials 
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for larger revisionings of communal and political action, the gothic individual or 

character embodies the cultural potential of bringing together a diverse community under 

a single representation.  By mixing seemingly contradictory elements (like man and 

machine), the cyborg becomes stronger, just as the gothic individual/community becomes 

stronger by recognizing the integral interactions of its own contradictory elements.  The 

gothic/cyborg community realizes its oppositional and historically contingent nature and 

revels in its confusion of boundaries while taking responsibility for the construction of 

those boundaries (154).  It is a flexible tool for creating the definitions of community, 

reflexively analyzing the effectiveness and relevance of those definitions, and constantly 

revising them to suit the ever-changing flux of a dynamic cultural community. 

 Section Two articulates two practical strategies employed by NSG playwrights to 

build such contradictory identities as the basis for creating such flexible communities.  

Steve Murray’s plays, Cupid’s Bones and This Passion Thing, disrupt TSG notions of 

identity through direct confrontation and a centering of the monstrous, respectively.  The 

former, outlined in Chapter Four, brings traditional and contemporary identities into a 

state of confrontation so that the constructedness of such identities is revealed and the 

potentials of discourse between these identities can be explored.  The latter, discussed in 

Chapter Five, reverses the process of alienation and exoticization typically used in 

representing Southerness, thus creating more flexible boundaries of inclusion and dealing 

with difference in communal identities. 

 

Section 3: Gothic Perspectives 

 Previously, I mentioned that an integral part of Southern identity is a ready 

acceptance of the contradictory and oppositional nature of personal and communal 

identity.  The same condition has often been applied to a Southern way of perceiving the 

world.  Commonly, terms like “stolid,” “earthy,” or “primitive” have been used to 

describe the Southern mind, and it is true that traditional Southerners can often seem 

fixed in their ways.  However, a strong undercurrent of folklore and mysticism runs 

through Southern culture, a spiritual focus that often contradicts the practical, earthy 

attitudes typically ascribed to Southerners.  Appalachian Southerners (among others) are 

represented as closer to nature, more knowledgeable about animals, herb lore, and the 
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natural order of existence.  African-American Southerners are often depicted as spiritual 

folk, whether it be through their hearty endorsement of Christianity or the persistence of 

African-based myths and religions or some gothic combination of the two.  Even genteel 

Southern planters and politicians are characterizes as possessing a special common-sense 

wisdom that values lived experience over education and simple truths over ambiguity. 

 The Traditional Southern Gothic form has always hinted at this split between 

perceived and actual reality.  Beneath the exterior of normality and gentility in such 

works, a mysterious darkness lurks.  A certain element of “quirkiness” or “otherness” 

creeps into almost every tale about Southern family, community or culture.  This 

Southern quirkiness has been co-opted into the works of prominent dramatists, who rely 

on the tensions between the gothic extremes to elevate the deeper psychological and 

social conflicts that they write about, as in Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, or to provide 

a comic distinctiveness to their characters, as in Henley’s Crimes of the Heart.
9
  No doubt 

this fringe element could be discussed in terms of a primitive element of Southern 

culture, a tenacious clinging to tradition and outmoded conceptions.  Yet New Southern 

Gothic drama tends not to alienate these othered elements.  There is a sense that these 

elements are more Southern than traditionally mainstream identities, or, at least, that it 

takes both the “normal” and the “other” working in conjunction to create Southern 

culture and community. 

 Yet how does a culture so steeped in folklore, mysticism, and accepted 

“otherness” fit into our contemporary age of technological advancement, postmodern 

fragmentation, and cultural commercialization and globalization?  Is it an outmoded and 

primitive construction of Southern history that must be cast aside for any conception of a 

twenty-first-century Southerner?  It seems that a number of contemporary Southern 

dramatists do not believe that it is necessary to throw out the belle with the bath water.  In 

fact, several even seem to argue that the Southern tendency to combine opposing beliefs 

and perceptions in their daily lives make them more suited to deal with a world in which 

science and religion seem more like each other every day and cultural identities become 

                                                
9 Take Brick’s homosexuality as an example of the monstrous otherness contrasted with the “typical” 

family structure and heterosexual desires of Maggie.  There is also the symbol of Big Daddy’s cancer, the 

illness eating away at the façade of normalcy that the family tries to maintain.  In Crimes, Babe’s innocence 

and social decorum are comically contrasted with the stark violence of her murder. 
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more and more complex.  Artistically and intellectually, these NSG works offer other 

postmodern cultures a fertile field of experimentation in forming communities of 

difference, representing alternative modes of perception and existence working within a 

larger cultural context of Southernness and cultural belonging. 

 Section Three presents two contradictory perspectives that are strategically useful 

in constructing such communities.  The first of these (Spirit/Science), discussed in 

Chapter Six, points to the split between faith-based and rational perceptions of the world. 

Elizabeth Dewberry’s play, Four Joans and a Fire-Eater in which characters struggle to 

find meaning in their lives and relationships despite the contradictory nature of 

contemporary life.  This play’s opposition also heightens the need for careful strategic 

constructions of communal identity.  The last chapter, Chapter Seven, discusses Shay 

Youngblood’s Talking Bones, and the strategies its characters use to strike the necessary 

balance between freedom and responsibility, an opposition crucial to the self-reflexive 

construction of communities.  In the play, this opposition (Freedom/Responsibility) is 

incorporated into a family structure that bridges the worlds of spiritual and corporeal 

reality and suggests similar contradictory constructions that NSG could employ to take 

effect in the world outside theatres. 

  

Southern Gothic Foil, or With the IOC as our Witness, We Will Never Host the 

Olympics Again 

 In order to see how these three elements (Gothic History, Gothic Identities, and 

Gothic Perceptions) manifest themselves in cultural representations of the South I want to 

discuss the NSG’s predecessor, the Traditional Southern Gothic (TSG) and its associated 

mode of cultural representation that have dominated Southern culture for generations.  

This will provide a basis from which to discuss the NSG and the increased flexibility and 

potential of these new forms of communal and cultural representation.  Although the 

South has taken on many cultural identities, I believe that popular current constructions 

of this shifting region have fallen into a restrictive pattern due to their reliance on these 

TSG tendencies.  These traditional modes of representing the South and Southernness no 

longer fit the reality of the contemporary South, and, in fact, they often cast it falsely in 

terms of restrictive and racist concepts of the region’s conflicted history. 
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I do not take up this critique of Southern tradition in an attempt to set up a false 

binary opposition or simplistic foil or to suggest that the positive aspects of traditional 

Southern culture should be thrown out with the negative.  Rather, I think that the New 

Southern Gothic draws heavily on the beneficial aspects of the region's tradition and 

sense of deeply rooted history.  Therefore, the New Southern Gothic is necessarily in 

constant dialogue with its traditional predecessor.  The two work together to create a 

sense of history combined with a postmodern sense of shifting strategic alliances.  This 

introductory contrast will also provide a historical foundation for this study and a 

theoretical justification for why the New Southern Gothic represents a much needed 

progressive outlook on the culture and community of the South. 

 As an opening exploration of the Traditional Southern Gothic, I turn to a 

relatively recent articulation of Southern cultural identity - the 1996 Olympic Games and 

the associated Olympic Arts Festival that accompanied the Games.  These Games marked 

the beginning of my critical fascination with the region known as the South.
10

  While I 

admired the Olympics' attempt to represent the diverse traditions and culture of the 

region, I felt that it fell short of its attempt to provide a unifying regional identity for the 

South.  Like most public festivals, the Olympics revealed a great deal about the cultural 

tensions and flashpoints that lie beneath the genteel facade of Southern culture.  And also 

like many cultural festivals, the Olympic Games attempted to represent the complexities 

of the region through marketing icons - powerful, dramatic distillations of culture.   

 

Olympic Fires: The Iconic Discourse of Contemporary Southernness 

 The South has long held a volatile relationship with the element of fire.  In today's 

media and pop culture, the region is commonly branded with images of burning crosses 

and churches.  During the Civil War, General Sherman's march to Savannah razed a 

swath of the southeastern United States, including the city of Atlanta, to the ground.   

Almost a century later, social tensions fanned the flames of race relations in the southern 

states, resulting in Civil Rights riots and cultural clashes that threatened to tear the region 

apart again.  However, the South also has a long tradition of rebuilding a cultural and 

                                                
10 During the Games, I worked on one of the Olympic Arts Festival theatrical offerings, the Horizon 

Theatre Company’s production of Lynda Barry’s The Good Times are Killing Me.  In addition, I was 

contracted as a reviewer of the other theatrical productions associated with the games for Southern Theatre. 
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communal identity from these ashes of conflict, earning one of its most prominent cities, 

Atlanta, the pseudonym of the "Phoenix" city. 

 Thus, when the International Olympic Committee announced that its torch was to 

be passed to the city of Atlanta in 1996, a great deal of conjecture and concern 

surrounded the proposal.  Would the torch and its accompanying flames of nationalism 

and community pride serve as a glorious defining moment for the American South?  Or 

would its fire only cast a revealing light on the continuing social, economic, and cultural 

problems of the southeastern states?  With the eyes of the nation and, indeed, the world 

focused on the region, the Olympic planners, led by the Atlanta Committee for the 

Olympic Games (ACOG), found themselves performing roles ranging from cultural 

blacksmiths ready to forge a new Southern identity, to worried firemen standing by to 

douse the flames of criticism with a deluge of commercial diplomacy. 

 So in approaching the Cultural Olympiad that accompanied the Games, ACOG 

planners attempted to present a celebration of Southern culture and community without 

sparking the potentially flammable social and cultural fabric of the region.  The Cultural 

Olympiad itself spanned more than three years of festivals and exhibitions throughout the 

southeastern United States, which culminated in the nine week Olympic Arts Festival 

(OAF) that ran concurrently with the Atlanta Games.  From the glitzy opening 

ceremonies to the Southern Crossroads street festival, the OAF was designed to 

"showcase the American South as it is today - a vibrant, culturally diverse region that 

celebrates its traditions while boldly embracing and articulating the concepts that shape 

our world" (ACOG, Program 1), a project that attempted to cast the entire region in a 

manner acceptable to participants and outside observers alike.  In walking that fine line of 

cultural acceptance, the Olympic representation found itself bound between its stated 

dedication to the diversity and radical individuality of the South and a totalizing, 

homogenizing tendency designed to quell the aforementioned fires.  This festival 

discourse, like many other cultural struggles that take place on national or international 

scale, was embodied in the cultural and media icons that represent the opposing sides.  

During the Atlanta Games, officially sanctioned mascots struggled with the more 

disruptive icons of Southern history, revealing the tenuous nature of the Olympic's 
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totalizing project and highlighting the dangers of the Traditional Southern Gothic mode 

of representation. 

 Three of the many proposed icons of Southern culture, past and present, 

illustrated this ideological struggle over cultural and communal identity.
11

  The 

“Phoenix,” drawn from Atlanta's previously mentioned nickname, the Southern trickster 

figure of Brer Rabbit, and the newly created, computer-generated “Whatizzit” were each 

presented as potential mascots for the Atlanta Games.  In the Olympic drama that 

captivated media attention world-wide, these three icons served as a focus for the 

discourse of a developing identity of the modern South. The first two of these icons, Brer 

Rabbit and the Phoenix, represented an opportunity to break the traditional mold of 

Southern representation and offer the world a newer, more forward-thinking image of 

Southern culture that represents a New Southern Gothic approach.  The latter, Whatizzit, 

took a Traditional Southern Gothic approach, focusing on and fixing certain Southern 

qualities and traditions to the point that Southern culture was reduced to its lowest 

common stereotypical elements.  As a region that is often caught in between its tradition-

bound interest in history and a progressive move towards the future, the South's identity 

depends on recognizing difference within the community and encouraging dialogue 

between those disparate cultures that make up that community.  Therefore, this struggle 

over the selection of Southern icons proved central to the Olympics’ attempt to represent 

Southern culture and the diversity of that region. 

 The first Olympic icon, the Phoenix, was a mythical bird depicted as rising from 

the ashes, persevering beyond its own fiery death.  The connection between the Phoenix 

and the South was born in the fires that have historically shaped the region and that the 

ACOG planners tried desperately to control.  However, it also represents the positive 

advances that the South has made in its long history of racial, economic, and political 

strife.  The Phoenix embodies the progressive persistence of Southern culture, rising from 

the ashes of conflict to form a new identity.  The identity of the South is a product of 

strife, with a history that needs to be acknowledged and incorporated into its self-image, 

                                                
11 The following were three of the many mascots/icons that were proposed before the Games.  For a further 

look at the mascot selection process, see Melissa Turner’s “The Marketing of …Izzy: Mascot Contenders 

Ranged From a Fox to a ‘Peachnut’” (1993).  I selected these particular mascots for their critical potential 

and relationship to Southern culture and history. 
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not ignored.  Unfortunately, the Phoenix was not selected as the Olympic mascot, as it 

can only be assumed that planners were afraid that it might call too much attention to this 

history of racial and cultural conflicts in Southern history. 

 Brer Rabbit, the Southern trickster figure from the Joel Chandler Harris' Uncle 

Remus tales, was also discussed as a potential mascot.  It, too, was passed over by the 

ACOG planners because of the problematic racial tensions bound to Brer Rabbit's 

creation and literary history.  However, his presence made a significant impact on the 

Games, lurking just beneath the surface, calling attention to the complex character of 

Southern culture.  The trickster emerged in subtle ways, disrupting the totalizing, 

homogenizing responses to the Olympic by refusing to be incorporated, keeping the 

ongoing, productive conflicts of the South in view.  These disruptive tendencies 

highlighted the tenuous nature of any fixed construction of culture and loudly argue for a 

more flexible approach to cultural representation where these disruptive voices are 

encouraged and used to mold cultural identity.  Several of these disruptions will be 

discussed later in the introduction, but their potential could have been heightened had this 

icon been selected as a mascot. 

 The third icon, appropriately named Whatizzit, was selected as the 1996 Olympic 

mascot, and had absolutely no bearing on anything Southern, or any other culture for that 

matter. Called Izzy for short, the computer-generated, cartoonish mascot (see Figure 1.1 

below) was described by Olympic reviewers as "a neutered, slug-like" creature.  In fact, 

he was little more than a media pastiche, incorporating the Olympic rings into his 

amorphous body as rings about his tail and above his eyes and named through a contest 

of elementary school children. 
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Figure 1.1  Whatizzit, or Izzy 

 

Izzy was a choice that reflected no controversy, but it also completely negated any 

possible association with the Olympic goal of representing the modern South, other than 

to suggest that the region has become as technologically dependent as the rest of the 

nation.  Also, by choosing an icon divorced from a Southern tradition, Izzy was incapable 

of representing any of the charged racial and economic problems still facing the South.  

He was the ultimate "safe" choice, a hollow, referent-less cultural pastiche that sold plush 

toys and led parades without making any clear statement of identity or politics.  In fact, 

his mere presence attempted to control the potentially disruptive Southern voices of the 

Phoenix and Brer Rabbit.  Izzy's power is that of oppressive silence and 

disempowerment. 

 Unlike the conflicts that sparked the earlier reconceptions of Southern identity, 

such as those following the Civil War and the race riots of the 1960s, ACOG officials and 

planners chose a less confrontational foundation for the new South in the form of Izzy.  

Almost every element of the Cultural Olympiad stressed a politically correct 

representation of the region's troubled history.  Instead of grappling with many of the 

racial, socio-economic, and cultural problems that characterize this region, it attempted to 

present an image of the South as "a model of interracial regional harmony that had 

transcended its racially tragic past" (Applebome 24).  According to the Press Information 

Packet, one of the primary goals from the mission statement of the Cultural Olympiad 

was to present the "rich and extraordinarily diverse cultural experiences of Atlanta, the 
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State of Georgia, and the American South" (ACOG, Press Packet 3).  However, this 

endeavor was too often passed over in favor of a homogenized, innocuous 

characterization of diversity, a cultural approach Coco Fusco has termed “happy 

multiculturalism” (145).
12

  An excellent example of this disparity can be seen in the 

selection of theatrical works for the Olympic Arts Festival to be presented concurrently 

with the Games in Atlanta listed in the table below.  These shows highlighted racial 

divides, cultural anxieties over the “outsider” status of Southern art, and the oppositional 

relationship of the region to the rest of the nation.  Like Izzy, these productions 

suppressed any practical discussion over the faults and potentials of the region.  Taking 

the safe approach in both cases made the OAF offerings as relevant to the South as a cute 

plush doll. 

 

Table 1.1  Theatrical Productions of the Olympic Arts Festival 

Title Author Producing Theatre 

Dealer’s Choice Patrick Marber Royal National Theatre of Great Britain 

Small Lives/Big Dreams Anne Bogart & 

Tadashi Suzuki 

Saratoga International Theatre Institute 

Lizard Dennis Covington Alabama Shakespeare Festival 

Blues for an Alabama 

Sky 

Pearl Cleage Alliance Theatre Company 

The Good Times are 

Killing Me 

Lynda Barry Horizon Theatre Company 

When the World Was 

Green 

Joseph Chaikin & 

Sam Shepard 

Seven Stages 

The Last Night of 

Ballyhoo 

Alfred Uhry Alliance Theater Company 

Blue Monk Robert Earl Price Seven Stages 

Ali Geoffrey C. Ewing 

& Graydon Royce 

John Houseman Theater Company 

Harmony Ain’t Easy David Thomas ART Station 

Hip 2: Birth of the Boom Thomas W. Jones, II Jomandi Productions 

The Harvey Milk Show Dan Pruitt & Patrick 

Hutchison 

Actor’s Express 

                                                
12 Fusco notes that this “politically correct” approach to multiculturalism actually disguises a hidden 
colonizing tendency, by setting up “acceptable” limits and categories of racial and ethnic difference. She 

claims that “[r]edefining these ‘affinities’ with the primitive, the traditional, and the exotic has become an 

increasingly delicate issue as more artists of color enter the sphere of the ‘avant-garde.’ What may be 

‘liberating’ and ‘transgressive’ identification for Europeans and Euro-Americans is already a symbol of 

entrapment within an imposed stereotype for Others” (150). 
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Homogenization of Diversity: For Gothic Identities, Too Many Cooks Spoil the Soup 

 Issues of racial, sexual, and cultural diversity dominated the theatrical 

presentations of the OAF.  In the South, both historically and in the present, race relations 

have played a large role in determining the region's identity.  From plantation slavery to 

the Civil War to the Civil Rights movement, the discourse between white southerners and 

southern African-Americans was played out with greater urgency and visibility in the 

southeast than in the rest of the United States.  Current political and cultural debates, such 

as the controversy over the Confederate flag, the song "Dixie," and other traditional 

Southern images, often divide over racial lines.  In the eyes of many critics, these racial 

conflicts are intimately related to, if not equated with Southern identity (Griffin 14).  

These racial divides and inherent conflicts were all too accurately articulated in the 

selection of theatrical productions showcased in the 1996 Olympic Arts Festival.   

 To the OAF, Atlanta's flagship theatre, the Alliance, contributed two shows 

intended to highlight the racial and ethnic diversity of the region, Pearl Cleage's Blues for 

an Alabama Sky and Alfred Uhry's The Last Night of Ballyhoo.  Set in Harlem in the 

1930s, Blues chronicled the everyday lives of African-Americans who fought to realize 

their hopes and dreams in a period when national attention was focused on black leaders 

like Margaret Sanger, Adam Clayton Powell, and Marcus Garvey.  Ballyhoo examined 

the conflict and prejudicial relations between Atlanta's assimilated German Jews and the 

orthodox Jews of Russia and Eastern Europe in 1939.  Both shows, in their own fashion, 

examined the ways in which cultural identities have been formed throughout Southern 

history in the African-American and Jewish communities.   

 What is intriguing for a reading of Southern community is that these pieces dealt 

primarily with a single cultural perspective.  In fact, such a singular perspective was 

typical of the majority of OAF productions.  Jomandi remounted their production of Hip 

2: Birth of the Boom which dealt with the experiences of African-American men in 

contemporary urban situations.  Actor's Express' The Harvey Milk Show concentrated on 

gay male society in San Francisco during the 1980s.  Harmony Ain't Easy at ART Station 

reflected the traditionally white, rural folk traditions of Southern culture.  Each of these 

productions took one diverse culture or community and presented it as an integral, yet 
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primarily independent, part of the larger Southern culture and community.  In doing so, 

these productions revealed that Southern culture is nothing if not diverse.   

 However, it is not solely diversity that makes up the community of the South.  In 

fact, by stressing the diversity of the disparate elements of Southern community, the OAF 

created the appearance of a multiplicity of distinct and independent "Souths."  This 

accentuated difference echoed the historical rhetoric of segregation and separation, 

ignoring the progressive educational opportunity of discourse between cultures.  In fact, 

this representation of Southern identity fetishized each of the races and ethnicities that 

constitute its diversity by fixing their identity outside of the larger sphere of cultural 

interaction that shapes the region.
13

 

 The OAF theatrical productions presented only a single work that stressed a 

discourse between cultures, breaking the segregated fetishism of race relations.  

Ironically, this came from Seattle playwright and comic-strip author Linda Barry's The 

Good Times are Killing Me presented at the Horizon Theatre Company.  Although 

written about Barry's childhood experience in Seattle, the piece was easily transferred to 

the South, with its history of strained race relations and forced integration.  The play 

takes place during the 1960s, in the midst of the civil rights era.  Through the model of a 

developing friendship between two young girls, one white and one African-American, 

The Good Times contemplates the nature of intercultural exchange in the South and, as 

Co-Artistic Director Lisa Adler posits,  "how the seeds of racism are planted by our 

innocent remarks and fertilized by the pressures of growing up" (qtd in ACOG, Program 

37).  The Horizon adaptation of the play portrays a neighborhood where two different 

Southern communities co-exist, even if it is the forced co-existence of school integration.  

The production consciously celebrated the traditions and boundaries of each community 

while using the differences between the two to open a dialogue.  Through this 

conversation, the challenges of dealing with difference are revealed on levels ranging 

from individual to  

                                                
13 The concepts of "fetish" and "fetishism" are drawn from Homi Bhabha's work, "Of Mimicry and Man: 

The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse" found in The Location of Culture (1994).  The process of 
fetishization is an attempt to fix cultural and political meanings or identities within a larger colonial agenda.  

Within this project, the fetishes are emptied of meaning, transferred only as an insubstantial symbol of 

political and ideological discourse.  That is not to say they are not without great power, for colonial 

discourse relies on the widespread acceptance and belief in these fetishes as truth, whether it is in a cultural, 

social, or historical context. 
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communal.  However, the play ultimately ends on a hopeful note, not because it offers a 

quick and easy solution to the political and social problems of difference, but because the 

conversation between the two cultures creates a potential community based on dialogue 

and understanding - if only for the span of a childhood.  Though the play shows the fiery 

nature of race relations in the South, its closing song looks forward to an "Uncloudy Day" 

when the Phoenix can rise out of this conflict with a new understanding of difference.  

However, it was the only show that held this stance while accepting and presenting the 

difficulty of the struggle involved.  

 

Gothic History: Oral Southern History Fixation 

 If segregated diversity was the central theme of the OAF, then historical concerns 

provided the context in which the themes were played out.  Of the twelve theatrical 

productions which comprised a large part of the OAF, over half were set in an earlier 

period (Lizard, Ballyhoo, Blues, and Good Times) or concerned historical figures and 

events (Harvey Milk, Ali, When the World was Green, and Blue Monk.)  Others, such as 

Harmony Ain't Easy, invoked the cultural heritage of story-telling by adapting traditional 

Southern author and story-teller Ferroll Sams' work for the stage.   In this collection of 

productions, the Southern tradition of historical fascination and re-creation quickly 

becomes apparent.  Although most of these productions deal with a particularly volatile 

moment of Southern history, they have very little bearing on the contemporary South that 

the Olympic organizers sought to represent to the international community.  Instead, 

distanced by their historical perspectives, these productions implied that their racial and 

political problems belong to a long-ago South.  In a naive parody of the Phoenix, this 

image of the contemporary South has risen above these problems and now soars as a 

reformed, refined and culturally harmonious society.  Of course, as any cursory perusal of 

Atlanta newspapers or television reveals, this is simply not the case.  Like segregation, 

these productions' historical natures further the fetishization project as well by fixing 

these integral Southern characteristics long in the past. 

 What could account for this fetishizing tendency in the Olympic planners?  What 

made cultural dialogue and conflict so threatening to a representation of Southern 

identity?  The over-protective safety of Izzy provides a clue to the answer.  An 
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overwhelming sense of anxiety permeated the Atlanta Olympics.  Media reports from all 

over the world used phrases like, "When the world comes to Atlanta," "the eyes of the 

world are focused on the South," and "Atlanta's burning again."
14

  From almost every 

perspective, the South once again became an "Other" to the "Self" of America and the 

larger international community.  In response, there was concern from within the Southern 

community that Atlanta, and the South as a whole, acquits itself capably in the eyes of the 

international community. So there was a great deal at stake for the Southern community 

as a relatively new technological and commercial center to define itself in a manner 

acceptable to the international gaze. 

 

Gothic Perspectives and Perceptions: An Outside-In View of the South 

 The idea of the South as an American "other" also added a great deal of pressure 

when it came to the Olympic representation of the South.  It was very clear throughout 

the planning and execution of the Olympics that these were the South's Games, even 

Atlanta's Games.  Despite the fact that the OAF offerings covered a range of national and 

international perspectives, the media reduced this diversity to a primarily Southern 

representation. Unlike many earlier Olympics that were associated with a national 

identity, there appeared to be a tacit agreement that these Games did not belong to the 

United States as a whole.  Typically, the Olympics are a matter of national pride and are 

associated with nations rather than regions.  The South was left to succeed or fail on its 

own, and a great deal of the derogatory criticism both before and after the Games came 

from United States media sources outside the South.
15

  No matter the outcome, the South 

was completely separate from America as a whole - a contemporary secession not 

necessarily born in choice. 

  The Cultural Olympiad also evidenced a great deal of anxiety about what 

constitutes Southern culture, reflected in their secondary mission statements. Aside from 

the presentation of a Southern identity, another goal of the Olympic planners seemed to 

                                                
14 For such examples, see Peter Applebome’s “The South Struggle to Define Itself” (NYT 1996), Patti 
Hartigan’s “Atlanta Debates its Scarlett Past” (Boston Globe 1996), Paul Goldberger’s “Atlanta is Burning” 

(NYT Magazine 1996), and Mark Lawson’s “Welcome to the City of Flames” (New Statesman1996). 
15 For example, see Alice Dembner’s Boston Globe article, “As Host, Atlanta Takes a Bronze; 

Commercialism, Planning Glitches Mar Olympian Effort” that, like numerous others, tried to rank the 

Atlanta Games from an outside perspective. 
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be an educational project designed to make up for a perceived cultural deficiency in the 

American South.  In rhetoric that echoes imperialistic perceptions of "primitive" cultures, 

the second and third goals listed in the Olympic Press Packet claim that the Cultural 

Olympiad is designed to "2.  To present Southern audiences a variety of distinguished 

international artists" and "3.  To develop local, regional, and international relationships 

among artists and audiences and leave behind an expanded vision through which Atlanta 

may be recognized as an international center of innovative arts, culture and 

entertainment"   (ACOG, Press Packet 3).  Throughout the festival presentations, there 

was the sense that Southern culture was connected with folk art, primitive art, or popular 

art.  Recognized external art, typified by the phrase "distinguished international artists," 

was displayed as "high" art that the South lacks.  According to the Olympic planners, 

both audiences and artists need exposure to "true" forms of art in order to develop their 

own culture.  Again, looking to the productions selected for the theatrical presentations of 

the OAF, it is clearly apparent that Atlanta and Southern productions were given less 

press and selected for smaller venues while works like the Royal National Theatre's 

Dealer's Choice and the Joseph Chaikin/Sam Shepard premiere, When the World Was 

Green, were the primary focus of the OAF.
16

  And despite the third goal, an attempt to 

bring recognition to Atlanta as a recognized international center of culture, most of this 

culture was represented according to traditional Southern perspectives.  For instance, 

representative displays of regional art were presented at the Southern Crossroads festival, 

a self-described combination of Elivs, Gone With the Wind, line dancing, and barbeque 

(ACOG, Program 28).  Other displays of Southern culture, such as “Souls Grown Deep,” 

“From the Rearguard to the Vanguard,” and the “Southern Marketplace” that displayed 

wares from a rural Mississippi quilt cooperative, a maker of pine needle baskets, and 

primitive potters, were juxtaposed with international artists and displays of Olympic 

history.  So while the stated goal of the Olympic planners may have been to showcase the 

international standard of Southern culture, their choices all too often reflected the 

“outsider” and “folk” status of the region’s arts.  The overall representation of regional 

culture that emerged during the Cultural Olympiad was caught between a form based in 

                                                
16 These productions received top billing in the OAF program and played among the larger Atlanta venues, 

such as the Alliance Theatre and the 14th St. Playhouse. 
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the deep, but historically bound, traditions of the region and a perception of these artists 

as quaint, but unlearned and underdeveloped in comparison to the international standard. 

 So the South was constantly created, revised, fetishized, and marginalized both 

from within and without as planners, artists, and critics alike tried to conceive a viable 

Southern identity without falling prey to the internal disruptions and anxieties that 

surrounded the Atlanta Olympics.  However, these obvious discontinuities within the 

totalizing project kept erupting, breaking the attempt at seamless homogeneity and 

neutered safety.  At each interruption the ACOG planners attempted to control the 

situation by disguising or hiding elements that did not meet with their project.  However, 

each attempt only mired them further in Brer Rabbit's tar baby of Southern resistance.  

The more they struggled, the more disparities got mired in the tar and remained visible. 

At a parade accompanying a leg of the Olympic Torch's route to Atlanta, protests broke 

out when the Torch was accompanied by antebellum-costumed Southern belles and 

Confederate soldiers.  During the Games, a re-enactment of a Civil War battle was 

canceled due to protest.  Even hotter debates broke out surrounding the Georgia state flag 

which continues to bear the emblem of the Confederate States.  Several reviewers 

focused on these and similar events as "battlelines" and "flashpoints" of Southern history 

and culture.
17

  In each of the above examples, incidents or emblems excited the 

traditional Southern discourse of conflict between the races.  While these events were 

treated as disruptions of undesirable Southern qualities, when cast in the light of Brer 

Rabbit’s trickster nature, they could also have served as valuable loci of debate regarding 

Southernness. 

 

Towards an Understanding of Traditional Southern Gothicism: The Fundamentals 

of Fetishism 

 It is intriguing that each of these previous examples of Southern culture (Southern 

Identities, Histories, and Perceptions) primarily draws upon one period of history, the 

period directly preceding or coinciding with the American Civil War.  Like the iconic 

                                                
17 See Peter Applebome’s article that claims “At these Games, battle lines have been drawn over history 

and culture” (NYT 1996) and Jill Sabulis 1996 AJC article that highlights several examples of the region 

dealing with historical conflicts ranging from Civil War re-enactments to several major corporations 

removing even the term “antebellum” from their sponsored events. 
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movie, Gone with the Wind, these nineteenth-century images seem to stand in for 

Southern identity in media and cultural representations.  It is almost as though the South 

were caught in the historical bond of its charged past, with little or no chance of escape.  

However, the contemporary South is, for the most part, nothing like the South of 

antebellum times.  Ladies do not dance about in hoop skirts, men do not drawl about the 

war of Northern aggression, and Scarlet O'Hara does not stand above the ashes of 

Atlanta, swearing that she "will never go hungry again."   

 Nevertheless, these images remain dominant in Southern representations.  Is this a 

form of Bhabha's cultural mimicry?  Are the belles and confederates mocking their 

history and showing its insubstantiality?  Or does this represent a form of cultural 

nostalgia, a fetishized view of tradition that has been created and perpetuated by the 

media and consumed and repeated by a typically white, upper or middle class public who 

wish to return to a time of political and cultural power?  Unfortunately, the latter seems to 

be the most obvious answer, for the Civil War re-enactments and antebellum parades 

have few parodic elements.  Instead, they are treated and protected with the utmost 

reverence, ignoring the racially and politically charged elements of these traditions. 

These tendencies also reflect a project of cultural forgetting, a process that Joseph Roach 

outlines as the restoration of behaviors which result in the regulation of cultural memory 

that reify or overlook certain historical figures and events in an effort to validate 

conceptions of a particular community for its members (Cities of the Dead 73-78). 

 The debate and protest of these events were particularly vociferous, no doubt due 

to the increased attention and anxiety that accompanied the Olympics.  If there were any 

counter-rhetoric offered to the totalizing process of Southern identity, it seems likely that 

it would have been found in the debate.  However, the opposition to these Southern 

constructions also rang particularly hollow.  Typically these debates broke along racial 

lines, with majority white groups supporting the images while African-American groups 

opposed them.  This model binds both sides in an inescapable dialectic of racial and 

ethnic difference.  Instead of discussing the ideas bound up with the representations and 

looking for other forces that might be more interested in preserving this dialectic, most 

groups choose to remain in an either/or conflict.  The representations either exist or they 
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should be completely removed, but there is no real discussion about ways to reinterpret 

these historical images for contemporary time and contemporary politics.   

 Unfortunately, these strategies too often result in people choosing to ignore issues 

rather than treat them sufficiently.  During the Olympics, the Civil War re-enactors were 

allowed to march in the parade, but only once they removed the term antebellum from 

their title, effectively dehistoricizing their representation and distancing it from any 

charged racial issues.  The Georgia state flag (which continues to spark heated debates 

about Southern culture long after the Olympics left) was taken down along the route of 

the Olympic Torch.  Then the flag was returned to the flag poles as soon as the torch had 

passed.  Most groups opposed to the flag claimed that it was fine for private ceremonies 

but that it should not be flown for public ceremonies due to the painful memories of 

racial conflict.
18

  Again, these strategies only attempt to ignore that the problems ever 

existed.  A more productive choice would have been to use the emblems as markers of 

racial conflicts that have been overcome and battles that have been fought, so that the 

South is not dragged over the same difficult ground again and again.  This was obviously 

not the view of the Olympic planners, as they too chose the safe route of feigned 

ignorance and repression instead of acceptance and illumination.  The neutered power of 

Izzy struck again, razing the briar patch of Brer Rabbit's potential disruptions with the 

fires of cultural diplomacy.  Eventually, almost all of the disruptive aspects were 

subsumed under the fetishizing, placating, disempowering influence of this paragon of 

safety. 

 

Commercialization of Culture: Southern Culture on Sale 

 What was the ultimate force behind this totalizing, homogenizing project?  What 

group had the most at stake in presenting a safe image of the South?  Let us look at a final 

set of icons that were even more common during the Atlanta Olympics: the emblems of 

the Games' commercial sponsors.  One could not go anywhere within the city limits 

without constantly being confronted by images of Coca-Cola, Swatch (the official watch 

                                                
18 I am not suggesting that political offensiveness is a necessary characteristic of challenging cultural 

identities.  However, given the choice between presenting offensive cultural elements in a context that 

encourages debate is more productive than removing all offensive elements from view in an attempt to 

create a bland, homogeneous regional view. 
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of the Olympics), AT&T, and the many other commercial organizations that sponsored 

every event, item, and structure remotely connected with the Olympics.  Perhaps the 

criticism leveled at the Atlanta Olympics - that they were fueled purely by economic and 

corporate initiatives - was not as specious as it sounded at the time.  It was absolutely 

crucial to these corporations that these Games come off without a hitch and that the South 

be shown as a reformed region ready to accept international economic and cultural 

expansion.  In keeping with Atlanta's other nickname, "The City Too Busy to Hate," the 

South must be seen as a Phoenix that has risen from the ashes of its troubled past.  

However, instead of a representation of Southern identity that dealt with the region's 

particular problems and potential, what rose above the fires that still surge within the 

South was the "neutered, slug-like" monolith of Izzy, a capitalistic creation of politically-

correct pastiche. 

 

Summation of Traditional Southern Gothic 

 Whatever the commercial motives of this Olympic enterprise, this is but a single 

example of how the Traditional Southern Gothic proves too limited to provide a model 

that encompasses the diversity and positive aspects of a long-suffering cultural region.  

Of course, there are other moments when the South has had to redefine its character in 

moments of crisis, but this moment in 1996 was both recent and very vivid in my 

memory as I began my research.  Due to its widespread media coverage, it is also a 

relatively familiar perspective on Southern culture.   

This section has outlined three key areas of inquiry: Gothic History, Gothic 

Identities, and Gothic Perspectives.  These are the same three areas that will be used to 

outline the New Southern Gothic model of Southern representation in the following 

chapters.  Each section will also include a brief discussion of how the Traditional 

Southern Gothic limits the construction of a contemporary Southern identity.  However, a 

brief summation to accompany the Olympic example may help to set the stage for further 

inquiry.  The following table and paragraphs present the primary qualities and differences 

between the TSG and the NSG. 
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Table 1.2: Traditional Southern Gothic Qualities/New Southern Gothic Revisions 

 TSG NSG 

Gothic History Tradition-bound, fixed in 

historical periods, culture, 

and characterizations 

Tradition-based, flexibly 

moves from period to 

period, selectively 

interpreting and revising 

historical traditions 

Gothic Identity Iconic, monolithic, 

repetition of mythic 

stereotypes as a means of 

fixing stable identities 

Fluid, self-reflexive, draws 

on myths and icons as a 

means of illuminating 

contemporary discourse 

and modeling flexible 

identities 

Gothic Perspectives Dark, exotic, aberrant, 

utilized as a means of 

establishing the fringe 

distinctiveness of Southern 

culture and community 

from mainstream America, 

homogenizing 

Dark, exotic, aberrant, but 

utilized as a means of 

recognizing internal 

difference, building 

community despite 

complexity of identity, 

unity through diversity 

Overall View Fixed to the point of 

fetishization, struggle for 

stability 

Constant formation and 

destabilization, struggle to 

create discourse as a basis 

for community 

 

TSG History 

 Perhaps one of the most obvious characteristics of the TSG model of representing 

Southernness as evidenced during the Olympic Games was its obsession with history.  Of 

course, the South is a region fixated upon its own history, so this is not surprising.  Any 

representation of the South has to incorporate the region’s cult of history and history 

worship.  However, the TSG mode puts the historical before the contemporary.  Like an 

awkward form of nostalgia or a historical scab-picking, most contemporary 

representations of Southernness dwell completely in the past, particularly in the bleaker 

elements of Southern history like the Civil War, slavery, and segregation.  These 

representations do not consider how the past influences the present.  Instead, they project 

the overwhelming sense that this is a region obsessed with trying to return to its past – 

however glorious or inglorious that past may be. 

 Thus, when cultural festivals such as the OAF or theatrical companies decide to 

produce a representation of Southernness, they are all too often bound up in this historical 
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fixation.  Very few contemporary Southern playwrights have enjoyed steady production 

on American stages.  Instead, theatre producers regularly select playwrights like 

Tennessee Williams whose writing, while amazing for its time, says very little about the 

problems facing the contemporary South.  Even those few contemporary Southern 

playwrights who have managed some critical success (Beth Henley and Romulus Linney, 

to name two) write plays about Southern historical periods or characters that are heavily 

influenced by Southern history.  In contemporary movies, as well, there are few 

representations of the contemporary South, as film after film depicts the South during the 

Civil War (Cold Mountain in 2003), the Civil Rights Movement (Mississippi Burning in 

1988), or in a “land outside of time” like Appalachia (Deliverance in 1972).  

Unfortunately for most people outside the South, this theatrical and pop culture trend 

means that the South will always be cast as a historically fixated and backward cultural 

region under the TSG model of Southern representation. 

 

TSG Identity 

 Another disturbing aspect of the Olympics was its representation of Southern 

identity.  These international games offered an opportunity to present the nation, and the 

rest of the world, with a contemporary view of Southernness.  Instead, the predominant 

choices in both the dramatic offerings of the OAF and the larger cultural events 

surrounding the games reverted to traditional images of historical Southerners.  They also 

chose happy multiculturalism over discourse, stressing the differences that make up 

Southernness rather than the sometimes cooperative, sometimes combative discourse 

between races, classes, and other identity groups that make up the contemporary South. 

 This TSG model is too often repeated in the realm of Southern theatre and other 

mainstream representations of Southernness.  When characters are created or selected to 

represent the South, one rarely encounters a contemporary Southerner.  Instead, Southern 

belles, Confederate soldiers, slaves and slave owners, and other historical Southern 

identities dominate the cultural representations of the region.  Even if the image is 

relatively modern or updated, the characters are typically portrayed as slightly out of 

synch with the rest of the world – a bit backward and folksy.  Thus, Southern identities 

are generally thrust to the fringe of societal norms, always slightly off-center and 
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aberrant.  While this has the advantage of providing distinctiveness for Southerners, it has 

two primary negative impacts on contemporary representations of the South.  First, it 

fixes identities in a historical period largely unlike the present day.  Individuals, 

particularly minorities, are limited in their selection of role models if they want to claim 

Southern heritage.  Antebellum and Civil War identities have little to offer contemporary 

Southerners.  Secondly, by continually choosing to place Southern identities at (or 

beyond) the fringe of normalcy, Southerners are cast as second-class citizens, culturally 

and ideologically.  This means that Southern art, politics, and culture as well as Southern 

identities will always be viewed as backward.  Southern art will always be folk art; 

Southern politics will always be viewed through the good-old boy frame of reference, and 

Southern identities will always be just a little too monstrous to accept as models of true 

culture and community. 

 

TSG Perspectives 

Finally, the OAF also perpetuated the perception of the South as an exotic land, 

whose culture is somehow mysterious and primitive.  For example, the OAF planners felt 

an apparent need to interject “high” art through the productions staged by the Royal 

National Theatre of Great Britain and the Saratoga International Theater Institute to 

compensate for the “folksy” nature of Southern art.  A number of the other shows 

(namely Harmony Ain’t Easy and Lizard) also drew upon primitive regional stereotypes 

to cast the region as a complex, contradictory mix of redneck culture and folk wisdom.   

Soon after the Civil War and the ensuing Reconstruction, a number of artists and 

literary critics sought to define Southern culture through their work.  They picked up on 

the gothic genre because they felt that it reflected some of the complexity and inherent 

darkness of the South and its populace.  One key idea that these Southern authors took 

from their gothic predecessors was the acceptance of contradictory combinations as an 

integral part of life.  Just as Frankenstein’s monster is a man-made creature who is 

seemingly more human than the people of the village, the Southerner who hears the 

voices of his ancestors or knows the magical healing power of herbs is more essentially 

Southern than the average resident of a Southern state.  The gothic ideas of the rebellious 

monster or the noble savage became rallying points for defining Southern distinctiveness, 



  

 

44

and the mysterious nature of the land and of the human psyche explored in gothic 

literature became touchstones for preserving the myths and traditions of Southern culture.  

The TSG and the NSG both still draw on this inherent quirkiness and oppositional 

construction of reality that makes up this Southern Gothic perspective.  However, how 

they choose to represent this perspective to their audience differs greatly. 

Within the TSG mode of representation, the South is often portrayed as a region 

of deep meaning and dark history populated by absurd, humorous, and often hideous 

characters.  In these works, contradictory elements are combined to reinforce the 

monstrous nature of the South and the cultural inhabitants of that region.  Southerners 

have some dark mysterious quality, whether it is a chthonic connection to the land, a 

mystical connection to their ancestors or another plane of existence, or they harbor some 

dark secret (homosexuality, mixed-race heritage, or a monstrous relative) like a skeleton 

in their closet.  Whatever the case, these Southern qualities are vaguely threatening to the 

more mainstream perceptions of contemporary audiences.  And in almost every case, 

these contradictory Southern qualities are dragged out to unsettle the audience before 

they are swept back under the carpet at the end of the play.  Like Frankenstein’s monster 

who creates disturbing questions about the nature of humanity, these unsettling aspects of 

the Southern mindset must be set adrift on an ice floe beyond the fringes of “normal” 

society. 

The NSG treatment of this oppositional perspective reverses the process.  

Although it will be explained more fully in Section III, in short, the NSG recovers the 

oppositional nature of the South in order to create a broader, more flexible sense of 

community.  Instead of trying to disguise or repress these vast differences that make up 

the region, NSG playwrights revel in the region’s diversity.  The South is represented as a 

place of magic and a place of earthy reality, a culture of hospitality and hate, religion and 

science, practical and mythic, all at the same time.  However, rather than using this 

approach to distance the South from mainstream America, I believe that what these 

playwrights offer is a more complex view of community that accepts its constituents’ 

diversity while still providing a stable base from which to celebrate commonality and 

take political and social action.  In this manner, these playwrights are opening up a new 
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view of Southernness that recovers it from that realm of “Otherness” and presents it as a 

potential model for building postmodern communities of difference. 

 

Overview and Conclusion: NSG Dreams to Realities 

 The three central sections of the dissertation outline seven key strategies of the 

New Southern Gothic that fall into the categories of History, Identity, and Perspective.  

Each chapter of the dissertation corresponds to one of these strategies as listed in the 

table below. 

 

Table 1:3 New Southern Gothic Strategies by Section and Chapter 

Section Chapter Strategy 

Section I: Gothic History Chapter One Historical Simultaneity 

 Chapter Two Historical Contextualization 

 Chapter Three Historical Re-appropriation 

Section II: Gothic Identity Chapter Four Direct Confrontation 

 Chapter Five Centering the Monstrous 

Section III: Gothic Perspective Chapter Six Spirit/Science 

 Chapter Seven Freedom/Responsibility 

 

The term “strategy” in these chapters is intentional.  It implies action, and the conclusion 

of this dissertation will look to several key areas that the NSG strategies can be 

implemented.  First, as this dissertation is partially geared toward encouraging new 

approaches to Southern (and regional) playwrighting, it will take into consideration 

several of the key NSG components’ impact on contemporary playwrights and encourage 

the future use of these strategies. 

 Second, as a means of spreading these plays and the NSG motif, the strategies 

will be applied to regional and educational theatres.  This part of the conclusion will 

demonstrate how these theatres can continue to draw on the popular and distinctive 

Southern tradition without constantly resorting to the Southern dramatic canon, whose 

plays have lost some of their connection to the present day.  Encouraging the production 
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of NSG playwrights re-invigorates Southern drama and adds some forgotten voices to a 

multi-racial, multi-vocal region. 

 And finally, this re-invigoration can also take place on a social and cultural scale.  

With regards to the national obsession with race and racial difference, the New Southern 

Gothic mode of perception might also prove useful.  Almost one hundred years after W. 

E. B. du Bois claimed that the South was a fertile field for the study of race and race 

relations (187-188), and after all of the advances and setbacks in understanding the nature 

of race and prejudice, the South and its art still have something to offer the debate.  While 

the popular media seem fixated on images of Southerners consumed with racism and 

prejudice, the works of Elizabeth Dewberry, Shay Youngblood, and the other NSG 

dramatists all suggest that the Southern mode of perception incorporates a lived 

experience of the complexity of race relations.  While racial tensions remain strong in the 

South, race and difference remain a critical part of everyday Southern life and culture.  

The conversation has changed greatly since du Bois’ time, but the field remains as fertile 

as ever. 

 Atop this fertile field, the conclusion will also point to some far-reaching impacts 

of the NSG.  The NSG model of community building is one that can be transported 

beyond the Southern region.  While the particulars of the NSG firmly root it in the 

Southern tradition and character, the strategies it employs for bridging the distances 

between historical periods and different individuals are applicable in many other arenas. 

NSG methods of critically and reflexively using history, identity, and regional 

perspectives to build communities of difference and strategic coalitions move audiences 

of many backgrounds toward a utopic view of community.  While this utopia may never 

be achieved, the NSG suggests that elements of communal cooperation and action are 

realizable and, in fact, decrease the sense of isolation and alienation brought about by 

living in an increasingly postmodern world.  My colleagues have often called me a 

“Postmodern Pollyanna” for my optimism in the face of complexity, but I, like the New 

Southern Gothic plays, dream of a community made stronger through the inclusion of 

many differences, many voices, and many regional identities. 
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SECTION I 

GONE WITH THE WIND BUT NOT FORGOTTEN, OR WHAT HAPPENS 

WHEN DIXIE WHISTLES BACK? 

 

The South and the gothic literary genre share a common obsession with the past.  

In gothic novels and drama, the settings tend to be ancient castles set on even older moors 

haunted by yet older spirits.  Gothic characters are generally upright or noble figures with 

dark and mysterious secrets hidden in their past.  The discovery of that mysterious past 

and its impact on the present makes up the arc of traditional gothic literature.  In many 

representations, the Southern region holds that same reverence for ancient ties to land, 

and many people claim that the Southern character is derived primarily from its peoples’ 

close ties to their agrarian roots.  Southern literature and culture also revel in dark old 

family secrets and the anxieties that result from trying to bury those secrets out of sight.  

Representations of the South always draw on the region’s varied history with a mixture of 

fascination, admiration, and revulsion - much like the complex combination of emotions 

found in the gothic genre. 

However, there is a distinct difference between the traditional gothic genre’s 

approach to history and that found in the South.  While the gothic genre sets out to upset 

stagnant Romantic notions of society and individuals, the Southern use of gothic conceits 

becomes a defense mechanism to perceived threats to its regional and cultural 

distinctiveness.  Jeffrey Cox and others claim that the gothic obsession with dark and 

mysterious pasts exploits the social anxieties of eighteenth and nineteenth-century 

European culture in order to rebel against the dominant romantic sensibilities that shaped 

the literature and social structure of that period (Cox 6-8).  “The Gothic is an attempt to 

thematize exactly those features that resist containment within the various explanatory 

systems and contextualizations of the main novelistic tradition” (7).  As such, gothic 

drama has great revolutionary potential to look beyond the constraints of history and 

explode its basis for upholding present ideologies and beliefs.  It is an obsession with the 
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past and history that acts directly on the lives and actions of the characters in the present 

moment.  History always returns - typically to haunt gothic heroes and heroines.  It can 

not be hidden; it can not be repressed.  It always breaks out when the characters least 

expect it, exploding the comfortable confines of their present lives. 

Traditionally, the Southern obsession with history has little of those gothic 

revolutionary qualities.  Instead, the South retreats nostalgically into its history as a basis 

for defining its cultural and social difference from the American norm. What strikes me 

as fascinating (and disturbing) is that this nostalgic retreat seems quite localized.  

Representations of Southern identity almost always draw on antebellum plantation 

culture and ideologies from the period just before or during the American Civil War. 

What has proved most enduring as a cultural (as well as political and 

economic) benchmark is the Civil War, so that all things southern are 

southern by their reference to that event.  Certainly the Civil War 

continues to serve as a cultural root paradigm in celebration and 

commemoration of identities, both uniting and dividing southerners. (Ray 

2) 

Arjun Appadurai and Michel Rolph-Trouillot posit that certain “gate-keeping concepts” 

or “theoretical metonyms” often impede novel and thorough investigations of a particular 

region (Appadurai 356-361).  While their studies respectively focus on the caste system 

in India and honor and shame in the Mediterranean region, these concepts mirror the 

Southern fixation on the Civil War, acting as theoretical simplifiers and ahistorical means 

of bounding the object of study (Trouillot 21-23).  These representations of the 

antebellum South endlessly recycle the same myths, icons, and beliefs to lend a cultural 

consistency to the Southern identity.  Unlike the traditional gothic’s revolutionary 

intentions, the fixed nature of Southern representations lessens their revolutionary power 

and makes them ill-suited to deal with the complexities of present-day issues of 

postmodern racism and modes of representing a community of difference like the South. 

The work of the New Southern Gothic playwrights seeks to restore the 

revolutionary nature of the gothic genre to these representations of the South.  In these 

plays, a complex dynamic arises in which the fixed nature of historical distance is 

shattered.  The past becomes an active agent in the present (via historical simultaneity), 
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contemporary identities are molded by their historical counterparts (historical 

contextualization), and multiple histories are consciously shaped by the present-day 

identities of the performers (historical re-appropriation).  This dynamic creates a 

fascinating, often disturbing and disjointed view of personal, cultural, and social history 

that preserves a sense of history and tradition while recognizing and utilizing their 

constructed nature.  This self-reflexive manner of historical representation is crucial to 

New Southern Gothic exhibitions of community.   

This introductory section explores the Southern historical dynamic by first 

identifying and exploring the cultural potential of traditional images of the South.  Then it 

delves into the persistence of such myths and the cultural and social reasons behind their 

persistence, and the problems and potentials of this persistence will be compared.  

Finally, it outlines three primary strategies that NSG playwrights are using to overcome 

the problems and maximize the potentials of a strategic reconstruction of Southern 

history.  These three strategies will be fully explored in the following chapters. 

Through the work of Hilly Hicks, namely A Hole in the Dark, the fixed distance 

between past and present is shattered by bringing the two into a necessary dialogue.  This 

historical simultaneity (Strategy #1) upsets the contemporary equilibrium of race 

relations in the South, re-members historic cultural and racial erasures, and explores the 

inextricable links between history and new forms of Southern communal identity.  

Another strategy, of historical contextualization (Strategy #2), is detailed in Talking 

Bones and Square Blues, two plays by Shay Youngblood.  These plays bring historically 

isolated cultural elements together by finding resonances or common ground across 

generational lines to contextualize their individual struggles with the long and troubled 

history of Southern race relations.  This creates a model of community based in extended 

family that recognizes similarities as well as differences for the purpose of unified 

political or social action.  The final strategy explored in this section is that of historical 

re-appropriation (Strategy #3).  In plays like Bob Devin Jones’ Uncle Bends: A Home-

Cooked Negro Narrative and Breena Clark and Glenda Dickerson’s Re/membering Aunt 

Jemima: A Menstrual Show, maligned representations of Southern African-American 

identities are reinterpreted and reinvigorated as positive cultural images or rallying points 

for resistance and action. 
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Persistence of Mythology 

Consistently, the dominant myths and icons that emerge from Southern history 

fall into three primary categories: 1) the antebellum Southern belle and her accompanying 

milieu, 2) chthonic images derived from the agrarian roots of the South, and 3) fire 

imagery representing the incessant political and social struggles over race relations that 

have threatened to consume the region.  There are other common Southern symbols, but 

these three seem to appear most often in the dramatic literature of the South and in larger 

cultural representations such as those that surrounded the 1996 Olympic Games in 

Atlanta. 

The first, the Southern Belle, is probably most commonly represented by the 

character of Scarlett O’Hara, from Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind.
 1
  

Throughout the South, one finds many small Scarlett or Gone with the Wind museums 

cropping up in small communities.  There are numerous Tara subdivisions, strip malls, 

and apartment complexes named after Scarlett’s plantation spread across the South.  The 

movie and its archetypal Southern Belle have become an institution in defining Southern 

character and history.  Of course, Scarlett and her ilk represent a much larger cultural 

milieu.  This antebellum/plantation culture is typified by its high ideals, such as gentility, 

its fortitude, and its perseverance through hardship (e.g., “The South will rise again!”).  

These victorious noble sufferers are natural icons for Southerners to hold on to.  The 

Belle represents the unassailable idealism of white Southern culture, holding on to her 

class and her grace despite repeated physical attacks, social denigration, and accusations 

of racism.  Akin to the icon of the Belle is an archetypal cultural movement of rising from 

the ashes like the Phoenix, rediscovering nobility amidst denigration, maintaining 

distinction despite repeated attempts at assimilation through cultural reconstruction.  The 

Belle is a symbol of Southern pride and perseverance.  However, it has some severe 

limitations that will be explored later in the section. 

                                                
1 Although what is interesting about the Southern co-opting of Scarlett as an upper-class, cultured belle is 

that her familial origins are actually working class.  Therefore, not only is Southern history re-written, but 

the fictional historical narratives that serve as modern day cultural representations of that history have also 

been revised to serve contemporary cultural needs. 
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The second category of Southern icons concerns the region’s deep-rooted 

connection to the land.  Generations of nineteenth and early twentieth-century critics and 

scholars have claimed that the Southern character was shaped by the fertility of the land, 

the crops that grew out of it, and the sweltering climate that reigns in the region.
2
  From 

the semi-aristocratic planters to the lowly sharecropper to the contemporary pick-up truck 

driving Southern redneck, the traditional Southerner is generally portrayed as close to the 

land.  Southern authors idealize these figures in their writing, finding a simple nobility 

and cultural purity in their agrarian roots.  This resulted in the rural/urban dichotomy that 

was so popular in early to mid-twentieth-century Southern literature, wherein urban 

characters were presented as bogged down in the needless complexity and dirty 

conditions of their city life, while their rural counterparts were presented as morally and 

psychologically pure, not bogged down by the filth of city life.  These characters embody 

and revere common-sense wisdom as opposed to book learning or high culture, clear 

values of right and wrong, and earthy simplicity in their relationships and their lifestyle.  

They are what I have come to term the “redneck noble savage,” as they are often 

presented in the deepest, darkest parts of the South.  In the past 20-30 years, they have 

been presented as the last members of a dying noble breed, beset by encroaching 

urbanization and Northern assimilationism.  However, these characters typically have 

something noble and simple to offer refugees from modern city life, such as the urban 

doctor who finds a cure for his arthritis during a chance encounter with a back-woods 

root doctor in Harmony Ain’t Easy.  Another pop culture example can be found in the 

movie, My Cousin Vinny that draws upon the broadest Southern stereotypes, but they 

teach the brash Joe Pesci character to honor the traditions and hospitality of Southern 

culture.  Again, these representations provide something noble and distinctive for a 

beleaguered Southern culture to latch on to again and again as the need arises. 

 

Why do these particular icons/myths persist? 

Myths and mythical figures in the South tend to be fixed, unquestioned, even 

fetishized into semi-religious icons.  Typically, these myths are drawn from a very 

                                                
2 See the Twelve Southerners’ I’ll Take My Stand (1930) for one of the most prominent and lasting 

examples of this agrarian view. 
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specific period of time and culture - the plantation culture of the Antebellum South.  Even 

though, for all practical purposes, the South has long since moved beyond that period, it 

remains the dominant historical paradigm by which all Southern cultural incarnations are 

measured.  The South has undergone Reconstruction, Segregation, Civil Rights riots and 

victories, and, in the past 20-30 years, a rapid emergence of economic and technological 

strength that has surpassed most other regions of the country.  Yet as recently as 1996, 

when the Olympic Games came to Atlanta, representations of Southern culture have 

fallen back on the traditions of the Antebellum South to forge a distinctive cultural 

identity. 

Historian John Franklin claims that the fetishization of Southern history, culture, 

and community through redefinition has become a traditional defense mechanism 

employed by literary authors and scholars, museum curators, and the developers of public 

cultural festivals as a response to a number of different political and cultural critiques of 

the region throughout its troubled history.  He traces this strategic reconstruction of 

Southern history to pre-Civil War separatist propaganda, demonstrating how historians 

relied on myths and legends to perpetuate a system of servitude and minimize the 

disparities of the region.  As a result, a “cult of history” emerged after the South’s 

Reconstruction dedicated to “win with the pen what they failed to win with the sword” 

(7).  Manifesting itself in numerous historical societies, re-enactments, festivals, and sites 

throughout the southeastern United States, this zealous historical reification has become 

an unavoidable presence in everyday life in the South (Franklin 5-12).  Almost every 

small town has their own museum, historical society, or festival recounting the lives and 

livelihoods of their Southern ancestors.  Civil War re-enactments, regional fairs, and 

Southern music festivals draw people from all over the South to celebrate their common 

heritage and culture.  This same deep-rooted sense of history and tradition permeates 

Southern literature from canonical favorites like Faulkner and Welty to more 

contemporary writers like Ferroll Sams and Fred Chappell.  

Southern culture remains rooted in the past as a means of giving itself a fixed 

identity that can withstand the test of time.  This fixity also provides a sense of historical 

continuity for a region which faces incessant changes and threats to its identity.  Perhaps 

this is why so few contemporary counterparts have been created to represent the South.  
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There was, of course, Izzy, the neutered, slug-like mascot of the 1996 Olympics.  

Country and Southern Rock musicians, like Lynard Skynard, Travis Tritt, and others 

have also attempted to shape new identities of pride and distinction for the region, 

although many of these also hearken back to the same nostalgic return to historical ideals 

and agrarian simplicity.
3
  However, none of these contemporary alternatives have 

managed to usurp the power and persistence of the three primary categories listed earlier.  

As time moves on and the South becomes more complex, these nostalgic icons become 

less flexible in dealing with complex cultural change and less able to deal with the 

contemporary problems plaguing the region. 

 

The Problem with Persistence, or “I don’t know nothin’ about birthin’ no 

postmodernity, Miss Scarlett.”   

Fortunately, the South is no longer the South of antebellum times and, for good or 

ill, the region has moved beyond its agrarian roots in the face of increasing urbanization 

and technological equality with the rest of the nation.  Yet the culture and icons of that 

historical moment persist in modern cultural representations.  However, there are 

numerous drawbacks to this iconic persistence, including their historical distance, their 

fetishized nature, and their perpetuation of the perception of the South as an antiquated 

and quaint region.  They also promote C. Vann Woodward’s “White Man’s Burden”
4
 - 

the cultural guilt over the South’s racially troubled past which obsesses numerous critics 

and authors of Southern culture.   

First, these representations are distanced historically.  So while Southerners may 

revere or emulate their antebellum cultural ancestors, fictionalized historical characters 

                                                
3 For example, take songs like Thank God I’m a Country Boy by John Denver, Sweet Home Alabama by 

Lynard Skynard, I’ve Got Friends in Low Places by Garth Brooks, Dixie Land Delight by Randy Travis, 

and Tobacco Road by John Loudermilk.  All of these representations locate Southern identity clearly in a 

historical narrative, clinging to tradition and rejecting modernization, casting their subjects (Southerners) as 

poor, but humble “folk” who embody a pure form of non-material simplicity.  Several, notably including, 

Sweet Home Alabama, include defensive stances adopted against what are perceived as Northern or 

mainstream American perceptions (in this case, from Neil Young.) 
4 This concept is articulated by Woodward in his 1960 work, The Burden of Southern History.  In the book 
(as in much of his work) he attempted to shift the view of Southern history away from the agrarian 

narratives to which it was most often connected.  Instead, he proposed that Southern history since the Civil 

War is an ongoing negotiation of white guilt regarding African-American slavery, a guilt that has crippled 

many attempts at race relations and promoted cultural separation and erasure of the African-American 

presence in the region. 
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offer few concrete solutions to the complex problems of identity politics and 

representation that face contemporary society.  Either representations of primarily white 

plantation culture evoke the troubled race and class relations and the violence that, for 

many years, threatened to tear the South apart, or they tend to downplay or romanticize 

race relations as a thing of the past.  Certain factions of Southern culture may feel pride in 

the perseverance of Scarlett O’Hara and other representations of the noble plantation 

class.  However, these icons completely exclude vast minority cultures from both that 

period and today.  The conflict over the persistence of the Confederate flag as a symbol 

in various state flags (in South Carolina and Georgia, most recently) crystallizes this 

problem most clearly.
5
  For some few, the flag is a time-honored symbol of a great 

culture and a struggle for cultural distinction.  For many others, however, the Confederate 

flag remains a symbol of a period of Southern history when slavery was prevalent, 

society was clearly delineated by economic class lines, and cultural power remained in 

the hands of a select few.  Needless to say, the flag is an important part of Southern 

heritage, but set outside of any critical context, the representation only serves to highlight 

the region’s racial tensions, rather than ameliorating them. 

Secondly, as these historic icons and narratives persist, they become increasingly 

less flexible and more idealized.  Those members of the culture who are best served by 

these distanced histories preserve them with a desperate fervor.  As the world changes 

around them, they attempt to fix their empowering icons and preserve their apparent 

purity.  It is here that the danger behind these cultural representations becomes most 

apparent.  In his work, The Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha claims, “An important 

feature of colonial discourse is its dependence on the concept of ‘fixity’ in the ideological 

construction of otherness.”  This fixity embodies both the connotation of “rigidity and an 

unchanging order as well as disorder, degeneracy and daemonic repetition” (66).  

Although his arguments are directed toward the colonizing techniques of imperialistic 

cultures, I believe they apply as directly to the dominant culture of the South.  After all, 

the South as a region has undergone two colonial periods: the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries when it was colonized by European nations and the recolonization that occurred 

                                                
5 In 2004, the Georgia State flag is once again becoming a major political topic as groups of lobbyists 

around the state push for the flag issue to be placed on the November 2004 ballots. 



 

 

55

after the Civil War.  Certain elements in the Southern community have long perceived 

themselves as victims of Northern imperialism, or Reconstruction, and the fixity of these 

ideological constructions is particularly appealing to these members of a Southern culture 

who wish to retain their distinctiveness.  The latter aspects of this fixity, the “disorder, 

degeneracy and daemonic,” sound particularly gothic and will be explored in greater 

detail in the coming section on the potentials available because of the Southern 

persistence of history. 

However, Bhabha continues, as these constructions become fixed in nature, they 

become fetishized, treated with a reverential awe by the factions of culture that they 

empower.  It is necessary, therefore, that these factions do everything they can to protect 

the representations of these constructions.  However, the more fixed these representations 

become, the more fragile they become and the more cracks appear in the plaster saints of 

the South.  For a symbol to truly serve as a cultural icon, it must remain flexible.  As 

Scarlett and her culture move further into the realm of fetish, they are less able to 

represent the complex, ever-changing nature of contemporary society.   

A third problem with the persistence of these representations stems from this very 

fixity.  Their unchanging, rigid nature lends an element of ridiculousness to Southern 

culture.  When the South chooses to showcase itself, as it did in the 1996 Olympic 

Games, by trotting out belles in hoop skirts, Mark Twain look-alikes, and Confederate 

officers, it casts the South in an antiquated light.   The same thing happens when 

outsiders only view the South through pop culture representations like the short-lived 

soap opera Savannah with its melodramatic Southern drawls, the down-home wisdom 

and constant racial problems of In the Heat of the Night, or the comic ignorance of the 

rural Southerner characters in Boston Common.  At best, these make the South appear 

quaint and quirky.  At worst, however, the limited range of Southern representations casts 

the South as a region trapped in a nostalgic past, unable to overcome its past trials and 

live in the cultural present.  No doubt to many, the South seems to be the true “Land That 

Time Forgot.”   

Finally, another problem with using Southern history as a basis for cultural 

representations can be found in Woodward’s critique of the “White Man’s Burden.”  This 

guilt over slavery has resulted in years of white denial and historical manipulation meant 
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to absolve or reduce the “burden” typically associated with white Southerners.  Intentions 

aside, this process has resulted in a Southern African-American presence that has 

continually been suppressed or pushed to the fringes to reduce any feelings of guilt that it 

might evoke.  This certainly lessens the visibility and the political agency of the African-

American Southerner and it has often been used to disguise an imperializing tendency 

among certain white Southerners.  It also severely limits any potential for inter-racial, 

inter-cultural communication, a necessary component of any Southern community that 

has begun to move beyond its troubled history.   

 

Potentials of Persistence, or You Don’t Have to Throw Out the Belle with the 

Bathwater 

However, there is a positive potential bound up in the persistence of these 

historical representations as well.  I am not suggesting that the South needs to completely 

forget or erase its historical connection.  On the contrary, I believe that the greatest 

potential for flexible, self-reflexive representations of Southern identity lies in a more 

creative, gothic utilization of the Southern fascination with history.  For one thing, the 

fixed, fetishized nature of Southern icons is already quite fragile and easily 

deconstructed.  In many ways, the region is past due for a redefinition as the current 

representation of the South has long been stagnant and anachronistic.  For another, the 

South is already well-versed in the strategic reconstruction of its identity in response to 

social or cultural challenges.  Once we understand how regional identity is constructed, 

transmitted, and perpetuated, those same techniques can be combined with a critical, self-

reflexive perspective to make the South a model of regional representation. 

Homi Bhabha’s concept of fixity points out a possible avenue of exploitation in 

the South’s fetishized history.  The very nature of fixed icons and the stereotypes that 

extend from them contains a potential for ambivalent readings.  The icons themselves are 

not necessarily good or bad, nor are they powerful or powerless (66-70).  However, when 

they are continually invested with power by building pop culture and media 

representations of the region atop them, they become powerful.  They also become 

negative when they remain uninterrogated, seemingly monolithic icons of Southernness.  

These icons represent the discourses and processes by which cultural power is gathered 
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and preserved, and they can be consciously exploited by anyone with a venue for cultural 

performance. 

The gothic genre, which has the power to command just such a stage in the South, 

relies on disrupting the facade of normalcy in society by revealing that which is 

disorderly, degenerate, and daemonic, or supernatural - those aforementioned darker 

aspects of Bhabha’s fixity.  The gothic has the potential to deconstruct the icons of 

Southern history, without destroying them.  Rather than just breaking with Southern 

tradition and the distinctive characteristics of the TSG, the New Southern Gothic points 

out ways in which this mythic past and its icons can be re-interpreted or restructured to 

disrupt the stranglehold that the South’s history has over its own cultural representations.
6
  

This is the potential that the New Southern Gothic playwrights are using to their 

advantage, challenging the dominant narratives of Southern history in order to tell their 

own story or rewrite them into more fluid, flexible forms that are better suited to deal 

with the complexities of identity and society today. 

                                                
6 This approach does not suggest a historical relativism in which the very real, very horrific elements of 
Southern history are glossed over or conveniently forgotten.  Rather, they are contextualized and revised in 

such a way that their influence on Southern culture today is explored in further depth than most TSG 

treatments of history.  This work also attempts to bypass the hang-ups the region displays over its historical 

faults by breaking free of the burden of history so that the region can begin to explore new models of 

identity that do not rely on historical constraints. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

HISTORICAL SIMULTANEITY IN A HOLE IN THE DARK, OR WHEN 

HISTORY KNOCKS ON YOUR DOOR 

 

The South is a region of oppositional relationships and enforced separation 

between the poles of those oppositions.  The concept of a South itself is, at least in part, 

the result of a historical oppositional relationship between the North and the South 

enforced time after time through cultural views, literary standards, and even outright war.  

This same sense of definition through opposition permeates many of the cultural 

components that we now associate with Southern identity, and the boundaries between 

these oppositional forces are clearly marked on the geographical, cultural, and political 

landscape of the contemporary South.   

Geographically, it is reflected in the racial composition of Southern cities and 

towns that, to this day, often divide into a predominately white half in the northern 

geographic regions of the city and an African-American half in the southern city 

separated by a major road or railroad track.  Although the racial geography of the region 

is starting to blur, even as diverse a city as Atlanta still retains elements of this division, 

neatly dividing racially dominant neighborhoods at Ponce DeLeon Boulevard.  

Politically, this separation is at the heart of segregation and Jim Crow laws that have long 

characterized the region.  And culturally the region often divides into aspects of the 

“White South,” the “Black South,” the “Old” and “New” Souths, and others, along hotly 

contested cultural boundaries.  Take for instance the theatrical offerings of the Olympic 

Arts Festival presented in the introduction that contributed to the perpetuation of cultural 

boundaries by presenting the representation of the modern South as constructed from 

many separate but equal, and largely independent, communities. 

 These geographical and cultural divides provide a concrete representation of one 

of the most persistent features of Southern identity – its basis in binary oppositions that 

most often center around the region’s views of history and the South’s historical 
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obsession with race.  Contemporary representations of Southern culture maintain these 

binary oppositions as a means of preserving, even fetishizing, Southern history.  As long 

as the distance between past and present remains fixed, Southern representations can 

continue to draw on the mythic nature of Southern history without confronting the 

integral role that history plays in the composition of the contemporary South.  Take the 

region’s historical treatment of racism for example.  While the South has long wrestled 

with its racist past, representations of contemporary Southern culture deflect some of the 

impact of this racism by casting it as a thing of the past – a historical force with little or 

no bearing on the region today.  However, if that distance ever begins to break down, 

then the fetishized view of Southern history becomes destabilized.  Then the similarities 

between racism in the contemporary South and the historical ideologies that supported 

the institution of slavery are highlighted, demonstrating that history remains a powerful 

force in defining the cultural and racial relations of the region.  The binary has to be 

broken down, and the boundaries between the two oppositional poles have to be traversed 

to disrupt the fixed nature of Southern history. 

This same strategy of boundary crossing through historical simultaneity further 

breaks down the racial relations that are almost synonymous with Southern identity.  

While in reality, the South is inhabited by people of varied ethnic and racial backgrounds, 

the representations and discourse of the region generally focus on the black/white binary.  

Almost all of the iconic representations of the South include the notion that the region is 

defined by the interactions, often violent and prejudicial in nature, between whites and 

African-Americans.  The concept of white and black race, particularly in the South, has 

become the dominant binary opposition in defining the culture of the region.  Given the 

South’s historical support of slavery, this is no great revelation.  This opposition provided 

the earliest foundation of the American institution of slavery.  As long as slave owners 

could justify to themselves that Africans were of an inferior race, they could believe in 

their own white superiority.   

Racist action always involves both a representation of self and a 

representation of the other. The self-concept that the presence of the other 

elicits in the perpetrator, as much as prejudice about the other, helps to 

explain racist oppression and violence. For example, if I see the other as 
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lazy and dirty, then I am thereby enabled to see myself as industrious and 

clean. (Vera and Gordon 1-2) 

The Southern discourse of identities started with this opposition of identities, although 

any literal interactions were carefully policed and controlled by social and legal 

boundaries.  Judging by contemporary television programs (like In the Heat of the Night) 

and movies (Remember the Titans), many of these same binaries still ground popular 

conceptions of Southern race relations.   

Just as Southern history itself relies on clearly defined boundaries between past 

and present, Southern identities are based in historical forces that also rely on clearly 

defined boundaries between white and black races.  Therefore, Southern culture’s 

perpetuation of the region as distinctive has largely been a process of enforcing these 

boundaries between races and making taboo any attempt to cross them.
1
  To maintain the 

purity of each constructed racial identity, the appearance of absolutely pure bloodlines 

must be maintained.  Any mixing, such as a mulatto, mestizo, or octoroon, created an 

identity that no longer fit the system, muddying the genetic arguments that upheld these 

primary Southern identities of white and black.  The fear of this mixing led to narratives 

defining African-Americans as primal, animalistic and dangerous sexual predators 

waiting to defile the morally pure, intellectually superior and civilized white women.  

Although narrative concerns were lesser for white men sleeping with black women, fear 

of mixing these absolute identities led to generations of lynching and anti-miscegenation 

laws sought to keep the boundaries intact. 

In later years, exceptions and aberrations from this doctrine of cultural purity led 

to changes in laws that defined the boundaries of racial purity.  Thus, anyone with a 

single drop of black blood in his or her parentage was defined as all black and denied the 

cultural and political rights of a white individual.
2
  Even post-Emancipation when slaves 

gained supposedly equal legal and political representation, these same beliefs led to the 

                                                
1 See Interracial Intimacies (2003) by Randall Kennedy, particularly pp. 214-43, for the legal, and 

sometimes violent, lengths that white Southerners went to in order to enforce these boundaries through 

anti-miscegenation, Jim Crow, and Segregation laws. 
2 For legal classifications of race, see Randall Kennedy’s Interracial Intimacies (2003) that cites legal 

classifications of  “’Negro’ or ‘colored’ if he or she either displayed or was known to have any trace of 

(black) African ancestry” (223). Gary Richardson’s “Boucicault’s The Octoroon and American Law” 

(1982) and Joseph Roach’s “Slave Spectacles and the Tragic Octoroons: A Cultural Genealogy of 

Antebellum Performance” (1992) for the theatrical development of these legal definitions. 
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establishment of Jim Crow laws and the institution of segregation – an ultimate belief that 

while, even if the races are equal, they must still be kept at opposite ends of the spectrum. 

 

Traditional Southern Gothic Boundaries 

Throughout the region’s history, Traditional Southern Gothic works have drawn 

upon this binary racial opposition to evoke a cultural distinction for the region.  No other 

American region is so associated with the relationship between races.  These authors also 

draw upon the innate anxiety regarding racial mixing to create tension, sympathy, and 

even horror in their works.  Consider Dion Boucicault’s The Octoroon (1859), one of the 

first dramatic examples of the tragic mulatto in Zoe, a character who, despite her pure 

heart and love for George, must ultimately die because she is of mixed race.
3
  Or William 

Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom (1964), in which Thomas Sutpen quests endlessly to find 

an heir untainted by racial mixing, or his A Light in August (1959), where Christ-figure 

Joe Christmas ultimately resorts to violence and is killed because of the immoral 

influence of his black blood.  Even Alice Walker’s more contemporary play, Wedding 

Band, written in 1966 and produced as late as 1999 at Florida State University, that 

concerns the social impact and violent result of breaking anti-miscegenation laws, 

suggests that the enforcement of this racial purity remains a dominant cultural force 

within the South today.  These plays rely on a clear distinction between cultural groups to 

demark their representation of Southern culture. Thus any attempt to cross boundaries 

results in tragedy, violence, or cultural exclusion. 

 

NSG Playwrights, Crossing the Boundaries through Historical Simultaneity 

One of the first strategies that the NSG playwrights are using to take advantage of 

the disruptive power of the gothic is to reduce the historical distance between the present 

and the mythic South that these cultural representations and racial identities rely on.  

When this narrative past comes into contact with our present, the results can be quite 

                                                
3 Jules Zanger’s “The ‘Tragic Octoroon’ in Pre-Civil War Literature” (1966) defines the tragic mulatto as 
“a beautiful young girl who possesses only the slightest evidences of Negro blood” who resembles the 

“conventional ingenue ‘victim’ of sentimental romance.”  Due to some turn of events, she discovers her 

slave heritage and is sold into slavery, and usually victimized “by a lower-class, dialect-speaking slave 

dealer or overseer….Occasionally, she escapes with her lover; more often, she dies a suicide, or dies of 

shame, or dies protecting her young gentleman” (63). 
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explosive.  Historical simultaneity highlights those erased parts of our cultural past which 

are now apparent today.  When the past is brought into simultaneity with the present, 

similarities appear that highlight the problems of racism that remain.  This same dynamic 

also has the effect of disrupting our ideological and cultural comfort zones.  It is easy to 

maintain cultural representations that have existed for more than a hundred years.  It is 

much more difficult to challenge them and form new ones or, even more difficult, accept 

the idea of a fluid representation of history as a basis for culture.  However, when the past 

comes into contact with the present and contradicts our perception of the past, we have 

little choice but to re-examine the past and the role it has taken in shaping our cultural 

identity. 

 

A Worm-Hole in History: Time Travel in the South 

    Perhaps the most potent NSG example of this technique’s potentials is Hilly 

Hicks’ A Hole in the Dark.
4
  Hicks’ first major play, Hole typifies many of the most 

powerful and influential characteristics of the New Southern Gothic.  Not the least of 

these is the play’s structure that moves freely between historical periods, creating a 

dialogue between past and present.  This diachronic dialogue is quite often strained, but 

the resulting conversation introduces a fascinating view of race relations, identity, and 

community throughout history.  As past and present begin to mix, they bleed into each 

other, making the characters’ Southern inheritance all but inescapable, and, in the end, 

the two periods remain intertwined, with the deeds of the past shaping the present and the 

needs of the present reshaping the past.  The following section will examine the effect 

this simultaneity has on the family in the play and how the dynamic they undergo as a 

result of that mixture of past and present mirrors that found in the contemporary South.  

The play concerns the aptly named Rosehue family, who live in an undisclosed 

Northern locale.  The father, Desmond, comes from Norwegian stock and is, in fact, 14
th
 

in line for the Norwegian throne.  Although this heritage seems arbitrary at first, I believe 

it represents an ultimate in white identity, a sort of uber-white.  Desmond also runs an 

                                                
4 A Hole in the Dark premiered in 2000 at the Horizon Theatre Company in Atlanta, Georgia.  The play 

was workshopped and produced during the Horizon’s first annual New South for a New Century play 

festival.  I was employed with the Horizon at the time as a production dramaturg working on several of the 

other festival productions.  The play text has since been published, and all script references refer to the 

published version of the text. 
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extremely successful construction business that has just won an anti-affirmative action 

lawsuit against his African-American former partner, Papa Anderson.
5
  Desmond’s wife, 

Miranda, is directly descended from Southern plantation stock, but she has become 

distanced from these roots by moving north.  Bartholomew, their son, has been raised to 

inherit his father’s firm but has mysteriously disappeared several months before the play 

begins.  His daughter Francine, the radical crusader of the family, takes up the struggle 

against just about every form of oppression in society, from rebelling against fascist 

hairdos to going on a hunger strike to get an African-American studies program at her 

university.  The youngest of the family is Beatrix, the fashion-conscious debutante who 

appears rather flighty at first glance but seems to have repressed some complex emotions 

and memories concerning the family’s past.  It is the recovery of this repressed past and 

its shocking secrets that make up the bulk of the play’s action and conflict. 

In a way, the Rosehue family and their unseen neighbors, the Andersons, have 

become a microcosm of Southern race relations throughout history – white and black 

living next to each other but in constant conflict and competition.  In Miranda’s opening 

monologue, she reveals that the Andersons just lost a lawsuit to Desmond’s firm for the 

rights to design a bridge for the city.  In a gesture reeking of Southern white guilt, 

Miranda has invited them over to lunch.  “My neighbors, the Andersons, are coming for 

lunch.  They’ve just been screwed by a hideous judge at the end of a hideous 

lawsuit….Someone’s got to show them a little charity. And it must be us because we love 

the Andersons.  Like our own family” (7). She’s even sacrificing the proverbial fatted 

calf by preparing a veal shank for the ossobuco.  Also symbolic are the many bandages 

on her arms, hands, and even face.  Whether through the depths of her guilt or her lack of 

cooking experience, she has literally and figuratively poured herself into the meal via 

blood from her many cuts, an “accidental – surprisingly zesty – spice” (7-8).  Of course, 

despite her literal blood, sweat and tears, Miranda’s perceptions may not be the most 

accurate.  As Desmond succinctly puts it, “The Andersons aren’t coming over here….The 

Andersons hate us” (8).  Desmond feels that the Andersons are seeking revenge for the 

                                                
5 An additional interesting feature of the play is its representation of the absent African-American family, 

the Andersons.  They are objectified by not having first names.  Instead, they are referred to in relation to 

their familial roles, like Papa Anderson and Baby Anderson (emphasis added).  These familial titles echo 

the historical terms of racism, when slaves were referred to as Uncle, Auntie, Mammy, or Cousin. 
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loss of the bridge contract by trying to poison his dog and stealing his newspaper.  So at 

least for the parents of the Rosehue family, their African-American neighbors are either a 

focus for their guilt or their paranoid fears. 

 In the play, the Rosehues and the Andersons represent the two opposing poles of 

the white/black Southern racial binary.  The interaction between these two absolutes 

follows set patterns that mirror the social interactions between whites and African-

Americans throughout Southern history.  There is the overt conflict represented by the 

lawsuit that the Rosehues recently brought against the Andersons, the white guilt over 

slavery symbolized by Miranda’s lunch preparations, and the dominant white hierarchy’s 

anxiety over losing its cultural dominance expressed by Desmond’s paranoia.  Each of 

these patterns of inter-racial relations further enforces the boundaries between black and 

white Southerners.  A Hole in the Dark articulates these boundaries, and, more 

importantly, the NSG crossing of historical and identity thresholds and the breaking 

down of these divisive cultural forces. 

 

Searching for Roots 

This breakdown begins with a common quest for a historical basis for the 

characters’ identities.  All of the Rosehue children seem to be struggling with their 

identities.  They each have some sort of gap they are trying to fill.  Beatrix is drawn to 

their African-American neighbors (who also happen to be the family of Desmond’s ex-

partner and plaintiff in the recent lawsuit against Rosehue Construction), particularly the 

teenage son, Baby Anderson, for whom she holds a lustful and jealous desire.  The desire 

to connect with and possess him physically consumes her.  It is almost as if she feels a 

particular connection to her black neighbor, a premonition which is born out over the 

course of the play. 

Francine appears as an over-exaggerated guilty liberal crusader, seeing and 

fighting against oppression in every facet of her daily life.  When she walks onstage, she 

is ranting about her mother’s insistence that she fix her hair for lunch. 

You know your hair is one of many things about you that’s oppressive 

about you. . . . It tells you how to act.  It tells me what to wear.  How to 

talk.  At what angle to cock my head.  It tells me how to fit in with like-
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haired people.  And how to act toward differently haired people.  My hair 

is merely fascist.  But I elected it to power. (13-14) 

So she chooses to hang out with people with “bad” hair.  She so desperately wants a 

cause and a community to belong to that she creates one at every turn.  In the second act, 

she even pierces her lips together to bolster her hunger strike, subsisting only on 

toothpicks.  She wants to suffer because she has felt privileged all her life.  She, too, 

seems to be feeling that there is something in the past, some guilt or sin, that she must 

atone for. 

However, Bartholomew’s guilty quest for their family’s roots exceeds even the 

level of Francine’s self-inflicted suffering.  A former prom king and college football 

quarterback, Bartholomew has never had to struggle for anything in his life, and he finds 

himself deeply disturbed by this.  Dismayed at his father’s treatment of Papa Anderson, 

Bartholomew mysteriously leaves his job and his family.  When he returns, he is 

extremely tan from long hours spent working outside.  His family is very drawn to his 

dark skin, as if it seems more natural.  Bartholomew claims rather vaguely, “I’ve been in 

the South.  In the swamp” (16).  For him, the South holds a mythic place in his family’s 

heritage. The rest of the family finds this rather threatening, but it has certainly changed 

Bartholomew’s demeanor. 

While he was gone, he worked incessantly, assuming the social position and 

characteristics of a slave in order to justify his own worth.  When he returns, he almost 

begs to be treated like a slave, “I can lift heavy things, serve food.  I can squat for hours 

and do back-breaking mind-numbing work” despite the fact that he is suffering from a 

broken foot (18).  He suffered this injury helping a black preacher rebuild his church that 

had been destroyed by fire – a not so rare occurrence in recent Southern history.  

Bartholomew is suffering a most acute case of Woodward’s “White Man’s Burden,” the 

defining guilt of white Southerners over slavery.  His guilt is somewhat idealized, 

however, as it often is in these cases.  He admires the way the Andersons deal with their 

perceived abject misery, “because they’re so noble and morally unimpeachable” (20).  

Bartholomew also reveals a troubling bit of family history – that they are 

descended from slave owners, a fact he discovered while researching in their roots in 

South.  Francine, of course, takes this news very badly as she has now become even more 
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associated with the oppressors.  Miranda and Desmond also become very anxious at this 

revelation, as if something they had attempted to cover up has suddenly come out into the 

open.  Their anxious responses are validated by the end of the play, but their 

embarrassment over the fact that Miranda’s ancestors owned slaves proves to be only one 

facet of the family’s historical anxiety. 

For a time, Bartholomew stays with the family, living in a lean-to outside the 

house, eating garbage scraps, and begging for money by offering to shine shoes or doing 

a soft-shoe routine (a rather direct reference to oppressed black stereotypes).  When Papa 

Anderson offers him a dime, Bartholomew’s guilt rises to the fore again.  “I could tell he 

could see right through me! ‘What incredible bone structure,’ his eyes were saying.  My 

God, Dad!  I’ve got to suffer better than this!  I’VE GOT TO EAT SHIT!” (33). So he 

runs off again.  Only this time, he runs off to the “Deep South,” which is more a 

description of how far back in his family’s history he’s traveled rather than any 

geographic reference.  Bitterly, Desmond asks, “The Deep South?  You mean it gets 

worse?” (50). 

When he returns, he has undergone a remarkable transformation.  He is now 

black, and his character is even played by a black actor.  Once again, his family dotes on 

his skin color, but it does not change their racial perceptions of Bartholomew.  No one in 

their family can be black; he just has an extremely healthy tan.  Finally, in his own mind, 

at least, Bartholomew has suffered enough.  He is now ready to go to work but not at his 

father’s firm as is expected.  Instead, he has decided to work for the Andersons to “make 

absolute sure I put in a hard day’s work,” and “Papa Anderson has it so much rougher” 

(51-52).  It is almost as though Bartholomew is now alienated from his family and wants 

to join his own kind in the African-American firm of the Andersons, although distinct 

elements of his idealized notions of slavery remain in his pure idolization of Papa 

Anderson. 

Bartholomew’s search for his family’s origins and his own need for suffering 

bring the play to its ultimate climax.  Just as each of the children suffers from a hole in 

his or her personal identity, the family has a missing part of its collective history.  Their 

financial and social security has led them to repress who they were and where they came 
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from.   Bartholomew’s quest to become a slave even proves to be prophetic as this 

repressed past emerges at the end of the play. 

 

Past meets Present 

The historical dialogue between this repressed past and their lived present 

permeates every aspect of the play, including its very structure.  At its most basic level, 

this dialogue takes the form of a lengthy flashback.  Halfway through the first act, just as 

Miranda is accidentally struck by the Andersons’ car, the play moves backward in time to 

Odin Fields, the ancestral antebellum plantation of Miranda’s family.  Beatrix swoons at 

her mother’s misfortune, and she faints, calling for an ambulance.  As she recovers, she 

finds that she has moved back in time and encountered a mysterious slave named Yippee!  

Together, Beatrix and Yippee! provide a link between the two times as the past begins to 

emerge and explain some of the Rosehue family secret anxieties.   

In this antebellum setting, a new set of characters emerges, many of them drawn 

from mythic Southern stereotypes.
6
  There is Nigel, Miranda’s great-great-grandfather 

and owner of the plantation prone to dally with his slave mistress, Yippee!  His wife, 

Mrs. O’Neill, is a frigid and prim member of the Southern aristocracy, ashamed to even 

be seen around black slaves.  Running the plantation is a character named Varnicious, a 

snarling, whip-cracking overseer in the cast of Simon Legree.  And then there is a 

random slave named Joe, who has no defining characteristics, but seems to embody the 

attitude and musical proclivities of the stereotypical slave.  Yippee! is perhaps the least 

stereotypical character, as she seems to hold some knowledge of the future and is able to 

converse with Beatrix whereas the other characters seem unaware of her presence.  This 

is in part because Yippee! is a product of Beatrix’s repressed memories, the truth 

bubbling to the surface in a historical flashback.  Yet Yippee! also has concerns of her 

own as she is caught between the world of the slaves and the slave owners. 

Within the flashback, the audience observes the sincere, if somewhat strained, 

affection Nigel has for Yippee!  She has even given birth to triplets from their affair, and 

he has faked their deaths to save them from punishment.  Although Nigel refuses to 

                                                
6 These antebellum characters are played by the same actors who play the present-day characters.  This is 

one of the key elements of historical simultaneity in the play, an idea that will be elaborated later in this 

chapter. 
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acknowledge either his mistress or their progeny publicly, Yippee!’s status accords her a 

special rank among the slaves, which, ironically, only serves to isolate her from her kind 

as well as the white plantation owners.  As a result, she tries to run away from the 

plantation, only to be tricked while crossing the river by her fellow slaves.  When Nigel 

finds out, he makes her promise never to leave in return for sending their triplets north to 

live and be schooled in a free state.  As she woos him, Nigel vows, 

Nigel: Let me protect you. 

(A pause. A negotiation.) 

Yippee!: And my babies. (Pause) They have their father’s eyes.  And his 

strength.  They’ll do his name proud.  (Pause) Protect my babies. . . . I 

want history. 

Nigel: All right then. 

Yippee!: I want a future. 

Nigel: All right then. 

Yippee!: I want you to send my babies North. 

Nigel: All right then. (43) 

The extremely fertile and cunning Yippee! is contrasted with Mrs. O’Neill, a 

shrewish and jealous woman who fakes a pregnancy every month but never achieves a 

real one. When Mrs. O’Neill catches her husband and his mistress in a momentary 

dalliance, she decides to make sure that Yippee! will never attempt to run away from the 

plantation again.  Yippee!’s punishment at the hand of a jealous Mrs. O’Neill and the evil 

overseer Varnicious ends the flashback.  As they cut off Yippee!’s legs, the first act ends 

and the second act opens up with Miranda in a wheelchair, sporting a parallel form of 

immobilization.
7
  This return to the present brings with it many of the realizations gained 

in the flashback for the audience, although Beatrix, once again serving the bridge role can 

                                                
7This sort of disability motif is often used as a metaphor for racial otherness (see Rosemary Garland 

Thomson’s Extraordinary Bodies in which she claims that “[d]isabled literary characters usually remain in 

the margins of fiction as uncomplicated figures or exotic aliens whose bodily configuration operate as 

spectacles, eliciting responses from other characters or producing rhetorical effects that depend on 
disability’s cultural resonance” (9).  This foreshadowing of otherness proves to be a disruptive force in 

Miranda’s lily-white world, a dynamic that will be explored later in the chapter.  This particular symbolic 

construction is also another example of historical simultaneity, the past intersecting with the future to 

reveal connections not seen beforehand.  Both Yippee! and Miranda are immobilized because the Rosehues 

have come to deny their past, a past in which Yippee! plays a very active role. 
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not hold on to the memories of her ancestors.  “I wish I could help you, Yippee!  I wish I 

could take you somewhere nice and safe, but I can’t even remember anywhere safe...  I - - 

I can’t remember you.  I’m sorry.  I can’t.  I can’t...”  (45). 

 

A Hole in the Dark: Cross Casting as Commentary 

In this flashback, the actors take on new roles, switching genders, ages, and even 

races at some points.  This is one of the most compelling tactics utilized by the play to 

highlight the historical foundations of racial identity and racism.  For instance, the actress 

playing Miranda also portrays her great-great grandfather Nigel.  The actor playing her 

husband Desmond Rosehue plays the evil slave overseer, Varnicious.  Miranda’s oldest 

daughter, Francine is played by the same actress who plays Nigel’s conservative and prim 

wife.  These roles readily mix both time period and gender in several cases, creating an 

already destabilized portrayal of identity in the play.  There is another exceptional 

instance of cross- or double-casting that further complicates the portrayal of race in the 

play.  There are actually two actors playing the character of Bartholomew Rosehue.  As 

mentioned previously, a white actor who plays him initially gradually darkens the tone of 

his makeup as the first act progresses.  In the second act, he is replaced by a black actor, 

completing his transformation from white to black.  This is the same actor who plays 

Yippee! (a male actor in slave drag), thus this pair of actors break down boundaries not 

only between historical periods but racial and gendered boundaries.  All this doubling and 

transgressing result in a sense of contingency about the historical construction of 

Southern identities and reveal a great deal about the construction of contemporary racial 

identities in the South. 

These examples of cross- or double-casting are particularly poignant given the 

racial context of the play.  Characteristics of these historical figures echo some of the key 

characteristics of the family members, suggesting a historical origin for the family’s 

political opinions and racial attitudes, particularly in the cases of Miranda and Desmond.  

Miranda shares her great-grandfather’s pride and powers of denial when it comes to 

matters of slavery and race relations.  While Desmond may not be as overtly violent as 

Varnicious, he shares his hostility towards his workers and many of his racial prejudices.   
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At the end of the play, these historical characters emerge once again to color their 

contemporary counterparts.  As Nigel’s diary is unearthed and read, Miranda stands up 

out of her wheelchair and speaks in her great-grandfather’s voice to reveal their family 

secret, that their lily-white family tree has black ancestors.  While the other actors don’t 

overtly change characters, their historical roles are called into context.  The action freezes 

as Desmond is whipping Barholomew because his son refuses to work for the family 

business.  The freeze echoes that at the end of the historical flashback when Varnicious 

(played by the same actor who plays Desmond) is cutting off the legs of Yippee! 

(currently played by the same actor playing Bartholomew).  In this brief moment, the 

overt racism of Varnicious and the more subtle, contemporary racism of Desmond appear 

simultaneously.  The same effect occurs in the simultaneous characterizations of 

Bartholomew and Yippee!, where Bartholomew’s long-suffering white guilt is paralleled 

with its historical cause – the mistreatment and repression of his ancestor.   

This dramatic device of double-casting the two periods sets the familiar 

contemporary characters in a deeply historical context.   One of the most common 

treatments of contemporary racism in the South is the idea that the region has moved 

beyond its racist origins, that all debts have been paid.  The Rosehues take several 

opportunities to deny their own racism in this manner.  When Bartholomew accuses 

Desmond of oppressing the Andersons by opposing their affirmative action lawsuit, 

Desmond claims, “Nobody’s burning churches around here, anyway.  But there’s still a 

bridge to be built” (19).  Of course, he refers not to a bridge between racial and cultural 

differences but the physical bridge which represents money in the form of a government 

contract, and the only acceptable way for that bridge to be built is by the white Rosehue 

company.  Later, Miranda, rebuffs a similar attack by asserting that her family’s racism is 

all in the past, “But then I’m not a bigot from Dixie, am I?” (50).  Her great-grandfather 

may have owned slaves, but in Miranda’s eyes, “we’re good now.  We’re good people.”  

Desmond adds, “What’s done is done, really.  We’ve more than made up. . . We didn’t do 

anything” (26).   

However, seeing the same characters in the guise of their ancestors reveals that 

their racist background is not purely a thing of the past.  There are several key similarities 

between the two periods.   The oppressive rhetoric of the slave owners mirrors that of 
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Desmond and Miranda and their contemporary brand of racism.  Both periods utilize a 

strategic denial of their racism and attempted historical erasure of African-Americans.  

Nigel’s ignorance about his own racist attitudes manifests itself in the way he addresses 

his mistress, Yippee!  First and foremost, her very name casts her as an object of his 

white desire.  “The master calls me that because he says I make him so happy whenever 

he sees me” (31).  While Nigel obviously cares a great deal about her, his terms of 

endearment reveal that even love has not transformed his racist perceptions of her.  He 

calls her “my silly ‘lil inkspot” and “’lil ebony flower,” showing that he can not see past 

the color of her skin in his desire for her.  Later, between wooing her by calling her 

“angel” and “duchess,” he calls her “my ‘lil monkey,” which echoes the evolutionary 

justification of racism during the nineteenth century, and claims that she is the “Queen of 

Spades” (43).  It’s an odd mix of affection and offensive insult which only proves the 

deep-seated racism that upholds historical racism.  Later, similar slurs reappear in the 

same mouth, only through a different character, Miranda.  When their mixed past is 

revealed, Miranda’s latent racism and anxiety about her racial impurity emerges in the 

form of racist denial.  She begins with, “We were not colored” and swiftly moves up the 

scale of racist attacks to “We’re not coons!” and calling her great-grandmother a 

“goddamn slave!”  (69-70).  As she sees the carefully constructed facade of whiteness 

crumble around her, she reverts to historically racist slurs and fears, revealing what lay 

behind the facade of normalcy all along.   

Despite being a slave-owner, Nigel also tries to distance the harsh reality of 

slavery while perpetuating it, much like the contemporary Rosehues.  His idea of 

“running the plantation” is dallying with Yippee!, leaving the day-to-day operations of 

his plantation to his overseer, Varnicious.  As Nigel assures Yippee! of her safety and the 

safety of her children, the reality of slavery intrudes with an audible whip crack, startling 

Yippee!  Nigel can not even hear it, dismissing it as “things that go bump in the night” 

(42).  As they return to their passionate embrace, another whip crack breaks the silence, 

forcibly reminding Yippee! that while she may have attained some level of security by 

sleeping with the master, not everyone is so lucky, and the whipping continues until she 

has negotiated a safe passage north for their children.   
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This overt violence toward slaves seems to have been purged in the contemporary 

scenes of the play until the play reaches its climax.  Then, just as Miranda experiences 

her regression into verbal racism, Desmond strikes his son Bartholomew and begins to 

whip him like a slave.  “I’ll teach you to stay where you belong!  You’ll come and work 

with me! . . . . You want to work?  I’ll work you like a goddamn slave!” (72).  As he 

beats him, the same sound effects from the historical whipping of the slaves is heard 

again, transforming Bartholomew into Yippee! and joining the two periods of time.  In 

this moment of simultaneity, the past joins the present and the multiple roles/identities 

that the characters play come together.  Like the South, this family was built on the work 

of slavery and the blood of slaves, although their contributions are either discounted or 

strategically forgotten in contemporary times.  This erasure allows Desmond to be as 

strong and morally righteous in criticizing affirmative action as Miranda’s plantation 

ancestors were in defending and perpetuating slavery.  Their shared intentions and racist 

attitudes are revealed in the juxtaposition of past and present. 

 

When History Knocks on your Door  

To conclude the discussion of this play’s treatment of history, I want to return to 

its climax – that moment when the characters’ past and present directly confront each 

other.  It is in this conjoined time that the play reaches its conclusion and makes its 

strongest statement about the relationship between the present and past in Southern 

culture.  As everyone else freezes, Miranda is joined by Yippee! downstage, and the pure 

white facade she strove so hard to maintain for her family is shattered by the presence of 

her black ancestor.  There are some important identity issues raised here that are 

addressed in the next section on Southern identity, but their confrontation is equally 

crucial to the New Southern Gothic use of history.  

Like many traditional representations of Southern history, Miranda has purged all 

of the troubling inconsistencies and impurities from their lineage to preserve power and 

social standing.  She has created a family that excludes actual blood relatives from being 

members of that family, just as Southern myths of pastoral and agrarian origins formed 

histories that excluded African-Americans from positions of power and influence and 

conveniently excluded the ills of slavery.  Faced with her past, Miranda accuses Yippee! 
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of  “trying steal what we have.  The only thing that matters – our unity.  Our family unity.  

And rip it apart with some impertinent genetic argument.  I’ve tried to be charitable, but 

must we share EVERYTHING?! . . . . What do I have to say to make you leave?  What 

does it take?  Nigger.  Nigger!” (73).  In response, Yippee! calmly defuses what could be 

a violent confrontation with humor that also reminds Miranda of her roots in Southern 

hospitality, “I thought you were supposed to be some kind of uber-hostess or something” 

(88).  She just reminds Miranda that if they’ve forgotten their roots,  

it’s because nobody kept in touch.  Y’all least of all.  Though I reckon I 

brought that on myself.  All I wanted was a family to share something 

with.  But when I thought I found it with the people who owned me, I lost 

it between me and my own people.  I was stranded, orphaned and there 

wasn’t anybody left for me - except for my children. (73-74)   

The excluded past has re-emerged, and it will not easily be forgotten again.  As Yippee! 

claims, “From now on, I’m going to stick to you like white on rice” (74).  As the present 

begins to reassert itself, the Rosehues prepare themselves for the changes their newly 

discovered heritage will bring to their contemporary lives. 

The play ends on this inconclusive note, in medias res as far as the Rosehues and 

Southern history are concerned.  This proves more effective, in my opinion, than a falsely 

hopeful or forced conclusion in which the historical periods return to their separate 

domains.  Instead, the play ends with a clear sense that the past is a necessary part of the 

Rosehues’ future.  They must remain in dialogue with their ancestry and their culture 

instead of repressing them, just as the South needs to keep the dialogue between its past 

and present open.  Only through continuing the process of historical simultaneity can the 

South keep reinvigorating the historical icons that so often form the basis for the region’s 

cultural representations. 

 

Life at the Southern Poles 

However, the work of A Hole in the Dark and the NSG use of historical 

simultaneity is not only a strategy for disrupting history.  The overlap of history also 

provides the Rosehues and (symbolically) Southerners the opportunity to confront the 

presence of historical forces in the makeup of their own identity.  The Rosehue family 
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members discover that they, much like the South, draw their racial and cultural identities 

from a mixture of sources rather than any extremes of racial and cultural purity.  By 

showing that Southernness is derived from the discourse between its many component 

identities rather than the absolute distinctiveness of those identities, they create a model 

of Southern community of flexible identities that retain their traditional distinctiveness 

while working together toward a larger, communal identity unlike that model of separate 

identities articulated by the Olympic Arts Festival in the introduction. 

 In addition to wrestling with the historical identities mentioned previously, A Hole 

in the Dark presents a conscious attempt to represent the complex tensions and 

interactions that make up the present-day South.  In its cross-casting and comic 

complication of traditional Southern identities, Hicks’ play shows that these supposedly 

distinct and separate identities are actually inter-related on a very basic level.  However, 

the play also takes this process one step further, showing how the ideologies behind these 

cultural and racial icons have transferred from the world of representation to the real 

world of politics and the legal system.   

 

Approaching the Threshold:  The Power of Attraction 

This transgressive aspect of the play is best articulated through the Rosehue 

children who each find themselves strangely attracted to the oppositional other of their 

own supposed lily-white identities.  To varying levels and with different foci, the 

Rosehue children are drawn toward their African-American neighbors as if their mixed 

heritage was calling out to them.  Their attraction represents a powerful cultural force in 

the South, the demand for the region’s mixed racial heritage to be acknowledged despite 

the region’s long insistence on an oppositional construction of race.  As the play begins to 

blend the boundaries between historical periods, this attraction engenders a similar 

transgression of the historical boundaries between races.  Each of the three children in 

some way crosses a boundary that would be considered taboo or culturally transgressive 

in traditional representations of Southernness.  In doing so, they disrupt their parents’ 

idyllic cultural separation.  Anxiety mounts as each boundary is crossed and seemingly 

fixed cultural identities are revealed to be tenuous constructions at best. 
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 The first daughter to challenge these taboo boundaries between races is Beatrix, 

the youngest, who has just returned from her first semester at college.  Beatrix claims to 

be having some sort of “feminine awakening” (8).  She also seems very interested in 

whether the Andersons, particularly their teenage son, Baby Anderson, will be accepting 

Miranda’s lunch invitation.  “Isn’t Baby Anderson the most handsome young man?  So 

big and powerfully built.  Like a jumbo jet!  Just so massive and immense.  Like a dam!” 

(12).  It is later revealed that Baby Anderson is the cause of Beatrix’s feminine 

awakening, as she observed him lifting weights in his room during the early predawn 

darkness (21-22).  As she describes 

[H]e’s very big.  Like an ox!  Very large.  Like a locomotive. (then with 

great excitement’ virtually a single breath.)  And so he was pumping and 

pumping and he must have had some music on – I can only imagine what 

he was listening to – because when he wasn’t pumping and pumping he 

was bopping his head.  So he was pumping and bopping.  And bopping 

and pumping.  And his veins were getting larger and larger.  Like steel 

pipes!...And then he turned straight to me.  He looked right at me.  And he 

smiled.  And waved.  And then the sun came up.  And the sky was crisp 

and clear.  And I knew wonderful things were going to happen today. (22) 

This near-orgasmic description reveals that the focus of Beatrix’s feminine awakening is 

a sexual attraction for Baby Anderson.  In any more traditional Southern play, even this 

hint of an inter-racial sexual attraction would have sent the family into an uproar.  In 

Hole, however, the possibility of miscegenation doesn’t even register for Miranda and 

Desmond.  They are so far into their personal denial or paranoia that they brush it off as if 

the revelation had never been made.  Like many aspects of contemporary Southern 

culture, the differences between identities are so ingrained that any crossing of those 

boundaries is not even considered a possibility. 

 Francine, the older daughter, has a similar fascination focused on African-

American culture, but hers takes an intellectual and political form rather than a sexual 

one.  Her anti-hair rant (noted earlier in this chapter) is an intellectual attempt to adopt 

the identity of an oppressed person, and she is also aligning herself politically with 

minority groups by going on a hunger strike to establish an African-American studies 
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department at her college.  By the second act, this hunger strike leaves her weak and, 

ironically, powerless.  Francine’s attempts to cross the intellectual and political 

boundaries between her privileged white status and her “oppressed” neighbors ultimately 

prove as non-disruptive as Beatrix’s sexual boundary crossing.  To her strike, Miranda 

merely responds, “Francine, dear, isn’t being a lesbian hair revolutionary enough without 

being an anorexic, too?  Really, you’re becoming very cliquish” (15).  Although 

Francine’s political boundary crossing threatens to disrupt Miranda’s happy idea of a 

communal lunch, it never really poses a true threat to the family’s privileged identities or 

cross Francine over into an alternate identity.  Instead, her attempts comically frame her 

as an over-zealous white liberal, full of progressive theories but drawing on little 

grounded experience and posing an empty threat due to her incapacitating hunger-strike. 

It is Bartholomew’s rejection of the family’s identity that causes the most 

potential disruption in his family’s lily-white world.  Unlike his sisters’ sexual and 

political fascinations, Bartholomew is attracted to the moral stature of African-

Americans.  In fact, it seems that his choice of work-style and his deepening tan are a 

result of his efforts to live a tragic ideal version of the long-suffering African-American 

slave.  When he enters, he immediately adopts a slave like deference to his mother and 

offers to perform “back-breaking, mind-numbing work” (18).  This extreme emulation of 

slave labor stems from his moral adoration of the Andersons and their perceived struggle 

against social injustice.  He holds Papa Anderson in particular regard, no doubt partially 

because of guilt over being offered Papa Anderson’s position at Rosehue and Son 

Architecture.  By all the Rosehues’ accounts, Papa Anderson’s suffering has left him a 

hunchback, stooped over with the struggle of his family and his race.  To Bartholomew, 

this just makes him more of an ideal role model.  “The lower he stoops, the harder he 

fights, and the more noble he becomes” (24).  Therefore, over the course of the play, 

Bartholomew seeks to emulate Papa Anderson and live the life of a noble, suffering slave 

before he can accept any of his family’s privilege.  “I don’t think I’ve struggled enough 

for it….I need some historical suffering for my people to come to terms with” (20). 

While both Beatrix and Francine seek to align themselves with African-American 

culture through their respective sexual and political attractions, Bartholomew seeks to 

become black.  And through the dramatic technique of cross-casting, he actually does so 
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as the black actor replaces the white actor playing Bartholomew.  This is the most 

noticeable transgression to Desmond and Miranda’s system of values, although this is 

apparent mostly through their extreme denial of his transformation.  Desmond is certainly 

upset that Bartholomew refuses to carry on his family tradition of working at the firm, but 

Miranda merely comments on how lovely and tanned his skin has become, even when he 

has become completely black.  “Look how dark you are!” she exclaims when he first 

enters the house (16), and later she calls him “my sweet tan baby” (18).  After his 

transgressive transformation, she repeats her initial statement, “Look how dark you are!” 

as if he was still getting a further degree of tan (57).  Then she calls him a “darling dark 

boy” (62) and begins bossing him around as if he had become more a servant or an object 

rather than a member of the family.  She also repeatedly takes to drinking, in an effort to 

forget the uproar that Bartholomew has caused. 

Of course, it is not merely his transformation that throws the family order into 

chaos.  When he returns from his second foray into the South, he has traced one of Nigel 

O’Neil’s journals to Miranda and discovers that Beatrix had buried it in the Anderson’s 

yard years earlier and repressed the memory.  Once he digs the journal up, he discovers 

what the audience already knows from the play’s historical flashback – that Nigel O’Neil 

only had children with his slave mistress, Yippee!, not with his white wife.  Thus the lily-

white Rosehues heritage is “tainted,” a dangerous mixture in a world of racial and 

cultural absolutes.  As Desmond declares, “Whoa.  I have jungle fever…” (68). 

This news has varying effects on the family, depending on their generational 

outlook.  For Beatrix, Francine, and Bartholomew, the revelation seems to set them free.  

The image conscious Beatrix initially worries that she “would grow up to look like Esther 

Rolle” (68) but then decides that “maybe Baby Anderson would like me better if I did 

look like Esther Rolle” (69).  In effect, this news legitimizes her feelings toward Baby 

Anderson, freeing her from the social taboos that gave her feelings a forbidden status.  

Francine, who has pierced her lips together to continue her hunger strike and staggers 

through the entire second act in a weakened and emaciated state, is also freed by the 

news.  For Francine (although she goes overboard with this transformation like 

everything in her life), the news that she is at least partially of African-American descent 

gives her more of a context in which to express her political dissatisfaction.  “[I]t’s a 
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start!” she declares, taking the ring from her lips (68).  “We can go to the next Million 

Woman March! We can fight the power!” (68), she declares and immediately adopts a 

trendy black culture influenced lingo.  “Wassup wit dat?” she asks her mother and claims 

that the Andersons are now their “soul brothas and soul sistahs” (70).  Now she feels as if 

she is part of a larger movement and is freed to take action rather than passively resist 

through hunger strikes and intellectual posing.  Bartholomew has already come to terms 

with the news, since the revelation merely lends support to his earlier search for his 

family’s true roots.  He responds practically to the news and to his mother’s negative 

reaction to the news.  When she puts her foot down and declares, “We are not black!,” he 

responds, “Not completely. But we do have an interesting genealogy…a colorful family 

history” (69). 

With this statement, he has crystallized a reality not only for the Rosehue family, 

but also for the South as well.  What the journal’s revelation says about Southern culture 

in general is that the cultural identity of the region is not made up of racial absolutes and 

the tension between them as is modeled in so much traditional Southern gothic literature.  

Instead, the Southern heritage is a mixed one, made up of the interactions and discourse 

(and intercourse) between white and black culture.  It is at the thresholds, at a liminal area 

between black and white that Southernness begins to offer a rallying point rather than a 

system of racial exclusion and alienation.  However, the tendency to see the two racial 

identities as polar opposites remains a powerful cultural faction in the contemporary 

South.  And this faction finds a strong voice within the play in Miranda’s reaction to the 

news. 

She immediately reacts to the journal’s revelation with shock, although it is clear 

that she has spent much of her life trying to repress, forget, and weed out any black 

influence in her life.  “We’re black people?” she asks (68), and then immediately moves 

into denial.  “I can’t be black people what would I do?…I’m too old to be black.  I 

wouldn’t know where to begin.  I don’t think it’s fair.  To be black at the eleventh hour.  

What would I wear?” (68).  Then as her progeny begin to rally around the idea, her 

protestations grow more vehement.  “We were not the Negroes.  We were the other ones.  

The ones holding the fire hoses….We were not darkies!….We were not coons!  That 

wasn’t us.  We were the other ones!” (69).  For Miranda, there is no middle ground.  In 
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her view of identity, she can not be, as Beatrix says, “black and white.  Like zebras” (70).  

If she admits that she has mixed heritage then the entire system of racial absolutes that 

she has tied her personal and cultural identity to will collapse.   

Miranda’s negative reaction has a profound effect on Bartholomew’s newfound 

freedom in his mixed cultural heritage.  He claims, “This should make us so much bigger.  

But it feels like we’re shrinking.  Something’s wrong…” (70).  He has tasted the freedom 

of personal and cultural identity formation when he no longer has to try to meet an 

unattainable absolute icon of racial purity.  He feels like the family, and the South, had 

made a step toward a community that accepted a range of identities rather than trying 

desperately to categorize and police racial boundaries.  This model of community is key 

to the New Southern Gothic outlook.  It is a community that celebrates the vast 

differences between the various identities that make up the South but realizes that the 

discourse between these identities is the key to a flexible model of Southern community 

equipped to deal with the complexity of contemporary life.  Bartholomew insists that the 

family and the region “can’t keep burying our heads in the sand” (71).  However, that is 

exactly what the region has been doing by insisting on segregated and racially absolute 

representations of Southern culture and Southern icons.  By concentrating on the 

differences that separate races rather than the interactions and discourse between them, 

any representation of Southernness falls short, just as the Olympic Arts Festival did. 

Like most traditional representations of Southernness, Miranda also refuses to 

recognize that the boundaries on which she has based her cultural identity were always 

constructed, never absolute.  It takes another moment of theatrical magic to confront her 

with her mixed heritage – literally.  During the freeze at the end of the play, triggered by 

Desmond’s beating of the now-black Bartholomew with a switch, Miranda and Yippee! 

square off over racial boundaries just as they struggled over the historical distinctiveness 

discussed earlier in the chapter. 

Miranda desperately confronts Yippee! in an attempt to deny the facts in front of 

(and on) her face.  She attempts to explain away Yippee!’s ancestral influence on her 

family,  dismissing her as an “impertinent genetic argument” (73).  Science and genetics, 

which were once used to uphold racism and the separation of races, have become 

impertinent and irrelevant now that they no longer help uphold Miranda’s position.  She 



 

 

80

also turns very accusatory, blaming Yippee! for stealing her identity.  Now that she must 

share everything across racial boundaries, there is nothing left that is exclusively hers.  

Miranda’s transformation cuts directly to the argument made earlier that racism is as 

much, if not more, about defining the racist individuals than it is about defining the 

objects of racism.  Only by maintaining that she was not black, could Miranda and her 

kind hold onto their superior and relatively unquestioned whiteness.  Yippee! has stolen 

the traditional domain of the dominant from her, and she feels like her heritage, her 

rights, her superiority and her identity are being stripped from her in one cruel sweep. 

 Yippee! makes no apologies for this reversal.  Her fight, both during the historical 

flashback and in this convergence of history with the present, is a struggle not to be 

forgotten. She fought, negotiated, and sacrificed to make sure that her mulatto children 

found their way to the North and a better life.  For her influence to continue to be a vital 

presence in the shaping of the family’s, and the region’s, future, her contribution to their 

heritage must be acknowledged.   

In many ways, her relationship with Nigel O’Neil represents the first cultural 

negotiations between the white plantation owners and the African slaves that started the 

black/white discourse that lies at the core of Southern identity.  “Slavery constituted the 

principal backdrop against which whites and blacks encountered one another for over two 

hundred years, from the 1660s to the 1860s” (Kennedy 41).  Kennedy expands this 

statement in his book Interracial Intimacies (2003), detailing the ways that black/white 

relations, particularly intimate and legal relations, have shaped the collective American 

culture and legal system throughout Southern and American history.  Racial cultures 

started mixing during the 1600s, and they have continued influencing each other beneath 

the façade of racial separation and absolutism in the region.  The boundaries never truly 

existed; only their appearance was enforced.  However, that enforcement through anti-

miscegenation and amalgamation laws, violent lynchings, protests, and riots had a lasting 

influence on Southern culture (Kennedy 214-243).  Thus, the region has become known 

for its stubborn adherence to traditional identity politics despite the fact that it had one of 

the longest and most complex cultural discourses in American history. 

 Once Yippee! leaves, time returns to normal, but the family certainly does not.  

The white actor who played Bartholomew has taken the black actor’s place on stage.  
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When Desmond realizes that he is beating his own white son, he undergoes a crisis of 

identity and blame similar to Miranda’s.  “Sometimes I don’t recognize anybody… 

Andersons took everything.
8
  My bridge… My family… My brain is disintegrating.  

Sometimes I don’t recognize myself” (75).  He is still struggling with the aftereffects of 

losing the foundation of his identity, and the bloody Bartholomew is there to make sure 

that he doesn’t forget again.  “I recognize you,” he brutally claims.  “I recognize all of us.  

I know just who we are” (75).  And in what may be her first step toward really coming to 

terms with a new way of looking at herself and her cultural identity, Miranda agrees, “Me 

too…” (75).  After a long pause, the family slowly begins to return to life, but the energy 

and mood has certainly changed.  Instead of putting her efforts into her guilt-inspired 

lunches or drinking to forget, Miranda wants only one thing.  “This house is a mess.  It’ll 

need scrubbing.  From top to bottom.  I’d better get the disinfectant out” (76).  Desmond 

asks, “What’s the rush?”  She merely replies “Our guest has arrived” (76) as the lights go 

to black.  The symbolism of this last moment is serious and sincere.  Miranda realizes 

that the whole system of identity that has grounded Southern culture has to be cleaned, 

just like her house.  It must be disinfected of generations of cultural erasure and 

boundaries that attempted to cut off the discourse between different aspects of Southern 

culture.  Yet she realizes that the work must be done.  The guest from the past – whether 

it is the truth about the regions’ mixed heritage or the whole range of Southern identities 

that have been excluded to the fringes because they do not fit the mold of racial absolutes 

– has arrived and it is going to remain a dominant presence in shaping the future of the 

region. 

 

The Unbearable Whiteness of Being: Affirmative Action Anxieties 

 A Hole in the Dark also mirrors its critique of Southern identity construction on a 

political level. Hicks’ play is not just about racial absolutes; it is also about racial politics 

in contemporary America.  In fact, it is about one of the most hotly contested issues in all 

of American politics today, affirmative action.  Throughout the play, the Rosehues are 

grappling with affirmative action and its threat to their success and their way of life.  In 

                                                
8 In the interim between the first and second act, the Rosehue’s lawsuit against the Andersons has been 

reversed, re-awarding the bridge to the Anderson Construction Company. 
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fact, Desmond’s reaction to affirmative action and its effect on his family mirrors the 

traditional stubbornness and anxiety that Miranda has regarding the perception of racial 

purity.  The two reactions stem from the same place however, as this analysis will show.  

Both the threat of racial mixing and the threat of affirmative action endanger the very 

core of the Rosehues’ identity, their whiteness. This analysis may help to provide an 

example of how the ideas about identity discussed in these NSG plays have practical, as 

well as theoretical, applications. 

 Affirmative action policies have a palpable presence in the play, as well as in a 

region like the South where all racially motivated politics are heightened. To many, 

affirmative action is about the loss of white privilege – a key component in many 

constructions of Southern identity – in contemporary times, just as the end of slavery 

meant a potential threat to the ideology that grounded nineteenth-century Southerners 

view of cultural identity.  These two reactions are certainly connected.  It may very well 

be that the reaction against affirmative action is yet another internalized response to the 

original system of identity construction used to justify slavery in the South.  Just like the 

inseparably linked racial history of the South, the Rosehues and the Andersons are 

inextricably entwined in the play through affirmative action lawsuits.  At the beginning of 

the play, the audience discovers that the Rosehue and Son architectural firm has just won 

a contract from the city to build a bridge. Papa Anderson’s firm had originally won the 

contract, but Desmond hired lawyers and sued to take the contract away from Papa 

Anderson’s fledgling firm, on the grounds that the Anderson’s lawsuit was a form of 

reverse racism.  Despite his wife’s blatant admission that something is unjust about the 

ruling, Desmond is not about to give up the bridge contract.  Instead, they are going to 

invite the Andersons over for lunch and plant a garden around the Anderson’s house.  

These tokens of generosity show that they are concerned about the appearance of their 

charity and gentility, but they are not about to shake up the entire system or give away 

what they feel is due them. 

 After the lawsuit, Desmond has become quite paranoid that the Andersons hate 

him.  He blames them for stealing his newspaper and the family dog, Fanny.  He felt that 

he had a moral imperative to sue the city to win the contract back.  “I had to sue.  Papa 

Anderson was cheating me out of that bridge.”  When Miranda asks how they were 
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cheating, he explains, “He’s black!….If Papa Anderson had competed fair and square in 

the first place, there wouldn’t be any lawsuit.  He brought this on himself.  We won.  

Case closed” (9).  Miranda, with her typical concern over appearances, responds, “The 

least we can do is be gracious about it” (9). 

 When Bartholomew shows up, he is disconsolate that his family won the case.  Of 

course, he idolizes Papa Anderson because of his long-suffering moral character, but he 

still feels that this contract would have been enough to “put Anderson Construction on 

the map” (23).  Desmond reacts as if his son had just spoken a great heresy, “What God-

forsaken Marxist map are you talking about?  Maybe you should research ‘free 

enterprise’ on your next trip” (23).  And from Desmond’s point of view (along with many 

people today), this move toward affirmative action just might be one of the greatest anti-

American heresies. 

 Desmond’s white privilege remains relatively unexplored in his world-view.  In 

his mind, he feels that he deserved the bridge and all the success that came his way 

because of a long-standing tradition of success and social stature.  Yet, his competency 

and work ethic constantly come into question during the play.  Miranda claims 

innocently, “Of course, your father hasn’t had any problems getting work.  Not only does 

he have his gaggle of lawyers helping him, he also has his political clout [referring to his 

ties to Norwegian royalty]” (19).  And when Desmond returns to proudly show off his 

bridge plans, he beams, “Take a look at that!  Rosehue and Son is an institution!  I’ve 

never had to struggle for work – not a day in my life – because of my reputation” (19).  

Bartholomew points out “that doesn’t seem quite fair….That you can coast along on your 

reputation when good, hard-working people like Papa Anderson have had to struggle in 

abject misery just to get a leg up” (19).  Desmond simply replies, “I don’t want to 

struggle like the Andersons” (19), not realizing the double standard he has imposed. 

For him the loss of the contract implies that he has also lost a crucial part of his 

identity - the sense of unquestioned privilege.  He has built his entire professional 

reputation and personal identity around the idea that he will always be on top.  From his 

point of view, the affirmative action ruling had nothing to do with whose rights were 

being violated.  It is about losing the ground, losing the center, and losing the traditions 

of dominance that have been built for generations and define whiteness as something to 
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be taken for granted and as a privilege.  The ruling is a momentary reversal of the binary 

poles, a rupture in the opposition that he has based his identity upon.  He can not be white 

and inferior at the same time. 

 However, another action taken in the play threatens this system of whiteness even 

more.  While Desmond might be able to erase the disruption of the ruling as a temporary 

anomaly, Bartholomew’s refusal to join the firm poses an even greater threat.  Running 

away from the firm is not only a refusal of who they are, it also rejects who they were – a 

rejection of the history and traditions that have constructed his family and racial identity.  

His refusal threatens to bring down the entire system if he refuses to participate within its 

boundaries, just as the boundary crossing of identities earlier in the chapter threatens a 

regional identity that relies on racial purity.  If Bartholomew does not fulfill the “and 

Son” of “Rosehue and Son,” the tradition of identity may not continue.  That is why 

Bartholomew’s return re-energizes Desmond and his subsequent re-departure upsets his 

life even more. 

For Bartholomew, though, the problem is not just that his white privilege is 

monolithic and racist. His whiteness has been so constructed, its nature carefully hidden 

within social norms, that he feels he is without any true identity.  He has nothing on 

which to build his own identity except a false sense that he is superior.  That is why he 

originally leaves the family – to discover his roots to find an honest tradition on which to 

build an identity.  He is unsatisfied with the mere reputation or constructed idea of 

tradition; he wants a tangible tradition of experience so that he can build a more practical 

identity upon that foundation.  He explains this lack of a grounded identity as a lack of 

struggle in his life.  Thus, he idolizes Papa Anderson because his struggles have ennobled 

the older man.  “Oh, I mean it’s fine to ‘struggle’ to be Prom King in high school.  Or to 

be an all-star quarterback in college.  But my descendants can’t overcome beauty and 

talent and an effortless charm.  I need some historic suffering to come to terms with.  If I 

had something to rise above, I know I could really appreciate all I have”(20).  He knows 

intuitively that life is more complex than his protected, upper-class world has revealed to 

him, and he feels that because he is successful and white, he is missing out on 

opportunities to really live that others are being granted.  He does not feel that he is truly 

participating in life because he is locked into the narratives of being white. 
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Bartholomew leaves again in search of new narratives or different opportunities to 

truly suffer and thus have real world experiences on which to base his identity.  He writes 

several letters home with whatever bits of random chalk or his own blood that he can 

scrape up.  In the record of this journey, detailed some earlier in the chapter, he outlines 

his ridiculous but sincere quest to find a true identity.  It is during this part of the quest 

that his racial transformation from white to black takes place.  He adopts a lifestyle of 

poverty living in a lean-to in his parents’ yard, eating the scraps thrown out from the “big 

house,” panhandling, and offering to shine shoes.  Then he leaves for the “Deep South” to 

continue his research into the family’s past because he hears a ghost “calling my name.  

Singing it.  Drawing me into their grip.  Holding me….Pulling me closer and closer to the 

truth….Now I realize I’m not just struggling for the sake of my descendants.  I’m 

struggling for the past.  I’m struggling to see the truth!” (40).   

Of course, we know that part of what draws him back into the past is the mixed 

racial heritage that has been erased from his identity – a part of his family tree calling out 

to him across the generations.  However, the voices are also urging him to look past the 

carefully constructed boundaries of his white cultural identity to discover the community 

that his constructed identity has cut him off from.  He is restricted from a place in that 

community by the traditions and narratives that have shaped whiteness as something 

absolute and privileged.  It is only when he is willing to cross over those constructed 

racial boundaries and discover the diverse community outside that absolute that he can 

begin to establish a new identity and a new role in that community.   

As much as the recovery of history, this sense that the whiteness that has defined 

his identity has become inflexible and outmoded in today’s world drives Bartholomew’s 

quest.  And to a certain degree it also drives his sisters’ boundary crossing attempts.  

Beatrix is sexually drawn across the boundaries to seek something visceral and 

dangerous, two qualities lacking in her sheltered, lily-white life.  And Francine constantly 

searches for new causes to take up and protest over because she senses the injustice at the 

root of their privilege.  She also floats from protest to protest, issue to issue, because her 

social and racial status distances her from any immediate political cause.  She wants to 

protest, but she feels cut off from any community with a legitimate right to protest.   

All of the Rosehue children are seeking identities based in real experience, 
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overcoming suffering and challenges rather than identities based on abstract tradition, 

reputation, and categories.  However, the only experiences they have to draw on are 

stereotypical images of suffering based on the problematic constructions of African-

American identity throughout Southern history.  Sexual longing (Beatrix), suffering in 

protest (Francine), and suffering through the “slave experience” (Bartholomew) are all 

historical identity categories that narratives perpetuate as fixed characteristics of African-

Americans.  Much like the Rosehues’ whiteness proves to be unfulfilling in giving them a 

complete sense of identity, the stereotypical constructions of blackness that they draw on 

also fall short.  However, by destabilizing and crossing the boundaries of these identities, 

the Rosehues find that they are part of a historical identity and part of a larger, more 

diverse cultural community. What they have discovered is that their family’s traditional 

constructions of “pure” white identity are no longer suited to deal with the complexities 

of the contemporary culture of the South, and the black identities they experiment with 

are too rooted in the historical ideology that has caused the South to stagnate.  They have 

had to overcome not only the traditional narratives that established the black and white 

binary in the beginning of Southern cultural and racial discourse, they have also had to 

overcome the more complex anxieties and forces that would seek to keep the system of 

Southern identity construction intact – like the anti-affirmative action anxiety that divides 

the Rosehues from the Andersons.   

Yet, in typical NSG fashion, the play does not stop with the deconstruction of 

whiteness and its anxiety regarding affirmative action.  It takes the process one step 

farther and shows that there is a human quality behind the politics that is searching for a 

common bond, a Southern community where things are moving forward.  Society, 

particularly in the South, is made up of a diverse mixture of cultural and racial identities, 

and like Yippee! at the end of the play, those identities aren’t going away, despite 

whatever cultural boundaries are imposed or erasures are attempted.  So, like Miranda, 

when confronted with the reality that no identities are pure, stable, and authentic, we 

must welcome the diversity and draw upon it to give us new models of personal and 

communal identity.  Forced separation and cultural boundaries only bring about cultural 

stagnation, political tension, and personal alienation.  However, a more complex view of 

identity as something that crosses boundaries and incorporates disparate cultural and 
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social influences encourages cultural growth, joint action, and a sense of larger 

community. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

HISTORICAL CONTEXTUALIZATION IN SQUARE BLUES, OR FAMILY 

HISTORY 

 

A second NSG historical strategy takes a more integrated approach.  Rather than 

bring the past into the present, an often confrontational process with violent results, the 

process of historical contextualization brings elements from different historical periods 

together.  By finding resonances or common elements between the struggles of people in 

different time periods, this strategy puts these struggles into a larger community context, 

allowing people to strategically redefine their differences to take political action. 

In the past 10-20 years, a primary focus of performance and cultural studies 

theorists has been to establish difference among the members of groups who have 

historically homogenized their members.  These efforts, based largely on the 

deconstructive theories of Derrida and other post-structuralists, have proven particularly 

useful in breaking apart monolithic concepts of nation, gender, race, and even personal 

identity.  However, carried to their extreme, these theoretical discussions make any 

conception of community or unified action fraught with the danger of dismissing 

elements of difference.  Unfortunately, this metaphysical and theoretical divisiveness all 

too often turns useful cultural inquiry into divisive identity politics.  Other contemporary 

scholars like bell hooks, Jill Dolan, and Gayatri Spivak seek to remedy this process, 

building a basis for community while retaining the distinctiveness of individuals and sub-

divisions of ethnic groups.  These communities seek a means of alleviating the cultural 

isolation brought about by postmodern atomism and provide a basis for social and 

political action while recognizing difference. 

One such method of building these communities across lines of difference is the 

use of historical contextualization.  This strategy has been employed effectively by 

contemporary feminist playwrights who often use the archetype of family as a basis for 

these communities.  These families do not always follow traditional models, often 
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incorporating extended or alternative family structures; rather, family members are 

typically linked by some commonality, or resonance, whether it is bloodlines or a 

common struggle.  They draw upon generational models to contextualize different 

periods of history and individuals.  For example, a family consisting of a grandmother, 

mother, and daughter may be separated by historical differences – a lack of common 

struggles, customs, and ideals.  However, if they can find a way to contextualize their 

histories and see the similarities between their struggles, they can strategically put aside 

their differences for a common cause. 

 

Singing the Blues: Historical Contextualization in the NSG  

 In typical TSG plays, the historical distance between characters is accentuated.  A 

common strategy of these plays, like Blues for an Alabama Sky and The Last Night of 

Ballyhoo (two of the previously discussed OAF productions), casts characters in a 

particular historical period.  While these plays are useful for defining historical racism 

against African-Americans and Southern Jews, respectively, they also depict racism only 

in its historical context, separating it from the racism that persists today.  All too often, 

this is the way articulations of Southern cultural identity treat racism today – as a bygone 

sin of the region’s troubled past.  Unfortunately, these plays have little to offer 

contemporary individuals dealing with racism today, only further ingraining the concept 

that racism has a long history of oppressing and dividing people.   

 Other cultural representations of race relations that follow a TSG model employ 

another strategy.  Take, for example, Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun.  Although 

it does not deal with Southern identities or histories overtly, the play does deal with social 

and cultural racism, a key feature of Southernness.  In this play, the characters are torn 

apart by their inability to communicate or bridge the gap of understanding.  Mama and 

Walter Younger grew up in different time periods, facing different versions of racism.  

Their conflict, in part, is each others’ inability to accept the racism that the other has 

faced in their life.  Walter feels isolated from his family (and his community) because he 

feels that he must fight racism on his own, without the support of anyone else.  To 

prevent homogenizing the struggles of individuals who must deal with different racist 

circumstances, plays like this articulate a clear difference between generational racism.  
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For example, a son deals with a different racism (glass ceilings, cultural biases, unstated 

prejudices) than his mother had to (water hoses, lynchings, and segregation).  These plays 

have many positive aspects, because they do articulate the way that racism and other 

culturally divisive forces change throughout time.  However, they also locate the struggle 

against racism on an individual level, so that each character is isolated from each other, 

unable to join forces or feel part of a larger community.  As Walter Younger discovers, in 

order to reclaim a sense of self and take action against racism, individuals need the 

support of a larger cultural and social community.  He finds this support in his family. 

 NSG playwrights also use the family structure to ground their models of Southern 

community.  Like the previous strategy of historical simultaneity, these family-based 

communities disrupt the historical distance that TSG formations of Southern identity are 

often based upon.  NSG playwright Shay Youngblood often uses these family structures 

to address issues of racism, isolationism, and to take political and social action.  Both 

Square Blues and Talking Bones deal with three generations of family and the different 

historical pressures that each generation had to respond to and the different paths that 

they took to either combat or deal with the pressure.  In Bones, these are pressures of 

cultural and historical legacy and the ongoing fight against cultural erasure, while Blues 

spans three different eras of political and artistic oppression and resistance.  In each play, 

the characters and the family bonds that hold them together are put to the test by the 

characters’ differences.  What separates these plays from other traditional Southern 

historical accounts and family plays is the complex representation of not only their 

differences but their similarities that resonate across generational and historical 

differences.  Talking Bones will be further discussed in Chapter Seven, but Square Blues 

serves as a rich example of historical contextualization. 

The play deals with history and three generations of African-Americans 

attempting to simultaneously embrace and overcome their past.  For the Blue family, 

Etta, Square (called Blue), and Philosophical (called Phil) Blue, history is a narrative of 

oppression and protest.  Interwoven with Brechtian scenes of direct address, overlapping 

scenes, and a literal mural of resistance painted on a wall during the show, the play 

simultaneously confronts the audience with contemporary issues like AIDS awareness, 
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homophobia, sexism, racism, and cultural erasure and offers a deeper understanding of 

the history of these problems. 

Etta, Blue’s grandmother and Phil’s great-grandmother, grew up during the last 

days of slavery’s hold on the South. She encountered racism in its most obvious form, 

dealing with Jim Crow laws and the constant threat of lynchings and physical violence 

directed at African-Americans.  Blue came of age in the 1960s, during the heart of the 

Civil Rights era.  He wanted to become a painter, but he got caught up in the 

revolutionary fervor of the time, crusading for equal rights and for reparations.  Phil is a 

product of the contemporary age and faces different struggles.  She is a lesbian, and the 

prejudice that she and her lover, Karma, face because of their sexual orientation 

complicates the more subtle form of racism that Phil deals with.  All three work in a 

diner/café, feeding the hearts and minds as well as the bellies of fellow African-

Americans. 

Each character lives in a different world, with a different view of history, and is 

facing different problems, and these differences are straining their familial relationship.  

This conflict permeates the play, ranging from the politically monumental to simple 

differences over music.  Etta can not accept either Blue and Phil’s seemingly impractical 

protests or Phil’s lesbian relationship.  Blue is stubbornly set against Phil going to art 

school in California and also refuses to acknowledge the legacy of his Jewish father, 

Robert Levy.  Phil is being stunted by Blue’s over-protectiveness and constantly 

confronted by Etta’s lack of understanding.  Mama Etta sings spirituals while Blue and 

Phil argue over the superiority of blues or soul. 

What this creates is a historical continuum of African-American history spanning 

three crucial areas of cultural discoveries, three eras of oppression and resistance.  Mama 

Etta grew up in a small Southern town, steeped in segregation.  Her struggles with her 

inter-racial marriage and the difficulties of raising children informed her life, teaching her 

to find more practical ways to resist racism and avoid open conflict.  Blue accuses her of 

living with a Jew who “treated me and Mama and my brother like we was hired help in 

front of the world and expected us to call him Papa in private” (27).  The fact is, though, 

as Etta reveals, that there was nothing more that they could do at the time without 

dangerous repercussions from the community.  She was a practical woman and dealt with 
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her problem in the best way possible.  She loved Robert Levy on the inside, like a slave 

humming spirituals to keep their culture alive.  She admits that the situation was not 

ideal, but it was the best thing she could do for her self, her love, and her children. 

Her son, Square Blue, is a painter and a political revolutionary.  He marched and 

protested stridently during the Civil Rights Movement, and continues to compile a 

petition of over a million names of economically and politically beleaguered African-

Americans, demanding their “40 acres and a mule, with interest!” (4).  Like Troy Maxson 

in August Wilson’s Fences, he has experienced the racism of the world and works to hold 

his family together and protect them.  Having learned both hard lessons and the power of 

protest, Blue refuses to back down from a fight, political or personal, leading his fellow 

activist and lover, Tuesday, to refer to him as a “Black cultural warrior” (20).  Mama 

Etta, on the other hand, feels that he is sometime too wrapped up in the black power 

movement, denying his mixed heritage in favor of a stronger political stance.  “You’d 

think Blue was hatched out of a egg in Africa the way he carry on” (21). 

His niece, Philosophical, is also a painter and a lesbian political activist.  Fighting 

for gay rights, AIDS awareness, and freedom of speech, she clandestinely performs “art 

actions” on government buildings, painting murals and protest slogans guerilla-artist 

style.  Having just been arrested for one of these art actions, she tells Blue and Etta, 

I believe that people like me are being erased every day.  The government 

pretends that we’re invisible.  They push us outside the margins, brush us 

to the edge of the frame, line us up on the fringes...My job as an artist is to 

make people see, to wake up their senses.  Nobody listens when you 

whisper.  I want to move people to act...to give up something more than 

lip service. (15) 

Hers is a contemporary struggle against the pervasive and more nebulous powers of 

oppression and political apathy.  Frustrated with Etta and Blue’s lack of action and 

understanding, Phil is trying to escape their small Southern town to California where she 

perceives the “real” struggle to be taking place.   

Each character fights to hold his or her own position in the world, but they 

struggle on the individual level, believing that his or her way is the most effective.  It is 

only when they open themselves up to the realization that their problems echo or intersect 
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with the problems of the others that they become involved in a system of support larger 

than themselves.  This cross-positionality becomes the basis for family in the play and 

community in our world. 

Phil’s lesbian lover, Karma, is another key figure in the political work of the play.  

Although Karma also holds a marginal identity status as a lesbian and a Hispanic who 

was born with second sight, the ability to read dreams, she was raised in a privileged 

household and often struggles with the idealism and naïveté she learned there.  In Phil’s 

words, she often acts “like a rich white girl” (41).  Karma and Phil’s relationship is a 

major point of contention between Phil and Etta, as Etta finds their love wrong and 

unnatural (29).  Etta feels a familial and moral responsibility to protect Phil and keep her 

on the right path - the path that will cause her the least amount of pain and hardship.  

What she fails to recognize until the end of the play, however, is that Phil and Karma’s 

relationship is an echo of her love for Robert Levy - a typically non-traditional form of 

love, homosexual in the first instance and inter-racial in the latter.  It is not until Robert 

appears to her in a dream and leads her to a passage in the dictionary that she comes to a 

new level of understanding.  The passage reads, “LOVE.  A passionate affection for 

something or someone dear.  i.e. Etta loved Robert.  i.e. Karma loves Phil.  Chapter and 

verse.  Amen” (53).  A very simple example, this model is used on many levels 

throughout the play to show how careful retrospection reveals that apparently 

irreconcilable differences often hold more in common than in contention.   

This same model of resonance appears in the characters’ attitudes about political 

resistance.  Mama Etta believes in passive resistance and steadfast belief that situation 

will improve if you stay strong as an individual.  Blue believes in non-violent but very 

active political protest in the form of petitions and solidifying the Black Nation.  Phil, in 

contrast, finds that only through active, vocal, and visible struggle will the problems 

plaguing society be but brought to light.  Her struggle reveals the complex, ongoing 

composition and many factors of these problems while both Etta and Blue find solutions 

and hope in their personal and political efforts.  Again, this steadfast self-exploration and 

self-reliance that all three characters share threaten to tear them apart.  As this division 

looms closer they are brought back together by the revelation, through dream, argument, 

and love, the various ways in which their struggles and goals intersect.  All three wish for 
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the betterment of themselves and other oppressed people.  All share a common bond to 

support each other and other struggling individuals.  Etta and Phil both wrestle with 

socially marginalized relationships, a conflict that Blue participates in by rejecting the 

beneficial influence of his Jewish father.   All three share a common historical narrative, 

both as a family and as an oppressed people.  As they begin to bridge these gulfs that 

separate them, or at least come to an understanding and respect of the ways in which they 

differ, a new form of community begins to arise.  The play ends with a recognition rather 

than a resolution.  Although the problems facing the family in the outside world are still 

there (in fact, they have grown more dire as Blue is arrested for tax evasion), a family 

strengthened on both the individual and communal level stands steadfastly ready to 

continue the struggle. 

This new community symbolically manifests itself in the mural which develops 

on the wall of the café throughout the play.  Significantly, Mama Etta, as the eldest 

member of the family, sets the mural in motion by striking a large “X” on the wall.  This 

inspires Blue to begin to paint other figures, mottoes, and symbols of Black resistance 

around the X, a process which Phil joins in.  Unwittingly, the characters are being drawn 

into and onto the mural, linking themselves into a politically effective coalition and a 

history of resistance.  At the end of the play, Phil and Tuesday are finishing the mural 

which now contains the name of Blue amidst other African-American patriots while 

Karma and Etta trace life force symbols to the floor, then join into a group holding white 

candles.  Simultaneously, Blue, in his cell, traces out names from his petition on the floor 

of his cell.  This ritual ending bridges the spirit world where historical narratives and 

myths inspire us all with the world where the problems of everyday life are all too real, 

linking the world of dreams and action.  As Karma ends the play, “We’ve got to move 

our feet, when we pray” (69). 

 

Family Rituals 

These rituals evoke a complex performance of cultural remembrance, a means of 

preserving memory that serves as the basis for these characters’ historical 

contextualization.  In Cities of the Dead, Joseph Roach demonstrates how the rituals and 

memories surrounding certain key cultural and historical events are constructively 
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inscribed, revised, partially erased, and re-inscribed as a basis for community.  These 

communities are actively constructed and performed by the participants, and Roach often 

uses the touchstones of memory, kinship, and intelligence as measures of the complex 

network of inter-relations which comprise these communities.  In Square Blues, the ritual 

of inscribing names provides a re-membered foundation as the characters invoke a 

mystical narrative surrounding the generations of African-Americans who have struggled 

against racism.  Their memories and their stories weave together the very fabric of the 

characters’ existence, incorporating each of their everyday actions and tribulations in a 

broader narrative of resistance and cultural preservation. 

Roach also notes the accompanying sense of responsibility that arises with the 

performance of memory – the same memories that burden the three generations of 

characters in the play.  His concept of the inter-related nature of performance and 

responsibility is derived from that of John J. MacAloon, who stated that performance is a 

special site of cultural negotiation “in which one or more persons assume responsibility 

to an audience and to tradition as they understand it” (Roach, “Kinship” 218).  This 

definition incorporates a reflexive stance - a consciously adopted stance that encourages 

individuals to constantly re-examine the boundaries and traditions that make up their 

identity.  This formation of responsibility also maintains cognizance of an audience.  This 

is a crucial factor in examining cultural and theatrical performance in which the 

performative as well as the personal becomes political under Roach’s tenets.  If people 

are conscious of the ways in which their actions resonate and re-inscribe the narratives of 

cultural memory, then everyday life becomes a site of political power and resistance to be 

treated with responsibility.  This responsibility binds people together in a careful and 

communal construction of historical and political contexts, retaining a self-conscious 

recognition and celebratory stance toward difference. 

 

Family History 

In the play, Youngblood evokes history as an active agent in shaping the lives and 

relationships of three generations of family members.  Whether they are struggling to 

preserve their cultural legacy by listening to the voices of their ancestors or fighting a 

common force of oppression in different guises, history is a necessary part of their 
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personal and cultural identities.  When the characters are detached from their history, 

they are isolated and relatively powerless.  When they realize their common heritage and 

traditions, they find a sense of belonging and identity within a larger context.  While the 

play does not specifically address Southernness or Southern identity, both the author and 

the characters come from a Southern heritage and struggle against social and political 

conditions which have been historically prevalent in the South such as racism and 

cultural erasure.  Youngblood works against traditional Southern narratives of history by 

uncovering and preserving neglected African-American histories.  She also creates a 

model of community open to difference which is much more representative of the multi-

cultural composition of the modern South.  Where traditional models of Southernness 

exclude certain groups while privileging others, the model of family community is open 

to all who share common goals and a common Southern heritage. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

HISTORICAL RE-APPROPRIATION IN RE-MEMBERING AUNT JEMIMA AND 

UNCLE BENDS, OR STEALING THE PAST TO MAKE A NEW PRESENT 

 

The third and final strategy of historic reconstruction explored in this section is 

that of historical re-appropriation.  This strategy, typically used by minority playwrights, 

is particularly effective as a site of resistance to oppressive, racist historical narratives 

that seek to inscribe present-day identities in historical contexts.  Historical re-

appropriation, at least in part, revises these historical narratives and their accompanying 

stereotypes to re-interpret them as positive cultural symbols or rallying points for political 

action.   

Earlier, this section outlined the persistent power of Southern historical narratives 

and the limiting power these narratives can have on the formation of individual and 

communal identities.  However, these same effects have even more dire consequences 

when imposed on historically oppressed minority identities by the dominant culture in the 

region.  Take, for instance, the pervasiveness of Aunt Jemima, Uncle Tom, Steppin’ 

Fetchit, Zip Coon, and other stereotypes of African-American identity that figure 

prominently in Southern cultural representations.  Based on historical caricatures of 

African-Americans drawn from eighteenth and nineteenth-century slaves, these 

stereotypes add a fixed historical element to even present-day identities of African-

Americans.  Even though these caricatures may have almost completely disappeared from 

our culture in their pure form, certain biases based on these historical stereotypes persist.  

They were created by the dominant white ideology during and just after the Civil War as 

manageable icons of the passive, happy African-American servants.  These depictions 

often appeared in and were disseminated through minstrel shows, one of the dominant 

theatrical forms of the nineteenth century.  These minstrels and their representations of 

African-Americans served as an outlet to relieve white anxiety about the burden of 

slavery and as a foil to traditional, white Southern identity that prided itself on its 
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gentility and its belief in racial superiority.  However, these stereotypes continued long 

after their initial purposes.  Perhaps due to their persistence in the arts and media of the 

last century and a half, these stereotypes act like an anchor, fixing even contemporary 

identity constructions that seek to sever themselves from their racist past.  As ridiculous 

and divorced from reality as these stereotypes may be, their persistence still frames 

modern perceptions of African-Americans, particularly in the South.   

One technique of the traditional gothic genre peels back the facade of “normal” 

human nature to reveal the disturbing, even “daemonic,” elements that society seeks to 

repress.  This is particularly effective in gothic tales of human monsters like Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein or Southern Gothic works uncovering the dark side of human 

nature like Eudora Welty’s The Robber Bridegroom.  Often, in the traditional gothic and 

Southern Gothic genres, this technique primarily serves to titillate its audiences by 

revealing the forbidden aspects of their own identity.  It can also work to further exoticize 

fringe social identities, casting them as savage and monstrous.   

However, the gothic also reveals a potential for disrupting these stereotyped and 

exoticized identities.  By revealing the constructed and contingent nature of “normal” in 

representations of individual and cultural identity, the gothic provides a framework for 

re-appropriating and re-defining these historical icons.  This creates space for the 

stereotyped group to turn the caricatures to their own advantage.  First of all, one of the 

most common problems facing minority groups is that they have almost been completely 

written out of dominant historical narratives.  When they take control of the narratives 

themselves, it allows a greater potential for self-definition.  Secondly, and most 

importantly perhaps, by re-appropriating racist, sexist historical stereotypes these groups 

can begin to re-interpret them in ways that remove their stigma and negative 

connotations.  Two plays, Uncle Bends: A Home-Cooked Negro Narrative and 

Re/membering Aunt Jemima: A Menstrual Show, demonstrate the NSG’s use of this 

historical re-appropriation reclaiming negative African-American stereotypes from a 

Southern history that has long excluded and oppressed them. 

Perhaps the first major New Southern Gothic example of this technique was 

Breena Clarke and Glenda Dickerson’s 1992 play, Re/membering Aunt Jemima: A 

Menstrual Show.  This play re-appropriated the famous stereotype of Aunt Jemima, who 
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Breena Clarke calls “the ultimate degrading stereotype of African-American women” in 

her Artistic Statement preceding the published version of the play (33-34).  “We decided 

that the bravest thing we could do would be to take on the stereotype of Aunt Jemima, 

tear it apart, examine it and put her back together as the archetype she originally was” 

(34).  The play re-interprets her as a positive representation by articulating her connection 

to African household and spiritual traditions and the persistence of a mother figure 

determined to preserve the lives and culture of her daughters.  The play sets out to reverse 

the shame that this stereotype has caused in African-American women, showing that 

“voluptuous lips are ugly only when measured by European standards; the same with the 

steatopygous buttocks.  We hate her headrag, but forget that it makes sense for a person 

who does her kind of work to cover her head” (34).  

Aunt Jemima takes one of the most shameful figures from the white representation 

of African-American history and turns her into a rallying point for contemporary 

conceptions of that history.  By reclaiming and redefining the source of such shame, Aunt 

Jemima’s oppressive power no longer has a hold on the African-American audience.  

Instead, by reclaiming negative features of this stereotype in a more positive light, she 

undermines the very ideological power that she was created to serve.  In the process, she 

serves to highlight the disparities in Southern and American history, opening space for 

others to read or insert their own narratives of African-American history.   

One of the more contemporary New Southern Gothic plays that follow in the 

footsteps of Aunt Jemima is Bob Devin Jones’ Uncle Bends: A Home Cooked Negro 

Narrative written in 1995.   While Dickerson and Clarke re-appropriate the Southern 

stereotype of the female slave “mammy,” Jones primarily re-appropriates a host of male 

slave and post-slavery African-American stereotypes, ranging from Uncle Tom to Uncle 

Ben (of boxed rice fame) to Jim Crow.  Each of these “Uncles,” as Jones describes them 

has been historically characterized as a traitor to his race, having compromised or 

assimilated their ethnic and racial identities.  They are not only negative stereotypes to 

dominant white Southern ideology.  They also represent anti-revolutionary trends of 

African-American history, shameful sell-outs rather than revolutionaries. 
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However, as Jones points out, there is also the potential to re-appropriate and re-

interpret these Uncles in a manner that turns them into survivors, heroes of a less 

courageous, but more persistent sort. 

It’s not so much playing with stereotypes as trying to rescue those 

stereotypes and honor them.  Because on the one hand, you can be a 

revolutionary and get shot and martyred or you can proceed another way 

and get your work done, and not be at the forefront.  What does it mean, 

really, to be an Uncle Tom?  My intention is to - with joy and honor - shed 

some light on these stereotypes. (qtd in Siegal 47) 

This strategy becomes more clear as the play progresses through character after character 

performing menial, back-breaking labor just to survive and keep their families together. 

Before Jones launches his re-appropriation and celebration of these various 

Uncles, he directly confronts the narrative structure of history, its harmful effects in 

shaping iconic stereotypes, and the potentials of using the constructed nature of narrative 

history to his own advantage.  The main character/narrator takes the stage and 

acknowledges that this will be an evening of storytelling, or “tall telling, getting up off 

the seat, make a praise, testifying, chanting, lying, oral books, and signifying” (8).  This 

is not a play about historical facts and people; this is a history of story, song, and culture.  

Uncle Bends recognizes its constructed view of history and the people that populate it.   

In fact, the play calls attention to the constructed narrative of history.  “These 

narratives don’t have to begin with ‘Once upon a time.’ You see, in narratives, time don’t 

sit nowhere, it hops ‘round like a bunny, like ol’ Bre’ Rabbit” (5).  These narratives 

concern historical events and people, but they are also divorced from actual history, able 

to combine a historical and a contemporary perspective simultaneously in a very New 

Southern Gothic view of history and present existing simultaneously on stage.  The 

narrator goes on to warn against trying to construct these historical narratives too 

concretely.  “Ya’ know, time will trick you up if you try to put too heavy a coat ‘round it.  

We just gonna step into these narratives and let ‘em flow with us and in us” (5).  Like the 

fetishized view of Southern history, these narratives become fragile and useless when 

they become too fixed in time.  They must remain fluid to be effective.  Too, they are 

participatory.  The narrator invites the audience to “step into” the narrative mode so that 
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they can all have “time to ponder, to have your mind wonder over a thang and work a 

notion around to its best shine” (7).  The play is constructed as an open invitation for all 

of the audience to examine the construction of a few specific narratives and identities on 

stage and then apply the same examination to their own perceptions of these identities 

and themselves. 

The one-man show’s central/neutral character is Uncle Bends, a character 

reminiscent of Uncle Ben – the face on the famous boxes of rice.  However, this two-

dimensional face from the box is fleshed out and given depth in the play.  Some of these 

revealed characteristics are traditional, such as speaking in heavy antebellum slave 

dialect, singing slave spirituals, and politely cooking and serving an actual meal to the 

audience.  In this way, most of his characters are intentionally polite and non-threatening 

to the predominately white audiences who view the play.  As Jones claimed,  

In America, avuncular characters are very comfortable for the larger 

American white population to take in.  America is less comfortable with 

African-Americans who are fiery, like Martin Luther King, Junior.  The 

friendly characters say there’s a way to survive the American experience 

without taking up arms. (qtd in Sheridan 24) 

However, there is a slyness that undercuts Uncle Bend’s gentle, servile manner.  

Jones’ director/dramaturg of the past ten years, Roberta Levitow, notes that this slyness is 

at the heart of the play’s political work.  “[I]t [the play] takes on the legacy of those 

people who are sometimes characterized as the compromisers or the assimilators or the 

sell-outs, and it asks: What was their behavior really comprised of?” (qtd in Siegal 47).  

All of Jones’ Uncles were forced to live in situations that attempted to break their pride 

and their identity down into the negative stereotypes that they have become in the media 

today.  However, all of the characters survive and persist by making the best of their 

situation, working slyly rather than openly to insure their continued existence and 

struggle. 

 This slyness is also embodied in the subtle crafting of Uncle Bends’ name.  

While the name evokes all of the Uncle Tom stereotypes throughout history, it also 

implies the resistance strategy that Jones seeks to honor in his play. 
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You see, there have been some Black mens, Negro men, “Uncles” as I am 

called, who decided or arrived at the understanding that you could either 

buck the bullwhip of the master and the knocks of life and receive 

beatings consistent with those you would give someone you were trying to 

put near death or beyond hope, or you could bend with that life and that 

hard master, that evilness that was slavery. . . slavery of the mind and 

bigotry of the heart. . . Bend with it and survive trouble that was worse 

than a misery.  Trouble that should rightly have made you truly insane and 

blind with bitterness and rage till you passed over.  Now Uncle Bends was 

never converted.  I just learned hard how to flow with life - bend with it.  I 

just tried to make my way in this more than half-crazy world with more 

than a pound of dignity.  I marshaled every ounce of myself and 

determined a half pound of dignity was better than no dignity at all. (8) 

After he announces his intentions of honoring these “mens that bends,” Bends proceeds 

to “have an honor roll call for some of these uncles” (8-9).  Playing all the roles, Bends 

smoothly moves from role to role, playing with different voices and characteristics, but 

retaining his stereotyped image as the constant visual element in the play. 

As Bends begins his “roll call of honor,” he starts with Uncles from literature and 

pop culture that would be familiar to a broad audience.  He begins with Uncle Remus and 

his trickster character, Bre’ Rabbit, a sly character in his own right who “was always 

trickin’ folks and coming up on the sunny side of life” (9).  Then he proceeds to one of 

the most famous Uncles of them all, Uncle Tom.  However, he corrects the audiences’ 

perception that the real-life Uncle Tom was a simple, assimilated slave.  He actually, 

according to Bends, had a relationship with Harriet Beecher Stowe after her husband 

died, calling them the “first beans and rice couple in the South.”  Uncle Tom passed on 

the tale that was later to bear his name, stirring abolitionists to action.  Jim Crow, the 

“banana colored” slave who could pass as white, but performed in blackface and served 

as spy, warning “many colored when the nightriders [the KKK] were plannin a lynchin 

party” (10).  Later, his name was co-opted and revised to term a set of laws designed to 

perpetuate the institution of slavery.  Uncle Willie (also known as Rev. William Battle 

who provided the face for the Cream of Wheat box and sang the blues), Rochester, Step 
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N Fetchit, and Amos and Andy complete the roll call of famous cultural stereotypes that 

Bends designates fellow Uncles. 

From that point, Bends begins to tell more personal, individual stories about the 

sly resistance and social flexibility of some lesser known Uncles.  There’s Felony Jones, 

the pullman porter who was forced to cook all night in the kitchen car without a break.  

When his callous white boss would not let him go to the bathroom to relieve himself, he 

urinated in a bucket of pancake batter.  Despite Felony’s protests, the batter was used to 

make breakfast for Franklin Delano Roosevelt.  Eleanor Roosevelt liked the pancakes so 

much that she asked Felony Jones to work in the kitchens at the White House, although 

FDR inquired “sometimes why the pancakes tasted a little different than the ones he had 

on the train” (14). 

A more serious narrative concerns Jimmy Back, a New York shoe shine boy who 

learned from his father that “all jobs are honorable and that every man is deserving to be 

treated with respect, regardless of the labor” (15).  When all he had was an old cardboard 

box and some rags made from two of his three shirts, he turned to shining shoes to make 

a living for his family.  He never treated it like a punishment, but treated his job like he 

did his life - with “care and concentration” (17).  Jimmy and his father never let the 

conditions of their job define or denigrate their identity.  Instead, they used it as a means 

to excel and make a living of their own, not answering to anyone but themselves.  For 

them, their work and their independence defined their identity, not the external 

constructions of black stereotypes of mainstream America. 

Both of these characters demonstrate the use of historical re-appropriation in the 

play.  Like several of the other “Uncle” characters, they are figures who have been cast as 

subservient African-Americans – betrayers to their race.  However, for them, it is a 

strategy of bending with the ideological wind but refusing to break.  They find a way to 

preserve their lives, their dignity, and their families in the face of adversity.  While they 

may adopt subservient roles, they remain strong in spirit and in purpose.  In doing so, 

they reclaim a host of historical identities for African-American men and suggest a 

number of strategies for dealing with racist practices. 

Not all the narratives end quite as happily as the first two, although this does not 

mean that their historical re-appropriation and “bending” is any less effective.  Jones 
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includes two women in his roll call of honor: A’nt Tanasen and Kizzie Love.  Tanasen 

watched her first husband lynched just outside their front door.  When they cut him down 

from the tree, she wrapped him in a quilt she had made.  That same quilt wrapped the 

body of their eldest son Keleb who died about a month after.  Almost seventy years later, 

the quilt was once again put into service.  A’nt Tanasen had a young gay friend, Larric, 

whose lover died of AIDS.  The church would not hold a funeral service for him because 

of his illness, until she put her foot down and forced them to recognize him as part of 

their congregation.  After this final use, the quilt, along with its years of association with 

the violence and prejudice directed at African-Americans and homosexuals was sent to 

Washington D.C. to become part of the AIDS quilt.  This episode provides an instance of 

historical contextualization, another historical strategy discussed in the previous chapter.  

The quilt provides a historical context that bridges the oppressive experiences of African-

Americans and homosexuals, providing both of the characters with a sense of support and 

community.   

Kizzie Love was born several generations before A’nt Tanasen in 1838 in 

Commerce, Georgia.  At thirteen, she was sold as a breeder to the Sherman plantation.  

There she was forced to sleep with male slaves until she became pregnant.  They only 

allowed her to hold her baby daughter for three days before they separated them and sold 

the baby, along with twelve others, off “by the pound, their weight multiplied by five, 

which was roughly the weight they would be by the time of their fifth birthday” (37).  

Five years old was the earliest they could be put to work in the field.  Kizzie lost her 

daughter and was forced to wet nurse Master Sherman’s son.  She remembers, “Tiny little 

boy named Aubrey.  I sometime wished my milk would turn to acid in that little boy’s 

stomach” (34).  However, her revolutionary thinking would have to wait to come to 

fruition with the growth of her daughter.  Her lost daughter became St. Jo Anne of the 

fields.
1
  St. Jo Anne escaped from the plantation where she was working and crossed over 

the boundary to the North.  Not satisfied with freeing herself, however, she returned 

many times to lead other escaped slaves along the Underground Railroad to freedom.  

Kizzie Love may not have been a revolutionary hero herself, but her survival and her 

                                                
1 St. Jo Anne could be read as an allusion to St. Joan (Joan of Arc) and her revolutionary form of feminism 

that brought the nation of France together to repel the English. 
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flexible perseverance, her bending, allowed her daughter to become a prominent figure in 

the resistance to slavery. 

The last narrative in the play tells the tale of Uncle Bends’ grandfather who was a 

slave owned by a plantation master named Jeptha Choice.  When he was eleven, he was 

caught learning to write his own name and had his left eye put out.  “You see it was 

against the law in the state of Louisiana for a slave to read or write or for anyone to teach 

‘em” (43).  After the conclusion of the Civil War, Bends’ granddaddy continued learning 

to read and write “AND walk hisself through the Bible a thousand times before he died.”  

His newfound learning was put to use in a most ironic manner, reading “his free papers, 

with his one good eye, to his ole master Jeptha Choice, who was bed-rid and completely 

blind by this time.  Matter fact, granddaddy tole me he help Jeptha Choice sign his own 

name” (44).  This narrative epitomizes the sly political work of Uncle Bends.  Bends’ 

grandfather “bends” with hardship, giving way before the harsh circumstances of slavery, 

yet his spirit remains intact and persists to see the end of slavery, and passes on to his 

descendant, Uncle Bends. 

 

Theory a la Carte: Fulfilling the Hunger for Historical Identity 

This work of Uncle Bends is much less overt than that of Dickerson and Clarke’s 

Aunt Jemima.  Dickerson and Clarke re-appropriate the Aunt Jemima stereotype as a 

symbol to directly resist and reframe contemporary perceptions of race.  Jones, on the 

other hand, re-appropriates his Uncle stereotypes to humanize them and the historical 

context that they lived in.  Like Aunt Jemima, this play seeks to reverse the shame felt by 

African-Americans toward their ancestors who were forced to live with slavery and 

prejudice rather than struggle vainly against it.  “It is the story of the African-American 

majority, those who work, those who have used honest perseverance and no little 

creativity to make their way through a society fraught with obstacles” (Haugen D8).  

However, it also reaches out to a diverse, mainstream audience by emphasizing the 

human, rather than symbolic, nature of its characters.  Thus, the representations are much 

more palatable for a general audience to consume. 

And Uncle Bends is nothing if not a “palatable” play.  Throughout the production, 

Uncle Bends prepares a large pot of rice and beans for the audience.  The beans and rice 
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become a symbol as well as a meal - red beans, black beans, great northern white beans 

and pinto beans mixing with the white rice.  Jones uses this metaphor to represent 

America over the more traditional national symbols.  “And if you truly want to hear 

something about America, Uncle Bends don’t recommend slicing into that ol’ apple pie.  

[E]very time I hear tell America is a melting pot, I’m never sure if we’s talking ‘bout 

what’s inside the pot, or the pot itself” (6).  When you put the beans into that melting pot 

though, he claims, “you’ve done started a conversation, a dialogue with America - those 

beans will compel you to listen . . . by any beans necessary” (6).  Jones frames his idea of 

America as a narrative discussion between different races, between past and present, and 

between his character and his audience. 

The beans also work to entice and nourish audiences as he hopes his narratives 

will entice and nourish audiences’ minds – “something for the belly and something for 

the head-y” (7).  Roberta Levitow explains, 

The thing that a lot of people don’t get to do interracially is sit in someone 

else’s living room, share a meal and talk about family, and hear stories 

that help you understand the meaning of the cultural symbols.  That’s at 

the heart of what Jones, in his great generosity is doing in the play, he’s 

sharing food and he’s sharing traditional stories and we want the audience 

to feel like they are welcome home. (qtd in Siegal 47) 

This tactic only strengthens the performance when Jones performs the play in front of 

mostly white audiences, creating a cultural dish with historical and cultural ingredients to 

convey his message of harmony.  Some of the ingredients are spicy, like Felony Jones, 

some are sweet and strong, like Jimmy Back, and some are hard to swallow, like the 

harsh tales of A’nt Tanasen and Kizzie Love.  But all of them are hearty and substantial, 

and touched with just a bit of the “salt of humor” (9). 

 

Uncle Bends and Aunt Jemima: The Power of Re-Appropriation 

 From a New Southern Gothic perspective, these plays also contribute to the 

revision and reflexive re-creation of a contemporary representation of Southernness.  

Both plays consciously struggle at the seams of a regional identity that precludes or 
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subjugates its characters through its fixed representations and troping power.  Every 

element of these dramatic works, from their language to their structure to their thematic 

reaches, directly confronts the dominant historical narratives against which they are 

framed. 

 Both plays share a number of resistant NSG strategies in their re-appropriation of 

history.  Perhaps one of the most effective is the absence of any originary tale or 

foundational myth.  Regional and national identities are almost always formed with some 

legend of how and why it was created.  Either it proceeded divinely from the heavens 

(like the Classical Greeks or Old Testament tribes), or it was born as a revolutionary state 

of liberty and democracy (the United States), or it autochthonically sprang directly from 

the earth (many Native American myths) through any number of other originary tales.  

One of the effects of such tales is that it provides the emergent community with a pre-

established and pre-ordained identity, much like the agrarian superiority claimed by the 

Twelve Southerners in I’ll Take My Stand.  As a by-product, originary tales often provide 

justification for viewing the dominant ideology of a region as an essential outgrowth of 

nature or as divinely ordained, as in the case of the American Manifest Destiny.  As such, 

it gives the dominant group the appearance of superiority and power to subjugate all 

others. 

 Occasionally, minority groups make use of these originary tales as well, 

particularly in the postcolonial struggle for new racial or communal identities to emerge.  

These minorities typically attempt to justify their resistance by claiming that they are the 

group that is most closely tied to the occupied land and that the imperial nation is made 

up of interlopers.  There are a number of examples of this type of resistance in the 

Southwestern United States where Chicano/Chicana groups have tried to form political 

action groups based on the primacy of Mayan or Aztec roots.
2
  Unfortunately, all of these 

attempts, imperial or colonial, are bound within a limited discourse.  Originary tales are 

rarely, if ever, true, and even if they are, they are distanced too greatly by history to 

access.   

                                                
2 For example, see Marta Sánchez’s treatment of the problematic mythical figure La Malinche as a rallying 

figure for Chicana feminists in “La Malinche at the Intersection: Race and Gender in Down These Mean 

Streets” and Norma Alarcón’s “Traddutora, Traditora: A Paradigmatic Figure of Chicana Feminism.” 
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 The biggest problem that most minority groups have encountered with using such 

tales as foundation myths, however, has been their homogenizing tendency.  After years 

of diasporic racial and ethnic mixing, the homogeneous group that originary tales support 

no longer exists, if it ever did.  Confronted with this difference, the tales are no longer 

able to provide the historical authenticity.   In addition, the cultures that these minority 

groups attempt to reclaim were often patriarchal.  Thus many feminist groups have been 

unable to participate in the celebration of the culture’s return.   

 In terms of African-American resistance efforts, these originary tales most often 

take the shape of the “Back to Africa” movement or other attempts to claim power from a 

distant African heritage.  However, both Uncle Bends and Re-membering Aunt Jemima 

reject the opportunity to draw on these originary tales.  Uncle Bends makes no pretense of 

an originary tale or claim of authenticity.  By stating that the work of the play is “tall 

telling” (8), and that “[t]hese narratives don’t have to begin with ‘Once upon a time,’” the 

play acknowledges its narrative and mythic status.  Its focus is not on factual history but 

on the historical power of stereotypes and the strategies for re-appropriating them. 

 In Dickerson and Clarke’s play, the character of Aunt Jemima has a rather 

unconventional birth story that serves as her opposition to an originary tale.  She “just 

sprung up on Col. Uncle Sam Higbee’s plantation. . . . covered with feces” and “branded 

with the letters ‘K K K’”(35).  She has no natural birth, no parents.  Although her outer 

characteristics were taken from African orishas, these traditional features have been 

reinterpreted to suit the dominant American ideology of slavery.  She is a construct 

birthed by the “American Myth” of which she is the “Grand Mammy.”  “You is just a 

creature of white imagination,” the menstruals claim (35).  She was created by this 

dominant ideology as a manageable icon of the passive, happy African-American servant.  

She was branded and covered in excrement because she is the foil against which white 

America defined itself.  Hers is a position of objectification and abject powerlessness.  

However, even though both Aunt Jemima and Uncle Ben were constructed as an act of 

racism and subjugation, their constructed nature means that they can be redefined and re-

presented in ways that the powers that created them never intended.  That is the goal of 

these New Southern Gothic plays.  They are not biographies complete with an originary 
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tale of a historical figures’ birth.  It is a theatrical recovery of some of the most maligned 

stereotypes in Southern history. 

 

Historical Recovery 

 Another common problem facing minority groups is that they have almost been 

completely written out of dominant historical narratives. “When a large power wants to 

deprive a small country of its national consciousness, it uses the method of organized 

forgetting” (Connerton 14).  Or as Roach defines the “paradox of collective perpetuation: 

memory is a process that depends crucially on forgetting” (2).  In order to support the 

American project of “whiteness,” slaves and other minority groups were encouraged, 

often forcibly, to suppress their culturally distinctive roots.  Families and tribes were 

separated; religious and social rituals were banned.  “On the one hand, forgetting . . . . is 

an opportunistic tactic of whiteness.  As a Yoruba proverb puts it, ‘The white man who 

made the pencil also made the eraser.”  On the other hand, “the vast scale of the project 

of whiteness limited the degree to which its foils could be eradicated” (Roach, Cities of 

the Dead 6-7). 

 Indeed, these plays demonstrate the capacity to which African-American identity 

has resisted the homogenizing process of forgetting.  First, the plays contain Bible-like 

genealogies designed to demonstrate a long heritage of black culture in both Uncle 

Bends’ roll-calling and Aunt Jemima’s long list of daughters.  This strategy also points 

out the generalizations made by typical historical narratives that merely record the events 

of “important” people and events by showing the contributions made by African-

Americans throughout history.  Col. Uncle Sam Higbee (a sure symbol of national 

identity) was supported by the efforts of Aunt Jemima and her children and husbands.  

Higbee’s plantation (America) was built by them.  This can be seen as a process of 

reversing forgetting by creating a history that serves the political needs of contemporary 

African-Americans. 

 Secondly, these plays function as counter-narratives that seek to reclaim a piece 

of African-American history that the dominant historical narrative has sought to erase.  

Not only does this strategy contradict the apparent totality of Southern history, it also 

serves a valuable agenda of preservation common to minority and feminist groups.  In 
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How Societies Remember, social and political anthropologist Paul Connerton notes the 

importance of counter-history as a means of recovering historical identities that have 

been suppressed.  “In such circumstances, their writing of oppositional histories is not the 

only practice of documented historical reconstruction; but precisely because it is that it 

preserves the memory of social groups whose voice would otherwise have been silenced” 

(15).  The re-appropriation of such historical figures creates such counter-narratives and 

preserves histories that might otherwise be erased. 

 The plays also share many characteristics of a collection of oral histories, which 

have become an important tactic in the recovery of silenced minority voices.  Often there 

is no official written history for such groups, so the only historical source material exists 

in legends and tales passed down through generations. “Oral histories seek to give voice 

to what would otherwise remain voiceless, if not traceless, by reconstituting the life 

histories of individuals” (Connerton 18).  Instead of homogenizing and reducing history 

down to a narrative of mass identity, oral histories show that history is personal, having a 

different effect upon each individual.  Instead of concentrating on the broad, sweeping 

events that their characters were involved in, the plays include elements of the characters’ 

daily life, portraying them as individuals rather than victims of historical forces. 

  

Performance Disruptions 

 These plays do not only contest Southern history through their structure and 

content, however.  The very performance style also contains multiple strategies of 

cultural resistance.  Not the least of these is the element of doubleness in terms of 

personal identity.  History deals in representations, but many times, historical narratives 

try to make these representations seem like essential reproductions of “real” historical 

figures, the authentic biographical story instead of an ideologically informed 

representation.  By showing the doubleness, or discontinuities, within these very 

characters on stage, the plays utilize a very postmodern sense of identity blending to 

disrupt these historical portrayals.  Aunt Jemima fractures its stereotypical subject, 

making use of a troupe of “menstruals” to invoke the historical rhetoric of minstrel shows 

as well as valorize women’s bodies.  The show also fragments the identity of its main 

character by showing many of Aunt Jemima’s daughters to whom she has passed on her 
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character traits.  Aunt Jemima goes even further in production, having black performers 

portraying white minstrels portraying caricatures of black slaves.  Their performances 

point out the fictive quality of those original minstrel shows, disrupting their historical 

accounts of racial identity.   

Uncle Bends’ approach also deconstructs its stereotypes through performance, 

creating a sense of historical doubleness.  In Jones’ play, the single actor plays all the 

roles, flexibly switching from one stereotype to another.  In doing so, the play highlights 

the constructed nature of these stereotypes, with the “real” presence of the single actor 

contrasting the “fake” characterizations. As the single actor adapts to play multiple roles, 

the historical authenticity of each of his characters is called into question.  The 

character’s facile transformations (textually and in performance) also suggest that the 

stereotypical “Uncle” historical figures were used ironically at times by his subjects, 

suggesting that they are mere masks that can be slipped on and off.  

 

Specific Effects of Historical Counter-Narratives 

 The creation of historical counter-narratives is key to the NSG strategy of 

historical re-appropriation.  They serve as a contrast to these monolithic histories that are 

typically utilized to create a unified, homogeneous representation of the South.  The two 

African-American plays in this chapter disrupt the surrogating process of history by 

reclaiming the power of self-definition.  They readily acknowledge their theatricality and 

constructedness.  While they both have some basis in “real” history, there is no attempt to 

create an appearance of authenticity.  Uncle Bends’ narrative status has already been 

outlined earlier in the chapter.  Aunt Jemima deals with completely fictional characters, 

although the stereotype has a very real life in US history.  Even telling the history of a 

fictional character as if she were real subverts the power of historical narratives that 

depend on the illusion of “authenticity.”  Besides, the play deals with historical events, 

such as the Emancipation Proclamation, chronicling the effects not on a social or national 

level, but on the everyday lives of African-Americans.  It deals in the world of lived 

experience rather than master narratives of Southern history.   

 One example of Aunt Jemima’s NSG countering re-appropriation of historical 

narratives takes place at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition.  Jemima encounters 
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the Cult of True Womanhood, a nineteenth-century organization dedicated to preserving 

traditional concepts of femininity.  This early women’s movement proclaimed that the 

“true woman” was white, domestic, pristinely moral, and at least middle class.
3
  This is 

one of the historical foundations of the social norm that distinguishes certain feminine 

characteristics as beautiful: whiteness, delicate features, slender body types, etc.  Jemima 

is the antithesis of all these things.  She has large lips, a long neck, and a rounded shape.  

Yet the play encourages women to celebrate Jemima’s features as beautiful as well.  They 

are just beautiful in a different cultural view – one that has been repressed by white 

societal norms.  One of the more poignant scenes in the play centers on the attempts of 

young Dysmorfia to hide these features so that she can “pass” as at least acceptable in 

white society.  Aunt Jemima immediately scolds her, “Ain’t got nothing to be ashamed 

about” (37), yet the menstruals immediately break in with a staged slave auction where 

slaves are objectified and sold on the basis of their physical features.  The physicalization 

of identity has a long history, particularly in the African-American Southern experience 

where they have been constantly deemed inferior physical specimens or more closely 

related to animals than humans.  This is just one of the narratives that Aunt Jemima 

disrupts in its attempt to reclaim a place of cultural and political identity for African-

Americans.   

 Uncle Bends counters historical narratives in a similar fashion.  In honoring his 

“men that bends,” Jones re-appropriates the stereotypes of black men who were 

subservient to their white masters and traitors to their own race.  He complicates the tale 

of Uncle Tom by claiming that he was a real historical figure who had a romantic 

relationship with Harriet Beecher Stowe who went on to tell his tale in her novel.  He 

rescues Jim Crow from his status as an icon of Reconstruction-era racism by 

characterizing him as a covert freedom fighter working for his fellow African-Americans.  

He even turns the tale of his own grandfather’s disfigurement into an individual success 

as the crime that caused him to lose an eye (reading, which was forbidden to slaves) is 

paralleled with his first act as a free man (reading his own freedom papers to his former 

master.)  In all of these cases, Jones’ characters are imbued with a sense of empowerment 

                                                
3 See Judith Stephens’ “Gender Ideology and Dramatic Convention in Progressive Era Plays,” Performing 

Feminisms (1992) for an excellent critique of the limiting gender roles perpetuated by the idea of separate 

spheres, another part of the “true womanhood” movement. 
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rather than shame, active resistance rather than passive victimization at the hands of 

history.  They become resistant icons available to contemporary African-American men 

seeking historical role models. 

 Both plays also have the effect of turning the tables on the dominant historical 

narratives that have oppressed them.  They recover a basis for political and cultural 

agency for African-Americans, and, at the same time, force Southern historical narratives 

to examine the ideological whiteness that grounds them.  “Once the liminality of the 

nation-space is established, and its ‘difference’ is turned from the boundary ‘outside’ to 

its finitude ‘within,’ the threat of cultural difference is no longer a problem of ‘other’ 

people.  It becomes a question of the otherness of the people-as-one [the nation]” 

(Bhabha 301).  The master narratives of Southern history were based on seeing the 

cultural and physical differences of African-Americans as oppositional “Others.”  Once 

the plays take one side of the binary away, the question becomes, “What then is the ‘real’ 

history of white America?”  “In an increasingly secular world of self-fashioning 

individuals and openly competing interests, the idea of community resides in shared 

conceptions of legitimate performances” (Roach 86).  Once these conceptions are cast in 

doubt or no longer shared by a component of that communal identity, the foundations of 

that community crumble away.  This is a concept that later chapters discussing the New 

Southern Gothic formation of identity will address in more detail. 

 

Conclusion 

 In concluding this chapter, I would like to sum up the relationship between the 

strategies of historical re-appropriation articulated in Aunt Jemima and Uncle Bends and 

the New Southern Gothic.  TSG formations of Southern history typically rely on a fixed 

distance from present day identities as well as a seamless, homogeneous construction of 

Southern identity.  These tendencies are the result of a hierarchical construction of 

Southern history that favors patriarchal and white ideologies.  All too often, to maintain 

this constructed history, certain master narratives must be privileged, others must be 

erased, and still others must be written to serve the master narratives.  By re-

appropriating these erased and revised histories, certain groups typically excluded from 
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the master narratives of history gain a voice in the community of the South.  This process 

is essential to a NSG formation of Southern community as a multi-racial, multi-vocal 

culture. 

 This strategy also highlights the constructed nature of such historical narratives.  

The plays call attention to the construction of their stereotypical subjects so that they can 

rewrite them in a more practical, less shame-inducing format.  The same holds true for 

Southern history.  For many years, Southern history has served as a shameful facet of the 

region’s identity.  This shame serves as the basis for C. Vann Woodward’s “White Man’s 

Burden,” an overwhelming historical guilt over slavery that is incorporated into many 

constructions of Southernness.  This “Burden” cripples TSG formations of Southern 

identity, because they are unable to interrogate and revise their past.  However, NSG 

constructions of history like Aunt Jemima and Uncle Bends are better able to deal with 

history, by treating it as a flexible narrative rather than absolute fact.  Like literary 

narratives, historical ones can be revised and re-inscribed when they no longer conform 

to present day reality.  Rather than let irrelevant or impotent historical narratives stagnate 

and fetishize in the region, NSG formations of history are necessary to reflexively 

critique Southern treatments of history and provide a model for revising them. 

 These historical re-appropriations also work on another level crucial to the New 

Southern Gothic.  The beginning of the section pointed towards the revolutionary 

intentions inherent in the nascence of the European gothic genre.  Originally designed to 

revitalize or revolutionize the stagnant and powerless Romantic ideals of individuals and 

morals, NSG can draw upon these traditional gothic elements for the same purpose.  Too 

many of the Southern archetypes have become historically distanced and fetishized 

beyond use.  They need to be re-appropriated and re-invigorated so that they can become 

useful tools of representing Southern history as a regional aspect of pride and hard-earned 

experience rather than shame and inaction. 
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SECTION II 

REDNECK NOBLE SAVAGES, CORNBREAD CYBORGS, AND MULTI-

VOCAL MAMMIES 

 

 The South has had a long history of defining its regional distinctiveness in 

response to a social, political, or ideological crisis.  The region’s theatre played a key role 

in this redefinition by setting forth characters that represented two seemingly 

contradictory impulses.  The first was an absolute need for authenticity and timelessness.  

Each character must seem to spring from the fertile soil of the South intact and superior 

to all its predecessors.  Each one is cast as a completely natural outgrowth of the region’s 

moral and social fiber, a character that would fit in as easily in the region’s colonial times 

as it would in a contemporary period.  Conversely, the second impulse bound in these 

representations was a very specific timeliness. Despite their timeless appearance, these 

representations were created with specific ideological goals in mind, suited to the 

problems facing the South at a particular historical moment. 

 Take the historical example of Confederate drama, for instance.  Before the Civil 

War and the Southern separatist movement, Southern drama was a center of nationalistic 

drama.  In the plays of this period, the agrarian Southerners were represented as ideal, 

mainstream Americans.  For instance, in the plays of Clifton Tayleure, hard-working, 

classless, morally superior, and ideologically-structured characters dominated.
1
 In his 

characters’ pro-slavery but anti-secessionist arguments, they compared themselves to the 

rebels of the American Revolution who fought against corrupt European aristocracy and 

British dominance.  An excellent example of Tayleure’s typical Southerner can be found 

in his play Horse-Shoe Robinson in the person of Maj. Arthur Butler of South Carolina.  

The play was set during the American Revolutionary War, and Butler’s Southern 

principles, honesty, and bravery stand as a shining beacon for his Revolutionary 

                                                
1 Typically these characters were created to embody some element of Southern propaganda in the region’s 

ongoing ideological struggle to remain distinct from the homogenization of America. 
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counterparts.  Horse-Shoe Robinson “employs the code word ‘rebel’….to link the 

opponents of British tyranny with the southern ‘rebels’ of his [Tayleure’s] day” (Watson 

73).  These Southerners were the true inheritors of the American character and sought to 

fight the American abolitionist movement from within.   

Once the Civil War began, however, and the secessionist movement took hold, 

Confederate dramatists turned to a new character, the beleaguered and belligerent heroine 

of Dixie.  These characters foreshadow Scarlett O’Hara’s immortal character articulated 

in the line, “With God as my witness, I will never go hungry again.”  According to 

Watson, these heroines, in plays by authors such as John Hill Hewitt and James Dabney 

McCabe, cast down their pro-American predecessors by literally taking up arms and 

fighting against the Northern aggressors in attempt to reject the contemporary American 

ideals of Union and abolition (72-83).  By replacing the traditionally male Southern 

representation with a female one, these playwrights cast the South as a victim of Northern 

bullying and corruption.  However, because these women were willing (and quite able) to 

fight on behalf of their beliefs, they demonstrated the depth of the Southern conviction in 

its beliefs and readiness to defend its cultural and political honor.  They were timeless in 

their representation of Southern purity and honor, but they were obviously created as 

Confederate propaganda to replace their nationalistic predecessors and to support the 

very timely secessionist efforts. 

 This process has been repeated time and time again.  During Reconstruction, new 

images of Southern identity arose to preserve what little dignity and culture the South 

was able to hold on to.  During this time, pockets of “true” Southerners tried to maintain 

their regional purity by holding on to antebellum Southern beliefs and cultures.
2
  Out of 

this movement grew a desire to return the South to its agrarian roots and define a truly 

distinctive Southern literature that would make the region different if not superior to 

mainstream America.  Many of these traditional Southern characterizations were once 

again replaced during the Civil Rights Movements of the 1960s as African-American 

representations of Southernness struggled against the stereotypes and attitudes of slavery 

                                                
2 In literature, examples of this “true” Southernness can be found in the works of William Faulkner and  

The Twelve Southerner’s I’ll Take My Stand in which they argue for an agrarian view of the region.  

Socially, groups like the White Knights of Columbus and debutante balls maintained traditional models of 

gender and Southern customs.  Politically, Jim Crow laws and the advent of Segregation attempted to 

enforce the white superiority and racial separation of slavery. 
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and segregation that still marginalized them.  And even as recently as the 1996 Olympic 

Games (as discussed previously), the South has struggled to define itself as a region just 

slightly off the norm, peculiar in its own uniqueness. 

 Although its motives have not always been the most progressive at heart, the 

South obviously has a long familiarity with the fluidity of cultural identity.  Time and 

again, the South has created a new version of the authentic Southerner to respond to the 

many crises that the region has struggled with over the years.  Each time the new 

representation casts the old one down in flames and a new one rises, seemingly intact, 

from the ashes of its predecessor.  For a region as steeped in history and agrarian 

simplicity as the South, this process is remarkably complex and – in some aspects, I 

believe – postmodern.  Or at least post-structural, as the South has many characteristics 

that suggest that the region has dealt with fragmented and partial identities, a shifting 

view of history, a sense that we perform many aspects of identities, and an overwhelming 

sense that our lives are shaped by a narrative structure.  This is a potential that as yet 

remains untapped for the most part.  However, these ideas are not so divorced from the 

Southern perspective, as Chapters Six and Seven will suggest. 

In the last century Southern theatrical offerings proved less fluid in their 

representation of Southernness, marking a further move away from this fluid potential.  

Perhaps it is the absence of a clear identity crisis to focus the region’s powers of identity 

revision upon, or it could be the result of the difficulty of defining the South as it 

continues to grow more culturally, racially, and socially diverse.  For whatever reason, 

the Southern drama of the past 20-40 years has been remarkably stagnant in its 

representation of Southernness.  Tennessee Williams, Horton Foote, and Beth Henley, 

three of the region’s best known dramatists, all draw on the timelessness of typical 

Southern characters.  However, they rarely use these chthonic Southerners in response to 

any real current issue facing the region.  Rather, they become quaint, quirky, or even 

tragic remnants of a culture that has no real place in the contemporary age.  Increasingly, 

these representations of Southernness become fixed and homogeneous, stereotypes 

intended to simplify and draw on the nostalgic past distinctiveness of the region. 

 This has three primary negative effects on a dramatic attempt to represent and 

culturally redefine the tempestuous region.  First, as these representations lose their 
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timeliness, they become distanced from contemporary culture and the problems that face 

the region today.  By only drawing on historical representations, these icons become 

fixed, even fetishized, and lose their fluidity.  They represent the region as essentially 

unchanging, constantly facing historical struggles rather than contemporary ones.  As 

such they lose relevance to modern audiences and groups who find that these icons no 

longer represent the Southernness that they experience in their everyday life.  Second, 

these representations must remain homogeneous in their construction.  The South has 

long had a history of tension and even violent conflict between racial and ethnic groups 

and any icon that simultaneously represents both white and black characteristics carries 

the connotation of those conflicts.  Therefore, most traditional Southern representations 

define clear and seemingly impermeable boundaries between racial, sexual, and regional 

identity.  To cross over those boundaries would open up too many disruptive forces to 

serve as an ideologically stable cultural icon. Chapter One discusses some of the 

repercussions that result when these boundaries are crossed and the forces of disruption 

are released.  And finally, in order to retain their distinctiveness, these Southern icons 

increasingly draw on more and more fringe aspects of the Southern identity.  Since 

Reconstruction, the South has typically defined itself as “outside” the norms of the 

American mainstream, and its literature has taken that process to the extreme.  

Particularly in Traditional Southern Gothic literature, the more exotic aspects of Southern 

life have been selected as the most representative characteristics of the region.  While this 

does provide some grounds for Southern distinctiveness, it also suggests that those 

qualities that are truly Southern are exotic, strange, or even aberrant.  As Raymond 

Williams and Richard Gray suggest, this has the effect of decentering the distinctiveness 

of the South, effectively placing the region and its literature in a cultural ghetto that has 

little impact on the outside, mainstream world (Gray 1-2).   

 To better understand how these icons produce an understanding of a stagnating 

Southernness, consider the example of Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire 

and its main character Blanche DuBois.  Certainly Blanche is the dominant image of 

traditional Southernness in the play, contrasted sharply with Stanley’s immigrant Polish 

ancestry and the more modernized, urban ways of Stella. Those same qualities that make 

Blanche Southern also make her appear antiquated and outmoded.  Her genteel manners, 
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sense of decorum, and patterns of speech all make her seem anachronistic, out of tune 

with the fast-paced, primal environment of New Orleans. Both Stanley and Stella show a 

greater flexibility in dealing with complex power negotiations and identity conflicts than 

the tradition-bound Blanche, who often seems immobilized when her expectations of 

Southern culture are not found in the real world.   

The play also enforces strict divisions between different factions within the play.  

Many critics have commented on the sexual turf war between Blanche and Stanley, with 

a clear conflict over the traditional roles of dominant masculine and submissive feminine.  

When Blanche crosses over into the controlling, masculine behavior, her punishment is 

swift, severe, and carried out as if by a divine force of nature in Stanley.  Finally, any 

potential disruption or subversion of the natural order of society is quashed in the play 

when Blanche is exiled to the fringes of society, both by her sexual indiscretions (which 

invalidate her cultural and moral superiority) and her adoption of masculine values and 

behaviors in the play.  Williams’ creation of Blanche re-inscribes this image of the 

modern Southerner as a social aberration with no grasp of modern reality or true place in 

a world that has passed her by.  Her defeat at the hands of Stanley also suggests that 

Southernness is something fragile that can be destroyed, unable to exist and work in a 

changing world.  This new world (and new view of the South) is represented by the 

threatening, heterogeneous nature of New Orleans – a new South that threatens to 

consume the old South and its historical distinctiveness. 

 Yet Blanche and her similarly outmoded kin persist as the dominant icons of 

Southern identity.  Southern literature classes and texts still view the works of William 

Faulkner, Eudora Welty, Carson McCullers, and Flannery O’Connor as the ultimate 

examples of Southern character.  Theatre companies still produce Tennessee Williams 

when they want to give their audiences a taste of the “true” South.  Movies like A Time to 

Kill, Mississippi Burning, and Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, and television 

shows like In the Heat of the Night and Boston Common draw on similarly anachronistic 

or fringe representations of Southernness, perpetuating these powerless stereotypes.  The 

Traditional Southern Gothic thrives on these stereotypes of Southerners as quirky, out of 

touch, out of date, out of time remnants of an agrarian, polite culture with little to offer 

this fast-paced technological world 
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New Southern Gothic Identity 

 But not everyone is ready to completely toss out these stereotypes – nor to 

continue blindly accepting their limited representations of Southernness.  For New 

Southern Gothic Playwrights, these historically bound, clearly defined, and fringe 

identities offer a new potential for representing the complexity of the contemporary 

South.  Rather than seek to alienate their audiences and exoticize their subjects, these 

playwrights recover and subvert Traditional Southern Gothic techniques to create 

potential models of identity that embrace and celebrate the different aspects of 

Southernness without casting those differences as boundaries.  Rather than throw out 

these familiar icons of Southernness, they find a way to re-interpret them to their 

advantage, subverting their oppressive, stagnant nature and opening them up to new 

interpretations and cultural articulations.  This allows them to work from within a 

familiar cultural shorthand without falling prey to the ideologies inherent in the 

representations.   

Instead of promoting homogeneity and authenticity for one Southern 

representation, they explode any concept of a pure or authentic Southern identity.  Instead 

of representing Southern identity as historically and culturally fixed from one faction to 

another, they demonstrate that Southern identity is constantly in flux, created by the 

discourse between the many different aspects of Southernness.  And finally, instead of 

exoticizing aberrant identities to the whispered-about fringes of society, these 

playwrights foreground the absurd and grotesque aspects of the Southern character, 

seeing in them the potential for a more durable and complex representation of 

Southernness. 

To accomplish this goal, the New Southern Gothic playwrights utilize at least two 

distinct strategies drawn from the pages of their Traditional Southern Gothic 

predecessors.  1) A direct confrontation of the fixed identities and misperceptions of 

identities that separate one representation of Southernness from another.  Picture the end 

of A Streetcar Named Desire when the last vestiges of Blanche’s veneer of Southern 

gentility have been dashed against the harsh reality of Stanley’s masculinity, forcing her 

into a final and tragic realization of her status as outcast and victim.  And 2) a centering 

of the monstrous that chooses as its subjects one of those dark, exotic identities from the 
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fringes of our society.  Take, for instance, the 1972 movie Deliverance and its equation of 

Southerners with inbred, monstrous-looking, sexual deviants.   The same technique is 

echoed in Traditional Southern Gothic tales that focus on the socially grotesque Southern 

identities of homosexuality or the subhuman, seamy side of Southern culture of rednecks, 

voodoo magicians, and faith healers.  

However, instead of using these motifs to titillate and instill revulsion within its 

audience, the NSG playwrights subvert these exoticizing and alienating techniques.  In 

their plays, these traditional representations become critical models of contradictory and 

complex identities that suggest that these fringe Southern models might have something 

to offer more mainstream identities in this increasingly complex world.  The following 

chapters will explore the possibilities of identity created through the NSG use of these 

two strategies: 1) a direct confrontation and 2) a centering of the monstrous.  Through 

these strategies, the playwrights recover some sense of agency for stagnant Southern 

identities that have been stripped of power in TSG representations. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DIRECT CONFRONTATION IN CUPID’S BONES, OR LOOKING YOURSELF 

IN YOUR OWN BLACK EYE 

 

 Since most of the stereotypical characters or icons of Southernness are drawn 

from the region’s troubled past, it is not surprising that NSG authors take aim at historical 

figures in order to reinvent their own contemporary Southern identities.  Thus, many 

NSG playwrights choose to confront historical Southern icons by re-inventing, re-

membering, and revising their stereotypical predecessors.  Two of these confrontations, 

Glenda Dickerson and Brenda Clarke’s Re/membering Aunt Jemima: A Menstrual Show 

and Bob Devin Jones’s Uncle Bends, were discussed in the previous chapter regarding 

their re-appropriation of historical icons in shaping Southern tradition.  In both cases, the 

playwrights rescue historically oppressed slave stereotypes (Aunt Jemima and male slave 

narratives like Uncle Tom, respectively) confront them with their influence on 

contemporary African-American culture, and re-empower those historically oppressed 

icons as models for cultural pride and empowerment.  

Still other playwrights, such as Atlanta film critic and dramatist Steve Murray, 

shift their confrontational focus to the present day.  In his play, Cupid’s Bones, Murray 

represents the effect that historical icons and narratives have in shaping Southern 

identities in conflict with complexity and alienation that many critics and playwrights 

struggle with in this postmodern age.  Through direct confrontation of the historical 

identities that continue to inform, mold, and police the “appropriate” boundaries of 

Southernness, Murray’s play dramatizes these historical identities’ lack of power in the 

contemporary world.  Like Blanche in Streetcar, these characters are cut off from any 

real, experiential grounding, and they become anachronistic and quaint rather than role 

models upon which to build a cultural, communal Southern identity.  However, Murray’s 

play does not suggest that we simply abandon these historical milieus and icons that give 

the region so much of its distinctiveness.  Rather, the characters confront these stagnant 
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narratives of identity and find ways to break out of their inflexible constructions of 

Southern identity.  The play ends by presenting a flexible, discursive model of identity 

construction based on a steady, reflexive dialogue between past and present identities.   

 

Steve Murray’s Cupid’s Bones: Synopsis 

 Cupid’s Bones shares many qualities common to Murray’s other plays, like This 

Passion Thing and Algae-Eaters.  All of these plays have a very realistic basis, 

particularly in the creation of their characters and the relationship between them. 

However, they also contain a number of non-realistic elements, utilizing dream sequences 

and ritual-like descents into a symbolic reality that highlight particular themes of the 

play. 

 Bones has four characters, all of whom are related in some way to Andy, a white 

resident of Atlanta who passed away the day before the play begins.  Andy was a 

professor of archeology who traveled extensively and was fascinated by historical 

cultures.  Andy’s lover and partner, Kevin, is an African-American man who rose from 

humble Southern roots to educate himself and divorce himself from his past.  Andy’s 

mother, Joan, lives in North Carolina and fancies herself a member of the Southern 

gentility.  She is polite and pushy and particular to the extreme.  Beth is a former college 

girlfriend of Andy’s who finds herself in a hollow relationship.  Kevin invites her to the 

funeral which allows her to pay her respects and to possibly fix her up with the final 

character, Robert.  Robert is a former roommate of Kevin’s described as “a decent, 

unassuming, sober, under-articulate heterosexual white man.  This does not mean he’s a 

bad guy or a fool, though he may be a Republican” (i).  Robert is also in an unsatisfactory 

relationship, married to a corporate executive who is always traveling for her job. 

 All four characters end up in the same locale, Kevin and Andy’s house, for the 

funeral.  The play takes place in two acts.  The first act deals with the tense meetings 

between the characters and the politely confrontational struggle over how to organize 

Andy’s funeral.  The second act takes place after the funeral, as the struggle between 

Kevin and Joan intensifies.  Each tries to control the way that Andy will be remembered 

as a means of justifying his or her own identity.  Robert and Beth intermittently intercede 

in their battle while struggling with their own repressed passions.  Toward the end of the 
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act, the play descends into a sorrow- and alcohol-induced dream-state where social 

pretenses are dropped and the conflicts climax.  At the end of the play, Robert and Beth 

decide that their relationship might have some future potential that should be explored.  

Kevin and Joan also come to terms over their memories of Andy.  They also form a new 

cooperative relationship at the end of the play, putting aside their differences and 

mutually agreeing that they can help each other through this time of mourning. 

 

Gothic Characters Within and Without 

 At first glance, Murray’s Cupid’s Bones does not seem to fall into the gothic 

category.  It is, on the surface, a play of opposites – a confrontation between two cultures 

that have nothing in common.  Certainly, the presence of supernatural forces, dark 

mysteries, and fractured psyches do not play a dominant role in the play. However, the 

title suggests a supernatural element, Cupid and the accompanying personification of 

Love, and the death of that divine presence.  There is also the sense that, beyond the 

simple clash over cultural perceptions and misperceptions, the focus of the play extends 

beyond the boundaries of the play and that the characters represent icons of cultural 

forces at work in the South.  The gothic, in a NSG manner, works behind the scenes, as 

we will see as we begin to unpack this complex play.  The gothic, for this and many other 

NSG plays, defines the cultural effects of the play rather than just the motifs of the genre. 

 This broad cultural focus of the NSG is evident from Murray’s first words in the 

play - an instructive casting note to the directors and actors of Cupid’s Bones. He states, 

“It’s important for the actors not to reduce the characters to ‘types’ or simplify them in 

the service of political correctness” (i).  Following this is a description of all four 

characters indicating both their relationship to these Southern stereotypes and their initial 

departures from them.  For instance, Murray describes Joan as “a Southern white woman 

of a certain age,” indicating certain cultural and regional mannerisms and boundaries 

familiar to an everyday conception of the South.  However, Murray continues, “The 

rituals and manners of her milieu are not an invitation to play her as a Magnolia-ized 

caricature” (i).  Likewise, Kevin is described as “[a]n educated African-American man 

who has lived among whites.  This does not mean he is trying to “pass” as a white man.  

His education is not an attempt to escape his blood heritage (i). 
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Robert and Beth’s descriptions also defy easy classification.  Beth is “an 

attractive, intelligent woman who does everything she can to squelch her own 

attractiveness.”  However, Murray continues, “This does not mean she is frigid or 

hysterical.”  Likewise, while Robert’s character type and sexual biases might lead an 

actor to play him as an ignorant Southern buffoon, Murray urges, “This does not mean 

he’s a bad guy or a fool,” encouraging actors and readers to look beyond the cultural 

stereotype (i).   

The characters both are and are not what they seem, stereotyped but unique, 

cultural icons but also individuals who have to live in the everyday world.  This is a key 

of the NSG direct confrontation, opposing stereotypical Southern characters with real-life 

individuals.  The play specifically invokes stereotypes that both reassert and contradict 

our perceptions of Southern normality, but suggests that there is a quality to each that is 

lacking.  Indeed, as the play continues, we find that these identities, seemingly 

contradictory identities, are inextricably bound in a discourse that produces a new model 

of Southern community. 

 

Fragments and Revisions of History 

 Another key element of the NSG strategy of direct confrontation is the need to 

fragment the historical basis for present day identities.  When these traditional Southern 

identities are presented as the natural outgrowths of long-standing historical processes, 

they become monolithic and unassailable.  This means that they remain dominant in 

cultural representations of the region, despite their increasing inaccuracy and 

anachronism.  However, if this historical relationship can be disrupted, then the 

possibility of re-appropriation and re-interpretation becomes possible. 

One of the primary motifs of Cupid’s Bones negotiates this relationship between 

past cultural icon, theatrical character, and contemporary individuals.  This motif of the 

fractured nature of history becomes apparent in the opening stage descriptions of the 

play.  The interior set is covered in fragments from Andy and Kevin’s past, pictures of 

their past archaeological expeditions and souvenirs – “bits of ancient masks, shards of 

ceramics, reproductions – on display, well lit” (1).  Each of the visiting characters in turn 

notes these historical remnants.  They are alternately referred to as “artifacts,” 
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“fragments,” and “reproductions,” suggesting that these pieces symbolize the tenuousness 

of history.  “Artifacts” carries the weight of authenticity, “fragments” suggest that they 

do not tell the whole story, and “reproductions” goes further by marking these 

representations of history as something produced by the modern era for its own “kitschy” 

purposes. 

 Kevin literalizes this process when discussing these artifacts early in the first act.  

He claims that even though Andy used to tell him the “actual history” of the pieces, all he 

remembers are the “dumb old myths.  Ray Harryhausen movies – ‘Beware the face of 

Medusa, don’t look into her eyes’” (13).  When he tries to recall the “actual history” of 

one of the pieces, he finds he can not, having been mesmerized by Andy’s lips telling 

“the same stories over and over again by the fire.”  Kevin has lost touch with history, his 

and his relationship’s, through his love for Andy and his sense that history is made up of 

narratives – stories told again and again while sitting around the fire.  Finally, Kevin 

crystallizes this flexible sense of history with the one bit of Andy’s tales he does recall, 

One thing I do remember.  In England – the Middle Ages?  Farmers used 

to plow up bits of iron – old Roman weaponry.  Had no idea what they 

were – the farmers.  Didn’t remember their own past.  So they made it up.  

Said the old swords were lightning bolts.  Like they just – reinvented 

history. (13) 

Immediately, Kevin sinks into depression, confronted with the realization that he too is 

struggling to reinvent himself and his history in terms of his relationship and his 

connection to his friends and his community.   

There is also a sense that this struggle to rediscover a sense of history as a 

grounding for forming personal and communal identities is happening on a larger cultural 

scale.  As Kevin recalls one of the early expeditions he accompanied Andy on, he begins 

talking about how they encountered history in terms of their own relationship.  Soon, 

though, these digs take on larger cultural significance, 

They weren’t working digs.  More like touring the greatest hits – showing 

students where all the good stuff was dug up and carted off.  Nothing left 

but dirt, which, these Generation X-ers, they could relate.  Andy’s favorite 

was Pompeii.  Normal people, living their lives.  Blink, it’s gone.  
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Vesuvius.  Ashes.  We could relate.  Tired metaphor, I know.  Like the 

holocaust. (14) 

Again, this relatively innocent passage reveals a great deal about the complicated 

relationship between history and its role in shaping contemporary identities.  First, he 

suggests their exploration of history is a passive one – not “working digs.”  Instead, we 

tour the “greatest hits,” choosing which moments of history relate to us now and which 

are irrelevant or complicate our narrative of history too greatly.  Second, he suggests that 

history has already been pillaged of its meaning, leaving nothing but “dirt” for those who 

feel left out of history.  Finally, the Pompeii story localizes this feeling of historical 

abandonment for Kevin and Andy, with the stress on “We could relate.”  Personally and 

in terms of the gay community, Kevin feels like the impact of AIDS has had a Pompeiian 

effect in making them visible to the world, but, at the same time, they are modeled and 

remembered primarily in terms of their tragic suffering, their “holocaust.”  His history is 

being produced by cultural forces beyond his control as he is forced into empty historical 

narrative and, thus, the role of tragic victim. 

 On a more personal level, Kevin is also caught between his own perceptions of 

self and these historical narratives that shape identity, particularly in the South.  His 

sexuality locates him outside of “normal” Southern identity, and as his character 

description suggests, he is also an outsider in the African-American community.  Kevin 

reveals later that his own family has basically alienated him, partially through ignorance 

and partially through Kevin’s own reluctance to reveal his true identity as a gay black 

man living with a white man.  “Oh, my own family wouldn’t know my voice on the 

phone.  One of those uppity Affirmative Action negroes.  That’s what a scholarship does” 

(39).  On one level, he feels that he betrayed his own history, in the form of his family 

and their perceptions that are shaped by poverty and a lack of education.  Through 

education and expanding his cultural horizons (not to mention his sexual horizons), 

Kevin has moved his identity beyond the ken of his traditional Southern family. 

Kevin is also painted as an outsider in the contemporary African-American 

community.  When he tells the story of Andy’s death later in the play, we find that it 

happened during Freaknik, an annual event in Atlanta when hundreds of thousands of 

young African-American college students come to Atlanta and stage a street party in the 
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downtown and midtown sections of Atlanta.  For years, this event has been extremely 

controversial and highlighted the continuing racial tensions that have long characterized 

the South.
1
  In terms of the play, the party’s street congestion prevented the ambulance 

from reaching Andy when he was dying.  Kevin describes his confrontation with the 

young black men as a cultural gap that further alienates him.  “They looked at me, we had 

the same skin, but they looked at me like I was an alien. Too close to Langston, not close 

enough to Malcolm, too old to dance, not ‘black’ enough to pass” (98).  This feeling 

intensifies as he recalls their common roots and the process he went through in shaping 

his own current identity, 

[S]ome of the faces I saw, I saw in their eyes what I worked so hard to get 

away from.  The rusty screen-door porches, chain link fences, dogs and 

bottle tops stuck in the hot asphalt, kudzu vines, the pale hot sun on dusty 

roads.  I came so far to get here.  This house [Kevin and Andy’s].  I left 

my old language, left my old home to find it.  And it had nothing to do 

with my skin.  I looked at these kids, all the people that I’m not and could 

have been and sometimes wish I was, standing there on the doorstep and 

the house I loved flying apart brick by brick.  We didn’t speak the same 

language. (98) 

Cut off from his family and from a sense of cultural belonging, Kevin finds himself 

isolated and struggling to deal with the crisis of Andy’s death, searching for a history or a 

community he can identify with.  In the eyes of the young black men, Kevin finds an 

accusation, or at least a gulf of experience and understanding, and he feels that he has lost 

a cultural connection to the African-American community that he once held.  As he looks 

around his house, he sees how much he had to give up in order to get there. 

 Kevin’s view of history, particularly in the wake of Andy’s death, is that history is 

ultimately tenuous.  There is nothing concrete in history you can hold on to because it is 

always changing, always being revised by the present day.  For someone searching for a 

                                                
1 Note these Atlanta Journal-Constitution headlines from the time surrounding the play’s creation: 

“Freaknik Fallout Spreads” (1997), “Boot Out Freaknik, Not Big Conventions” (1997), “Countdown to 
Freaknik: Neighborhoods Brace for Waves of Young Visitors” (1997).  The animosity and fear generated 

by this annual event recalled the rhetoric surrounding an invading army.  In the 1990s, Freaknik also 

resulted in a contemporary version of “white flight.”  Each year, thousands of white-owned businesses shut 

down and many white Atlantans conveniently decide to take a long weekend vacation to avoid the hordes 

of young African-Americans and the ensuing traffic jams and street parties. 
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firm historical foundation on which to base or ground his or her identity, this 

understanding of history can be an alienating experience.  Kevin explicates this point 

through a story later in the play about how they bought their house from an old couple, 

redecorated it completely and then invited the wife over to look.   

She was polite.  But this was her home for 40 years.  Everything she knew, 

we’d torn out, or painted over or queered up to the point of 

unrecognizability.  Well nothing’s permanent. . . Look at the pharaohs – 

thought they were buried for eternity, now all their cool tchotchkes are in 

museums. (60) 

In his mind, history becomes a commodity, something to be bought and sold to the most 

powerful story-teller or dominant culture to serve its own needs.  And as he does not 

exactly fit into any traditional representation of culture in the South, dominant or 

minority, he feels even further cut off from a history he can call his own.  Without the 

history and a personal way of celebrating and communing with that history, Kevin’s 

perceived role in the world is passive.  Unable to tell his own story, he must blindly 

struggle against others’ versions of history. “[W]e need the rituals.  Where what’s hidden 

inside gets drawn to the surface for everybody to see” (38).  He desperately wants to 

mourn Andy’s passing and find comfort in the rituals of a larger community, but he does 

not belong because he is cut off from their version of history.   

 

Southern Fried History – Frilly but not Filling 

 However, if it is history that Kevin is searching for, the embodiment of history in 

the play, Joan, is somewhat lacking in fulfilling his needs.  Although Murray warns 

actors, directors, and readers in his character notes not to too quickly categorize his 

characters as stereotypes, Joan is perhaps most easily drawn from stock Southern 

characters.  She is the Junior League, matronly caretaker, bustling social butterfly, 

fashion conscious gossip, and antebellum plantation stock descendent rolled into one 

Uber-Southern woman.  Kevin even equates her with textbook Southern identity, “Talk 

about the New South – I get Aunt Pittypat for a mother-in-law” (22).  (It is not until later 

in the play that Murray reveals her complexities and contradictions.)   
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From the moment of her introduction, she spends the greater part of the play in 

motion, immersing herself in the appearance and actions of “proper” Southern mourning.  

She rushes about making sure everyone is fed, shopping for funeral attire, visiting the 

lady friends of her social circle, organizing the ceremony according to her own dictates, 

and fussing over her hair and clothing.  At least at first, Joan is intrinsically linked to the 

rites of both Andy’s passing and the cultural rituals of genteel Southern life.  Because she 

participates and belongs in the dominant culture of the South, she has access to the 

defining rituals that Kevin does not.  She is the inheritor of the Southern historical 

narratives and mythos.  However, as the play progresses, Joan reveals that her integration 

with Southern history is neither as seamless nor as dominant as it first appears. 

 Joan organizes her history based on the Southern genteel tradition of socially 

acceptable, polite revisionism designed to preserve the surface appearance of normality 

despite the troubling truth – what Robert claims, “sounds a little like denial” (56). This is 

not merely a tactic for dealing with her son’s mixed-race, homosexual partner, however.  

It is a long standing tradition for both the South and Joan herself.  Andy’s father – Joan’s 

husband – apparently also had a dark side.  He gambled away much of their life savings 

and eventually drank himself to death.  However, after his death, Joan claims,  

[N]obody talked about it.  It’s not done.  You’re not from the South are 

you?  I mean originally.  For all I know, your people elect to carry their 

dirty linen through the streets like a royal procession.  But down here, 

where there are such things as history and respect, that’s our job. (56) 

Joan represents the tendency of the South to blindly re-interpret historical events to gloss 

over troubling details in favor of a genteel nostalgia.  She has obviously never come to 

terms with her son’s homosexuality or interracial relationship with Kevin.  She blatantly 

claims that she cuts Kevin out of the pictures that he and Andy used to send her of their 

world adventures. “They were always so tight together, see?  Makes it hard on a photo 

album.  Can’t snip ‘em apart unless you’re willing to sacrifice a nose.  I’m glad they were 

friends, but still” (55, emphasis added). 

 However, while Joan seems to be plugged into the dominant history and 

narratives of the region and comfortable with its procedures of historical revisionism, she 

also seems to be alienated from the other characters. There is something lacking, a chink 
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in her perfect genteel armor that shows itself at vulnerable moments in the play.  For 

instance, in her first moment alone on stage, while the others are getting ready for the 

funeral, she attempts to steal one of the historical artifacts on the set, a reproduction of an 

Etruscan horse.  She does manage to steal a photograph of Andy alone in front of the 

pyramids (19).  This minor moment suggests that she is not as in tune with history, 

particularly her son’s history, as her demeanor suggests.  She obviously feels some sort of 

historical void regarding her son that she is trying to fill with these stolen artifacts.  There 

is also the visible chink in the armor that is represented by the hole in the elbow of her 

dress.  For such a fashion-conscious Southerner who relies on the outward appearances of 

proper and genteel culture despite her inward disarray, this flaw is extremely telling.  

Also ironic in terms of Southern propriety and fashion is the fact that Joan is forced to 

wear her son’s size eleven black pumps to his funeral because she left hers at the hotel.  

For such an image-conscious character, these little details trouble the impermeable 

authenticity and dominance of her representation of Southern identity. 

As the play progresses, we find out that Joan’s genteel Southern identity is only a 

façade.  Robert reveals that he heard through the Southern grapevine that “her house is 

run down, the lawn all weeds.  Nobody ever sees her” (110).  Although she talks 

constantly of her African-American maid Vera, she is forced to admit at one point that 

she can no longer afford to employ her and does everything herself now.  Her adherence 

to the strict Southern mythos of propriety and gentility is, much like its antebellum 

precedents, more myth than truth.  It is a false nostalgia held on to so that she does not 

have to face the complexity of the modern world.  In this way, she is exactly like Blanche 

of Streetcar, a fading belle who can no longer function in a world that has left her culture 

and value systems behind. 

 Her historically revisionist narratives have not only put her out of touch with the 

modern world, they have put her out of touch with her own son.  In the wake of Andy’s 

passing, she struggles to force the socially troubling real life of her son into more 

“proper” historical molds.  She refers to him as “Andrew,” reverting her perceptions to 

his childhood identity when she did know him.  She supersedes Andy’s requests for his 

funeral, inviting little known family to attend and even invites Andrew’s distant cousin to 

sing Amazing Grace, an event Kevin finds in incredibly “bad taste” (22).  Despite that 
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Andy clearly died of AIDS, Joan consistently claims that it was the result of “cancer.  It 

was unexpected, he was so young” (33).  She also refuses to acknowledge Kevin’s role in 

Andy’s life, listing the present company as friends and “his old fiancée,” referring to 

Beth, whose relationship with Andy ended 15 years earlier (34). 

 It is clear that Joan’s discomfort and lack of perspective on Andy’s real life have 

forced her into a life based on nostalgic and historical narratives, just like basing her own 

identity on the foundation of anachronistic Southern models.  Her insistence on forcing 

these narratives on everyone else in the room further alienates Kevin in his mourning, 

unfairly places Beth in a long-dead relationship, and prevents Joan herself from facing 

the reality of her son’s existence.  And the play makes this alienation quite obvious.  

Everyone in the play attempts to move on, using their memories of Andy as a catalyst, 

but they all fall short because they can not get past Joan’s domination of the conversation 

and her careful control over the “appropriate” narratives of Andy’s life.  Having reached 

an impasse between Kevin’s search for a history he can draw on for strength and identity 

and Joan’s monolithic, but ultimately hollow, genteel Southernness, the play spends the 

first scene of Act I seething and roiling beneath a thin veneer of polite mourning.  In the 

second scene and the majority of Act II, this struggle boils over into direct confrontation, 

and the work of this first NSG strategy of identity construction becomes apparent. 

 

Confrontation:  In Which Fires are Lit, Boundaries are Broken, and Healing Begins 

 While all of the characters are confronting their own historical inadequacies or 

insecurities, they also find themselves in a direct confrontation over whose view of 

history, whose interpretation of Andy’s identity is the most authentic.  As in war, the 

victors of this struggle get to write the history book of Andy’s life, to shape his identity in 

their own mold.  And although this confrontation is framed as a struggle over who gets to 

tell Andy’s story, it is really an attempt by both sides to frame their own identity.  By 

controlling the narrative of Andy, Joan can restore and preserve the fragile falsehoods 

upon which she has based her own identity and her own sense of Southern propriety.  For 

Kevin, the conflict is an attempt to recover a sense of self and community that he has 

become alienated from without Andy in the world. 
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 This confrontation over the Andy-narrative occurs on many levels, ranging from 

the simple and literal to the symbolic and noumenal.  On the literal level, Joan and Kevin 

struggle over the most basic memories of Andy, “I say black, she says white.  So to 

speak” (22).  They fight over whether Andy liked gladiolas or not (12, 17, 18, 22).  Joan 

removes them from the stage several times.  Each time, Kevin brings them back on stage 

to a prominent point.  They differ on whether or not Andy liked the heat (5, 55), what 

hymns he wanted for his funeral (22), and the cause of his death (33, 99-100).  They also 

struggle through seemingly casual conversation over the form of his name, Andy or 

Andrew, and attempt to sway the other two characters present, Robert and Beth, with 

their memories of Andy’s life.  Joan’s obituary basically stops after his college days 

when Andy briefly dated Beth.  Kevin responds angrily to what essentially amounts to his 

erasure from Andy’s history, “He’s not being remembered, this is dis-membrance” and 

stalks off stage (100).  Constrained by the bounds of polite society, Kevin and Joan’s 

confrontation reaches an impasse. 

 However, both sides lack the sufficient power to win this conflict over history and 

narrative.  Thus they find themselves repeating a cultural struggle that has long identified 

the South, a stagnant conflict over who gets to tell the history of the region that chooses 

to put its own historical identity or current political/ideological needs in a primary 

position.  This cultural egoism is not unnatural.  Cultural and ethnic groups have always 

chosen to view the world through the perspective of their own experience and history. 

Dominant cultural groups try to establish their history as the authentic history of a region, 

and oppressed minority groups try to recover a sense of self by reconstructing and 

reintroducing their own suppressed history.  These tactics, particularly the latter, have 

been important tools of cultural construction and representation.  As was seen in the 1996 

Olympic Arts Festival’s representation of Southern identity, such single perspectives are 

not always useful in representing the discursive identity creation of a racially and 

culturally complex region like the South. 

 Cupid’s Bones does not let the play end in this historical Southern impasse, 

though.  Instead, it launches the conflict beyond the polite, genteel realm into the 

symbolic plane as well.  As night falls, Kevin recalls that there is one ritual he still wants 

and is able to partake in fully – fireworks.  Flaunting Joan’s sense of propriety and 
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caution, Kevin goes out back and launches fireworks into the night, setting off the fiery 

conflict that will happen inside as well as outside the house.  He even proceeds to bring 

the fire in with him, attempting to light a fire in the fireplace despite the warm Southern 

night.  There is a sense of the play descending into a surreal or apocalyptic sense at this 

point where relationships and conflicts are heightened and the boundaries between 

characters are worn thin.  In this heightened state, a sense of ritual comes over the four 

characters.  As he prepares the fire, Kevin claims that the room will become like a “sweat 

lodge. We can beat on drums and howl” (80).   

Interestingly, however, as the sense of ritual enters the play, the polar opposites in 

this conflict, Kevin and Joan, share their first parallel memory of Andy and make a first 

connection.  The idea of drumming sparks a memory in Kevin of a trip that he took with 

Andy and Beth to Puerto Vallarta when Andy went parasailing and inadvertently lost his 

shorts, flashing the whole beach like “some kind of weird, flying love god” (83).  Joan 

laughs and similarly recalls when Andrew used to “run outside stark naked when I gave 

him his bath” (83).  Although their relationship returns to a politely hostile level, this 

parallel memory of Andy links the two characters momentarily and foreshadows the 

play’s resolution. 

 

The Resurrection of Passion 

 As both the play’s title and the action of the play suggests, all four characters have 

lost something vital in their relationships to each other and the rest of the world. Robert, 

like Beth, is in the middle of a typical but stale contemporary-1990s-business 

marriage/relationship.  This sterile existence is maintained and monitored by exactly the 

same sense of genteel Southern propriety that forces Joan to revise her false histories in 

an “appropriate” manner.  This is the same sense of “normalcy” that forces Kevin to the 

fringes of society and alienates him from any sense of shared community.  The ritual 

dream/ceremonial state that the characters descend into disrupts this “normal,” sterile 

version of reality. 

  At the heart of this ritualistic night of mourning, Robert spins a fantastical 

narrative about his flight to Atlanta.  It begins on a seemingly normal level, as Robert 

recounts the encounter between a businessman and a “stewardess, excuse me, flight 
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attendant” (91).  This “predictable” encounter takes a turn when the flight attendant spills 

the businessman’s drink over his PowerBook.  “[F]rom there it gets hazy, what happened 

next.  Him yelling, calling her Girlie this, bimbo that.  Her dabbing at his crotch with 

seltzer water….Next thing I know is, he’s got his hand inside her blouse.” (91)  

Having shattered any sense of propriety in his story, Robert takes the tale deeper 

into fantasy.  As he does, decades of repressed emotion break forth, shredding the 

neutering power of polite society:  

It was like a signal.  Like the captain turned off the No Smoking sign, only 

it was the sign for Social Propriety.  They were shaking tambourines up in 

first class, you could hear the bull snorting, they’d smuggled in….Back in 

tourist, seat belts were coming undone, the businessman and the 

stewardess weren’t yelling anymore.  Hands all over the place.  Her 

breasts.  His bald spot.  Everybody kissing….The bull’s out of control.  

Roaring, crushing flowers under his hooves….One flight attendant, a 

Hawaiian looking one named Philippe, I read his nametag, he grabbed 

hold of one horn, held on.  I never saw the knife till he’d already pushed it 

through the throat….the blood!  Like a wine cask busted….The plane 

starts diving through the cumulus clouds.  Everybody fighting the 

antigravity, trying to pull on our plastic sheaths and gloves and dental 

dams and nonoxynol jellies while the floor switches places with the 

ceiling….The aisle clogged with lipsticks and underwear and paperback 

copies of Anne Rice and Women Who Do Too Much of Whatever It Is 

Now, all floating in the blood. (93) 

All the social, physical, and sexual barriers between humans are torn down in this hyper-

Freudian vision of social upheaval.  The normally polite environment of the airplane ride 

is disrupted with elements of a bullfight, an animal sacrifice, and an orgy.  Each of these 

elements also represents a ritualistic break from the normal, events that are primal and 

appeal to audiences on an instinctive and physical level.  By disrupting the boundaries of 

the “normal,” the play reveals the constructed and often constricting nature of social 

mores.  
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That same sense of upheaval is carried over into the world of the play.  Kevin sets 

off the remaining fireworks in a huge blast that coincides with the climax of Robert’s 

story.  He runs in from outside bleeding like the bull, having cut his feet on the numerous 

bottles broken in the yard left over from Freaknik – another primal ritual of revelry.  As 

the characters attempt to re-establish a sense of order and Beth bandages Kevin’s feet, he 

reveals a memory of an expedition with Andy that thematically resonates with Robert’s 

apocalyptic tale.  Although we know that the memory is false, because Kevin and Andy 

never traveled to Greece, the dream memory reveals the depth of loss and alienation that 

this repression of passion and human connection has caused for Kevin.  In the middle of 

Athens, he claims, they found a tiny “pygmy skeleton.”  Only this skeleton was different 

because it had little wing bones “sticking out of its shoulder blades…And in the dirt 

beside the bones was the….quiver.  Made out of bronze, all busted and bent.  Cupid.  

That’s who we found.  Crushed down under all those levels of civilization” (95-96).  In a 

wake-like night of mourning, memory, and catharsis, all four characters have revealed 

that they all feel that they can form no meaningful human connections, find no true 

passion, because of the pressuring social institutions and narratives of normalcy that they 

wrestle with every day. 

 

The Aftermath:  Building NSG Identities from the Ashes 

However, this upheaval is merely the starting point; it reveals the causes of the 

characters’ alienation and false identity construction.  While many contemporary plays 

might find this level of deconstruction and upheaval sufficient, Murray’s play begins the 

process of rebuilding personal and communal identity, allying it with some of the most 

progressive and potentially transformational qualities of the New Southern Gothic.   

 Toward the end of the ritualistic apocalypse, Kevin and Joan reach one last 

confrontation over Andy’s obituary.  Kevin accuses Joan’s insistence on her false 

historical narratives of acting “like erosion.  Wearing away the real memories.”  He 

claims, “I don’t want some fake shiny Andy, I want the Andy that was mine” (101).  The 

conflict finally comes fully into the open when Joan replies, “what about my Andy?  My 

Andrew….is already gone.  There’s a family plot beside his father in Raleigh.  I come 

here and you’ve gone and cremated him” (101-102).  Kevin hotly returns, “You can’t 
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change history.  Andy loved the heat, FYI.  And he loved gladiolas.  He was my husband, 

Joan, not Beth’s.  And his friends called him Andy, not Andrew” (102).  He accuses Joan 

of trying to erase the Andy he knew and begins to physicalize this erasure by angrily 

throwing “every last trace” of Andy “out with the ashes. This chair, he sat in this chair, 

the books he read – get rid of ‘em.  Oh and this rug, he walked on this rug, out it goes” 

(102).  In a last-ditch effort to restore social propriety, Joan douses Kevin with the water 

from the gladiola vase, inadvertently wetting the handful of Andy’s ashes in Kevin’s 

pockets.  They begin to wrestle over the ashes, smearing them over each other’s faces in 

some sort of primal war-painting ritual.  When they finally stop, exhausted, Joan has 

what may be her first honest moment in the play. 

You don’t have any idea.  This is Andrew’s house.  I can smell him.  This 

house smells like him.  Andrew….I smell it every time I walk in the door, 

it knocks me over.  A hotel!  He [Kevin] makes me stay in a hotel!  Look 

at me Kevin, Look me in the eyes. (103) 

After a moment of final visual confrontation, Joan carefully wipes the ashes off her face 

and proceeds to do the same for Kevin.  The conflict is not mentioned again, and the 

characters begin to restore some sense of order to the house, returning the furniture and 

tidying up.  The scene ends with everyone passing out in the same house instead of 

returning to their hotels. 

 Scene Three begins the morning after, as all the characters wake up.  They go 

through the normal morning rituals and commence preparation for leaving.  Not much is 

said about the events of the previous night other than a few awkward apologies and 

Kevin remembering his tale of finding Cupid’s bones as a dream.   

The play ends with a very significant exchange between Kevin and Joan, 

however.  As they are cleaning up the final remnants of their struggle, Joan finds and 

remarks on one of the artifacts, “That’s a nice Venus….Venus of Willendorf.  Fertility 

totem.  Found in Austria.  Upper Paleolithic.  [Of another artifact] This is the Stele of 

Hammurabi.  Babylonian” (115).  Severed from his history and his remembrance of 

Andy, Kevin is amazed by her historical knowledge.  Joan reveals that “Andrew told me 

the books to read.  He gave me his syllabus” (115).  Cut off from real contact with her 

son, she attempted to learn everything she could about his work.  With her combination 
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of knowledge regarding Andy’s early history and the history of his work, she fills some 

of Kevin’s voids, and he eagerly tries to soak up as much of the knowledge as he can, 

asking about one artifact after another. 

This newfound cooperation leads them to drop their defenses and expose their 

weaknesses.  Kevin reveals that he has never been tested for AIDS, despite Andy’s 

illness.  Without any support community to rely on, no true friends or family, he fears 

that no one will be there to take care of him.  Joan is in a similar situation.  She finally 

admits that since her husband’s passing, she has been alone.  She attempted to date again, 

but she found it too awkward.  Since then, she has been projecting the image of a happy 

social butterfly, but increasingly senses that her life of social propriety is hollow and 

devoid of any real human connection. 

Without Joan’s history, Kevin only has fragments. Without Kevin’s perspective, 

Joan only has her narratives, her dreams, her myths of an unreal Southern idyll.  Alone, 

they are isolated from any community that they can call their own.  Kevin has the lived 

experience of the real world, Joan has the experience of negotiating and owning the 

historical narratives of culture and community, but neither is sufficient on his or her own.   

 In this final moment of cooperation, Cupid’s Bones suggests the beginning of a 

reconciliation between the two characters that extends beyond the realm of the play into 

the outside world.  After making some awkward attempts to resolve their conflict, they sit 

down over coffee and admit that Andy loved the other and that they were each an 

important component of the Andy-narrative.  Using this love for Andy and their mutual 

concern for each other as a starting point, they sip their coffee and decide to “take it 

fifteen minutes at a time” as the lights fade out on the play (120).  By no means does 

Murray suggest that this is a cut-and-dried happy reconciliation.  However, it is clear that 

the healing has begun, and the kernel of a new view of community has been planted. 

 Kevin, like many alienated identities in contemporary culture, feels cut off from 

his historical roots, from any sense of ritual and community that could enable him to form 

a communal identity.  Joan, on the other hand, is more representative of the dominant 

culture.  However, she, too, feels isolated because the narratives and social mores her 

culture is based on have revealed themselves to be antiquated and inadequate.  They are 

too rooted in tradition and propriety to deal with messy contemporary problems like 
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inter-racial, same-sex relationships, the complex racial and sexual politics of the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, and the complete repression of inter-personal 

passion as the result of the strict adherence to social codes. 

 The kernel of community formed at the end of Cupid’s Bones is one that draws on 

the strengths of Kevin and Joan and their representative social factions.  Kevin brings 

knowledge of the complex forces at work in contemporary society.  He understands the 

racial politics of Freaknik and diverse make-up of a large urban sprawl like Atlanta.  He 

also brings lived experience of dealing with this complex world of alienation and 

isolation.  Joan has none of this contemporary experience, but she does bring a historical 

foundation and a familiarity with the narratives that continue to shape the modern South.  

In the two, the traditional, anachronistic yet still influential icons of the Old South meet 

the complex and shifting identity of the New South.  The play does not project what will 

blossom from this kernel, or if it will grow at all.  However, it ends with the promise of 

self-reflexivity, a promise to take it fifteen minutes at a time.  A conversation has started 

between old and new identities in the South, and, hopefully, this continuing conversation 

will grow into discursive and cooperative models of forming communities that draw on 

the strengths of both the Old and the New South rather than isolating one from the other. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CENTERING THE MONSTROUS IN THIS PASSION THING, OR LETTING 

THE SKELETONS OUT OF THE CLOSET TO MARCH DOWN MAIN STREET 

 

 The second NSG strategy of identity construction discussed in this section is 

perhaps the most traditionally gothic in nature.  One of the primary characteristics of 

eighteenth-century European gothic drama involved an otherwise noble character or 

family of characters struggling to bury a tainted aspect of their past or hide away a 

monstrous relative from the eyes of a judgmental society.  Take Nicholas Rowe’s Jane 

Shore, for instance, in which a woman is ultimately destroyed when her past infidelity is 

revealed.  The more Romantic of the Gothicists, like Mary Shelley, used monstrosity for 

a different purpose – one more in line with the NSG use of monstrous.  In her novel 

Frankenstein, the horrible nature of the monster is used to point out the monstrosity in the 

“normal” humans in the book and in her reading audience.  Even in this more 

sympathetic portrayal of the monstrous, however, the community holds no place for 

Frankenstein’s monster, and he, like Jane Shore, must be removed from polite society, 

their aberrant natures serving only as remembered lessons rather than integral parts of 

their communities. 

The use of monstrous identities is also one of the most definitively Southern 

characteristics.  Although the region is often characterized by its polite, genteel, 

hospitable characters, Southern literature also reveals that the South is just as well known 

for its less socially acceptable identities.  For every blushing young debutante or Southern 

gentleman, every family has a black sheep, a white trash cousin, or a more shocking 

skeleton in its closet.   

Just as the traditionally gothic use of monstrous identities reflected that period’s 

culture and cultural anxieties, the traditional Southern Gothic also finds an outlet for the 

regions cultural anxieties through its own version of monsters.  This feature shows up in 

TSG works by Tennessee Williams and others, typically playing on the monstrosity of 
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homosexuality, cancer, racism, disability, alcoholism, or others centrally figuring in a 

play, dominating everyone and everything.  In Narrative Prosthesis, Mitchell and Snyder 

argue that disability tropes are often raised by authors as a narrative means of 

representing cultural deviance, or monstrosity.  These disability tropes are typically 

resolved by applying a narrative prosthetic designed to “alleviate discomfort by removing 

the unsightly from view” or “return the incomplete body to the invisible status of a 

normative essence” (8).
 1
  These monstrous identities are quietly swept under the rug or 

dismissed to its aberrant realm by the end of most TSG plays, or they are left hanging, 

unresolved.  Brick from Cat on a Hot Tin Roof is an excellent example of a monstrous 

identity (through his homosexuality, alcoholism, and status as a star athlete that has 

become disabled through injury) that becomes central to the play’s conflicts.  Brick is 

also left crushed at the end of the play, unable to come to terms with himself or any of the 

other characters in the play.  Culturally, such plays are emotionally powerful, and they 

serve as aesthetic highlights in the history of Southern drama.  However, in the cultural 

realm, these monstrous identities are difficult to incorporate into a working articulation of 

Southern community.  And for those who identify with these so-called monstrous 

identities, the dismissal of these monsters to fringe status further alienates them. 

Sometimes, contemporary playwrights writing within these traditional molds 

attempt to recover the monstrous by ennobling the aberrant or fringe identities of 

Southernness.  Take for instance the ARTStation offering at the 1996 Olympic Arts 

Festival, Harmony Ain’t Easy.  In this play, an overly educated city doctor and his wife 

break down in the backwoods of Georgia, only to encounter a simple country man.  They 

immediately dismiss him as unable to help them because of his lack of urban 

sophistication, but they soon discover that he holds a wealth of folksy, rural lore that 

fixes not only their car but gives the doctor some remarkable insights into modern 

diseases drawn from folk remedies.  This “don’t judge a book by its cover” technique has 

been used often in many regions that value their agrarian roots and culture.  I have come 

to term this particular trope the “redneck noble savage” method of portraying 

                                                
1 Mitchell and Snyder also claim that in many works such narrative prosthetics fail because contemporary 

authors refuse to marginalize their disabled characters, instead attempting “to make the prosthesis show, to 

flaunt its imperfect substitution” (8).  Such an approach mirrors that of the NSG playwrights who seek to 

center monstrous identities and make them central to a new formation of Southern identity. 
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Southernness, a means of portraying the monstrous aspects of society while still 

acknowledging their ultimate and permanent fringe status.  They may be wise and hold 

many generations of folklore, but their cultural differences will never allow them to 

become part of the mainstream.  In their own environment, such as the backwoods of 

Southern Appalachia, the monstrous identities can be centered culturally, but they would 

never survive outside their own environment.  In addition, their differences are almost 

always used comically – a surprising contrast between physical appearance and inner 

knowledge – so they would be difficult to incorporate as integral parts of a serious model 

of Southern community. 

 For NSG playwrights, the monstrous still holds great appeal.  They retain the 

concept that some of the most distinctively Southern traits may seem monstrous to 

“normal” cultural ideals.  However, instead of further exoticizing these monstrous 

qualities of Southernness to the point where they only have the power to shock or alienate 

audiences, they attempt to bring them to the center of focus in their plays.  From this 

central vantage, the monstrous becomes a tool for revealing and unsettling cultural 

boundaries and beliefs that stand in the way of individual and cultural identity 

development.  When the monstrous is not shunted to the fringe or left unincorporated into 

the new communal ideal at the end of the play, it instead becomes an integral part of the 

characters identity and their new community.  Revealing and accepting the monstrous 

transforms characters by forcing them to accept the contradictory aspects of identity and 

existence as necessary.  The monstrous and the mainstream merge at the end of many of 

these plays, forcing characters and audiences alike to realize that the synthesis of the two 

provides a more flexible basis for forming individual and cultural identities.  As a 

primary example of this technique of centering monstrous identities and ideals as a 

progressive force in NSG plays, I have selected Steve Murray’s This Passion Thing.  This 

very gothic play incorporates many elements of the Gothic Romantic motifs, the TSG 

cultural ideals, and the NSG methods of using both to open up stale and hidden areas of 

Southern culture to examination. 
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Synopsis: This Passion Thing 

 At the core, Steve Murray’s This Passion Thing (TPT) is a contemporary romance 

tale structurally and thematically.  It also echoes many of the same concerns about the 

repressive forces of society that he addressed in his later play, Cupid’s Bones (discussed 

earlier in Chapter Four).  The primary romantic couple in TPT is Jill and Michael, both in 

their thirties.  She is a cabinetmaker; he is a photographer.  Both are well educated.  Both 

are fiercely independent, passionate, and stubborn.  They meet, in flashback, after 

Michael has photographed a house on fire and witnessed the death of a fireman.  Jill’s 

dog escaped to chase the fire trucks, and he gives her a ride home.  They fall deeply, 

passionately in love, but (in another series of flashbacks) they break up at a performance 

of the opera Don Giovanni, because Michael sympathizes with Don Giovanni as a fellow 

philanderer.   

 The primary plot structure shows both characters struggling in passionless 

relationships with the secondary characters, Chris and Sheila.  Chris is the owner of a 

trendy art gallery.  He convinces Jill to marry him, despite his somewhat ambiguous 

sexuality and his obsession with troll dolls.  Sheila is a clothing designer/waitress whose 

new line of clothing consists of break-away clothing called “Escape-Wear.”  She also 

affects a casualness about her relationship with Michael, but she desperately seeks 

something deeper. 

 The play has two structuring motifs that run concurrent with the primary plot.  

The first of these is a narrator character, Turner, who steps in and out of the play’s action.  

Turner also serves as Jill’s workshop assistant and gay confidante, as he too shares the 

loss of a loved one.  Several years prior, Harry, his partner of five years, left him to marry 

a woman and have children.  The second recurring motif consists of an oral 

presentation/defense of a master’s thesis by Lenore.  During the presentation, complete 

with slides, she demonstrates that “the 1922 silent film ‘Nosferatu,’ the first cinematic 

version of ‘Dracula,’ is no mere horror movie, but a study of the parasitic nature of 

passion” (9).  Lenore also features romantically in the play, as she is an old college 

girlfriend of Chris, and she seduces him at the gym one day after his engagement. 

 The first act begins on a mysterious and chillingly gothic note.  Lenore begins the 

play with the opening to her thesis defense, “Nosferatu!  That name alone can chill the 
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blood!  Nosferatu!  Was it he that brought the plague?” (1).  Then a rooster crows and 

then Turner enters, and a red pool of light illuminates two bodies.  He addresses the 

audience, “I’m the one that found them.  I was there that night, at Jill’s house…I heard 

them through the wall, but they always argued.  I heard her scream, but….Next morning I 

walked in and there they were.  Their… bodies.  Jill and Mike”  (1).  After this 

mysterious opening, the rest of the act consists primarily of recounting the tale of Jill and 

Michael’s early relationship, their break-up, and their attempts to find the same level of 

passionate engagement without the dangers involved.  It ends on a similarly mysterious 

note however that echoes many of the passion-strangling events of the first act.  Again 

Turner appears and speaks to the audience, 

And then the dreams.  October dreams.  The world asleep in separate beds, 

we light small fires to keep us warm.  All the dark night, dreaming.  That 

night Jill had a dream.  In the dream it was raining trolls, hundreds, 

thousands, millions of trolls pouring from the sky, crushing cities, burying 

millenia of civilization beneath the accumulated tonnage of their beady-

eyed wild-haired smiling plastic selves. (64-5) 

He also recounts Michael’s dream of that night, replaying all the women he slept with 

while dating Jill over and over until Donna Elvira sings, and he is dragged, Don 

Giovanni-style, towards a hellish inferno.  They both wake violently from these dreams 

and pick up the phone to call each other, but each lacks the courage to speak. 

 The second act is again introduced by Lenore’s continuing defense, positing 

“Murnau’s central metaphor:  That true erotic fulfillment is purchased only in exchange 

for danger, even death” (66).  Turner also welcomes the audience to “Walpurgisnacht.  

That final night.  The night of the opening” (66).  For most of the second act centers 

around the frantic and surreal preparations for a major opening at Chris’ art gallery – an 

opening which all of the characters will attend.  The show exhibits the work of Ida 

Bloom, an eccentric New Mexico artist who shows up wearing a bullwhip around her 

waist and carrying the bones of her dead husband, who reputedly died of AIDS.  Her 

arrival serves as a catalyst, heightening the tension and highlighting the lack of passion 

between the four other characters. 
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The next day, things are no better as the characters show up at Jill’s house where 

Jill and Chris are hiding Ida Bloom from the New Mexico police who are pursuing her 

for the murder of her husband.  Chris and Mike square off to fight for Jill, who pulls 

Lenore’s gun out of her pocket and the action freezes, and the characters enter a strange 

game show called, “Mate to Kill.”  The contest, featuring such categories as Denial, Self 

Destruction, Stalking, and Marital Manners, forces each character to confront their own 

monstrosity and the passionless life that fear and civilization has forced them into.  Jill 

eventually stops the game by shooting the other characters.  Of course as Turner claims 

as he restarts the action, “Sorry.  This never happened” (103).   

In the aftermath, Chris and Lenore eventually get married. Sheila finds fashion 

success and a committed relationship with two Frenchmen in Canada.  Mike and Jill 

tentatively enter into a relationship and sleep together, revealing that it is their living 

bodies that Turner discovers in his opening narration.  All does not end completely 

happily, however, as the audience discovers that the reason Turner is able to narrate the 

action so freely is that he was struck by a bus on the way to Chris and Lenore’s reception.  

In a romantic twist, though, as he recounts the story of his ashes being scattered, he tells 

the audience that some of his ashes were picked up by the wind and settled on his former 

lover, Harry, who had attended the funeral in tears, still pining for Turner.  As the lights 

fade, all of the characters come together and begin to dance to a haunting waltz.  “Quick 

– quick, before it’s over” (131). 

 

Passionate Monsters and Monstrous Passions 

 Obviously, TPT is the most traditionally Gothic of the plays examined in this 

dissertation.  It is full of treatises on vampires, ghostly characters who move in and out of 

the action of the play, images of human cacti, haunting dreams, and a woman carrying 

around the bones of her murdered husband in a suitcase.  Also, as in the Romantic 

undercurrents of traditional gothic dramas, there is a struggle with the limitations of 

humanity.  Just as Byron’s Childe Harold or Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein monster 

struggle with the limitations of their earthly flesh and their higher aspirations, these 

characters struggle with the frailty of their own flesh and their desire for spiritual 

satisfaction in their relationships. 
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 Murray focuses on two particular cultural monsters in the play, both of which 

have a deadening impact on passion and humanity.  First, he tackles the dichotomy 

between ideal cultural expectations of romance, relationships and gender roles and the 

more monstrous realities of everyday identities.  By showing how these fixed cultural 

ideals and identities serve to drive people further apart rather than bring them together, he 

encourages a more freeform view of identity within relationships that becomes 

cooperative rather than competitive.  Second, he turns his attention to a true modern day 

monster that has changed the shape of relationships immensely over the past 25 years – 

AIDS.  Although it rarely bubbles to the surface, the anxiety in relationships brought 

about by AIDS seethes underneath every aspect of the play.  In TPT, these two features 

are made central to the cultural world represented in the play, a world that defines not 

only the South but much of American culture.  However, using this traditionally gothic 

technique of centering the monstrous to help define and examine cultural anxieties and 

limitations (as well as setting his play in Atlanta, Georgia) helps firmly root him within 

the NSG movement.  Additionally, unlike a more traditional approach that would simply 

remove the monsters at the end of the play or work of literature, TPT shows that it is 

necessary to incorporate the monstrous into any attempt to truly define a contemporary 

region or community like the South.  The anxieties that seek to disrupt a culture are just 

as defining to a region’s identity as the traditions that seek to smooth over those same 

anxieties.  At the end of TPT, the audience is left with a sense that the monsters are part 

of all of us, and we must all come to terms with them in order to grow past our current 

stagnant identities and impossible ideals. 

 

Plato vs. Playdough:  The Fixed Ideal and the Fluid Real 

 The opening scene of the play details the meeting between Jill and Michael, 

rescuing a dog from a fiery inferno.  It also sets up an important dichotomy within the 

play, the struggle between ideal expectations and reality.  As the two get to know each 

other, it quickly becomes clear that neither completely adheres to established gender roles 

typical to contemporary romantic comedies.  Michael studied philosophy and taught 

himself photography, and he now makes a living freelancing while continuing his quest 

for the “inner truth of things” (6).  Jill makes large pieces of wood furniture in her 
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workshop behind the house.  She points out her break from a typical feminine role.  

“You’re a girl, people figure you make dollhouses, but I like the hefty pieces.  Great big 

trestle tables, Gothic bedboards” (3).   

As Jill talks more about her work, she discovers a common bond they share in 

philosophy that also reveals the primary dichotomy in the play:   

I love making tables.  Who was it, Plato?  Talked about “perfect form.”  

How everything, a chair or a hat say, everything has an ideal form.  Like, 

floating up in heaven.  The absolute perfect version of what “hat” is, or 

even ideas like friendship and love.  That’s me in the workshop.  Like I’m 

trying to get to the essence.  Sanding it down.  Getting closer. (4) 

Michael replies with another Platonic tenet, “In all of us, even in good men, there is a 

lawless wild-beast nature, which peers out in sleep” (4).  Jill is also questing for an inner 

truth in her work, but for her it is a process of trying to attain other-worldly perfection.  

Even her ideas surrounding “friendship and love” are based on cultural ideals of 

relationships rather than practical experience.  For Michael, his quest for truth focuses on 

the mundane and monstrous side of humanity, taking pictures of people in their cars 

during rush hour or people trapped in burning buildings.  This is a classic Romantic 

notion – the struggle between ideal and real, spiritual and mundane, heavenly and human 

– that continues to impact our world today. 

 To demonstrate the continuing influence of the dichotomy expressed by Jill and 

Michael in the play, let us turn for a moment to a larger cultural view.  The narratives 

informing contemporary romantic relationships are often drawn from movies, novels, and 

fairy tales.  All too often, when these narratives are incorporated into a cultural context, 

they become the basis of real expectations.  This results in the perceived need for 

storybook weddings and “happily ever after” relationships that all too often fail because 

they fall short of expectations.   

The same holds true in the expectations and narratives grounding models of 

community, which are really just large-scale models of interpersonal relationships.  When 

the cultural ideals that define a community are unreachable by most of the community’s 

members or those cultural ideals are out of synch with the day-to-day experiences of 

those members, the identity of that community is necessarily flawed.  In Unmarked, 
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Peggy Phelan outlines this gap between the corporeal “real” or the physical, material 

world (represented by her performing body) and the psychic “real” or the “psychic 

experience of what it is to be em-bodied” in representation (167).  The gap between 

physical and psychic underlines a social and cultural anxiety.  “The fear is that if the gap 

is so large here, the join between what is real and what is represented must be enormous 

everywhere” (Phelan 170).  This anxiety results in a series of “failed understandings” as 

proponents of both the physical and the psychic attempt to claim that their view is 

definitive.  Despite failures on both sides of the issue, “[t]he widespread belief in the 

possibility of understanding has committed us, however unwittingly, to a concomitant 

narrative of betrayal, disappointment, and rage” (174).  These constant failures of 

understanding further divide the opposite perspectives, creating open conflict and 

accusations of “inadequacy, of blindness, of neglect” (174).  Rather than produce any true 

meanings or acceptable common ground upon which to build a community, this attempt 

to derive understanding just perpetuates a dichotomy between the real and the ideal.
2
 

 TPT also demonstrates the aftereffects of this dichotomy on both the world of 

interpersonal relationships and cultural communities.  Jill and Michael undergo a 

harrowing break-up when Jill’s romantic ideals clash with Michael’s womanizing and 

fear of commitment.  The two take different paths to try and justify their own singular 

world view.   

Jill’s view of the world is based on philosophy and dreams of perfection.  As 

Turner claims, “Jill thought that if she just read enough, she’d know how to live her life.  

Plato and Thomas Aquinas, the Great Books” (36).  Jill explains how these ideals came 

crashing to the ground when confronted with Michael’s philandering.  “Then I read 

Emily Bronte, all that tortured gothic stuff.  Running around the moors all night, only you 

find out it’s not just one woman stashed in the attic, your Heathcliff’s got enough girls to 

form his own Rockettes” (36).  Alienated and hurt, Jill turns to Chris, who is basically 

everything that Michael was not.   

                                                
2 Phelan does suggest a means of bridging the two perspectives.  She claims, “perhaps the best possibility 

for ‘understanding’ racial, sexual, and ethnic difference lies in the active acceptance of the inevitability of 
misunderstanding….It is in the attempt to walk (and live) on the rackety bridge between the self and other – 

and not the attempt to arrive at one side or the other – that we discover real hope” (174).  This cautious 

and direct negotiation of identities is integral to the NSG mode of representing identity, realizing that any 

possibility of understanding lies somewhere between the “normal” and the “monstrous” and that 

Southernness is made up of the discourse between the two. 
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Turner:  …He was romantic. 

(Chris appears, offering flowers.) 

Chris:  Hope you like orchids. 

Turner:  Health conscious. 

Chris:  Try my veggie stir-fry. 

Turner:  Environmental. 

Chris:  Save those bottles, I’m recycling. 

Turner:  Cuddly. 

Chris: (Chris holds out a troll doll.)  His name is Peeky-Won-Doo, he’s 

looking for a home. 

Turner:  And he was sincere. 

Chris:  Marry me. (8-9) 

He is the perfect romantic ideal, except that there is something obvious lacking in the 

relationship between Jill and Chris – passion, a quality that was abundant between her 

and Michael.  Turner describes him as “almost Ken-doll,” and there is definitely 

something plastic about him.  When he later questions Jill on why she is marrying Chris 

instead of Michael, she replies 

You want to know what I feel with Chris?….Nothing.  That’s what I feel.  

I feel nothing.  Do you know how hard I worked on that?….After Michael, 

kindness is all I want, I depend on it, I am Blanche frigging duBois, okay?  

You ask me what I feel.  I don’t feel.  I’m proud of it.  The only time I 

ever feel is when you say Michael’s name and then I feel miserable, thank 

you very much. (48-49) 

 Jill invokes Tennessee Williams’ long suffering heroine, Blanche duBois, as a symbol of 

cultural abandonment as well as emotional abandonment.  Like Blanche, her ideals 

belong to another, unreal view of the world.  Blanche yearns for antebellum finery and 

cultural meaning in a world that has passed that time by.  Jill also yearns for something 

out of her reach, placed there by unreal cultural expectations of romance and love.  

Therefore, she latches on to the first sign of kindness – Chris – even though their love 

rings hollow to her and gives her no sense of solace. 
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 Michael takes another direction to fill his life with meaning.  Instead of searching 

for identity in a forgotten past or unreachable ideal, his approach is decidedly more 

contemporary.  He refuses to settle for any fixed identity or philosophy in return for a 

more shifting view of identity.  As the first tenet of his new philosophy, he chooses not to 

have any close direct interaction with anyone else.  Even his photography becomes 

impersonal.  He takes pictures of people through car windows for his art show 

AutoErotica.  “That’s when you see what’s real about somebody….Their inner … 

whatever.  Sadness, beauty, despair, waiting for the light to turn” (6).  Even his rebound 

relationship with Sheila is intensely impersonal.  Their favorite game is one of betrayal 

and mistaken identity.  Michael sneaks up behind her and kisses her neck.  She replies, “I 

love it when you do that.”  Then she turns around and exclaims, “Oh, Mike!” (11). 

 Sheila further epitomizes Michael’s search to distance himself from the world.  

She is an aspiring fashion designer whose creations early in the play are metaphorically 

defensive, “See; vests over vests; three kinds of jackets.  Layers of defense” (11).  She 

also creates a jacket of fish hooks – all her clothing is designed to repel intimacy and 

contact.  In the second act, she introduces her Escape-Wear line designed to permit easy 

escapes from the entanglements of romantic relationships.  As she pitches, 

I’ve got one word for today’s woman:  “escape.”  Not “escapism,” no 

ladies and gentlemen, not drugs or drinking.  I mean the lies, the games, 

I’m talking real escape from the whole tired boy-girl crap…..’Baby, I’d 

never do anything to hurt you.  Yes I respect you.  That was my mother on 

the phone.  I’ve never done anything like this.  I just want to put my arm 

around you.  I just want to lie here beside you and talk.  No, I don’t think 

we’re moving too fast….Yes, I’ll call you tomorrow.  Yeah, sure, I love 

you too, whatever.  (73) 

For Sheila, like Mike, relationships are a series of false identities, false pretenses, and 

falsehoods to be escaped from rather than engaged in.  So instead of trying harder to 

establish new forms of identities and relationships, they choose to surf atop a series of 

shifting identities, acknowledging their falsehoods.  If they commit to an individual 

identity, they must also begin to accept a communal or relationship identity.  So they 

choose intentional alienation rather than accept responsibility for the attempt to create a 
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more stable identity in either realm.  They see all identities as monstrous, so they do not 

commit too deeply to any particular identity or commitment. 

 This view of identity, too, has a parallel on the communal and cultural level.  

Although the concept of an ever-shifting swirl of identity can be freeing to those trapped 

within historically and culturally fixed identities, like Southerners or African-Americans 

or other minority populations, it can also be alienating.  This fear is echoed in the 

criticism of bell hooks, Gayatri Spivak, and other critics of certain postmodern 

approaches to identity formation.  Often these critiques worry that by completely 

abandoning and undermining all sense of communal and cultural identity, the fragmented 

identities that are left are unable to join together to effectively enact political and social 

change on a larger scale.  In some instances, these critics claim, it is worth the attempt to 

create a flawed group identity for a particular purpose as long as the flaws are willingly 

acknowledged as a temporary necessity.  Spivak calls these attempts “strategic 

essentialism” forming coalitions of action across boundaries of difference (The Spivak 

Reader 214).  bell hooks outlines the longing for such models of community in her 

critique of postmodernism from the African-American perspective,  

“Yearning” is the word that best describes a common psychological state 

shared by many of us, cutting across boundaries of race, class, gender, and 

sexual practice. Specifically in relation to the postmodernist 

deconstruction of "master" narratives, the yearning that wells in the hearts 

and minds of those whom such narratives have silenced is the longing for 

critical voice. (27)   

Yet these approaches require hard work, accountability, and constant self-reflexive 

activities that examine and reform the boundaries and definition of those cultural 

identities.   

This work is what Michael and Sheila are unable to face.  For Michael in 

particular, his pain is too fresh to want to face the monstrous task of forging a new 

relationship identity.  Instead, it is easier to choose empty and shallow relationships 

rather than commit to a single complex but rewarding love.  It is also reflected in the 

choices made in the Olympic Arts Festival discussed in the introduction where cultural 

and racial differences were used as defining points for Southern regional distinctiveness.  
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It is much easier to say the South is instead many Souths divided by race, sex, history, 

culture, tradition, and any number of other factors than to create a flexible enough model 

that attempts to incorporate all of those differences into a politically and socially useful 

model. 

This is the monstrous dichotomy that occupies the center of TPT.  Jill clings to a 

monstrously outdated and unreachable cultural expectation of romance and finds it empty 

and unsatisfying.  Michael clings to nothing, commits to nothing, and also finds nothing 

in return.  Caught in the crux of these two forces, the identities of two individuals and the 

potential identity they could form together are almost crushed.   

This dehumanizing force manifests itself in the second-act entrance of Ida Bloom. 

A reclusive, eccentric Southwestern painter, Bloom shows up wearing a bullwhip and 

carrying the bones of her husband in a bag.  The relationship between Ida and Vladimir 

Bloom is referred to several times by the characters in the play as exceptional and worthy 

of imitation.  As Lenore claims, “It’s only the great postwar romance.  Soviet dancer 

defects, meets reclusive Southwestern painter.  Plus she’s twice his age.  The perfect 

couple” (28).  Yet even their relationship is not completely by the book of Romantic 

ideals.   

Chris:  You knew they were platonic. 

Lenore:  Vladimir and Ida?  No wonder they lasted this long. 

Chris:  One way to have the perfect marriage; never get married. 

Lenore:  Or have –  

Chris:  Right. 

Lenore:  Sex. (29) 

And yet even this relationship rumored to be the most ideal presented in the world of the 

play has come to a tragic end, leaving behind a monstrous void that influences Ida’s 

artistic view of the world.  Her paintings now reflect the wasteland of love that Michael 

and Jill are experiencing.  As Chris claims at the introduction to her new show, “This 

show signals a new phase of Bloom’s work.  A Southwest Hieronymous Bosch, if you 

will.  As you can see.  The swarming life on these canvases.  Babies falling out of eagles’ 

beaks, flowers bursting from skulls” (76).  And Lenore adds that cacti are still a motif, 

“But they’re alive – human cactuses” (76).  These truly monstrous images that combine 
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teeming life with images of death and dehumanization also reflect the dichotomy between 

Jill and Michael’s philosophies and the resulting sense of loss that accompanies their 

clash throughout the play. 

 Yet, it is also this monstrous dichotomy at the center of the play that serves as a 

catalyst for change and progress in the character’s individual and communal identities.  

Symbolically, the change begins when Jill’s dog, Buddy, steals Vladimir’s bones and 

buries them around her yard.  Instead of reacting in anger, Ida sees it as a sign of change. 

Sweetheart, do you know how lucky you are?  Your house is seeded with 

a great passion now.  The bones of our love.  Vladimir and me.  Respect it.  

And look out: Those bones are gonna bloom.  A forest of passion all 

around your house, honey, watered with tears.  Flowers big enough to 

drown in.  It’ll be a roadside attraction, the Garden of Love.  Treetops 

sprouting sugar skulls and marzipan hearts. (109) 

Although some of the same mix of imagery appears in Ida’s vision of the future, there is a 

distinctively different tone surrounding it.  Instead of the dehumanizing feeling of being 

torn between life and death, love and hate, there is a sense that these contradictory 

impulses are necessarily found at the core of both love and identity.  Rather than try to 

justify either extreme end of the dichotomy, the characters progress as they begin to 

accept both extremes as integral parts of their identity.  This results in a move towards a 

newer, more accepting form of community that echoes Northrop Frye’s theories on the 

endings of comedies.  As the characters begin to settle their differences and re-establish 

relationships, they do so with a “clarified” view of community and the relationships that 

ground that community (Frye 163).  They have realized that their inflexible notions of 

love are no longer capable of sustaining them as individuals, couples, or communities so 

they must find new patterns of relations. 

Jill and Michael do undergo a reconciliation of sorts.  Michael apologizes for his 

indiscretions and his casual attitude toward relationships.  Jill admits that her inflexible 

ideals of romance have forced her into a lonely and empty existence.  His approach 

aspired to nothing greater than physical comfort and emotional freedom.  Her ideals left 

her with unreachable expectations and no real world satisfaction.  The two are pushed 

deeper and deeper into conflict until they end up pouring gas over each other and 
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threatening to light themselves on fire to satisfy their extreme viewpoints.  “We all have 

to die,” Jill declares.  Michael replies, “It’d be nice to live first” (123).  Her ironic 

distancing techniques confront his desperation to feel something honest.  Neither can 

satisfactorily live at the monstrous extreme, and their loneliness has pushed them to the 

brink of suicide.  However, when they choose to combine their viewpoints in concert 

rather than conflict, it gives them a practical basis for resolving their differences and 

working together.  When the two monstrous viewpoints are brought to the center and 

combined, they find a basis for cooperation and cooperative identities. 

It is not an easy process for the two by any means, just as it is not easy to make a 

monstrous combination of identities the center of a cultural identity.  Although the play 

concludes with a wedding between Chris and Lenore and many of the other loose 

relationship ends are tied up, there are enough purposefully unresolved factors that 

suggest that the identity work of the play is far from complete.  As Turner claims, “They 

[Jill and Mike] made the hard choice: life instead of death, love, not despair” (125).  And 

when they are asked when they might get married as well, they respond: 

Jill:  We’re taking it one day at a time. 

Michael:  She doesn’t trust me. 

Jill:  Love him, yes. 

Michael:  Trust me, no. 

Jill:  There’s time. (128) 

This scene is followed with rebirth imagery to further suggest that the journey toward a 

new form of identity and a new form of relationship has begun.  The play closes with the 

wedding, “a wedding in the spring” (131), and a haunting waltz begins to play.  There is a 

sense of immediacy in the characters as they unreservedly pair off and enjoy the moments 

of togetherness despite their continuing differences.  “Quick – quick before it’s over” 

(131), cautions Jill, suggesting the characters celebrate their hard earned cooperative 

status before they must negotiate it and change once again.  The waltz also represents a 

movement towards community, many individuals forming a network of inter-

relationships, acting in concert to a single, unifying tune. 
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Monstrous Identities, Part II: The Plague of Dehumanization 

 TPT continues a theme common to several of Murray’s plays, the death of passion 

at the hands of a stultifying and stifling impetus towards civilization.  For instance, 

Cupid’s Bones (discussed earlier in this section) demonstrates how society’s repression of 

passion has forced wedges between individuals, preventing them from forming useful 

interpersonal relationships that bridge differences.  TPT continues this theme by 

identifying a single element that has had a great impact on the strangling of passion as a 

progressive force in contemporary society – AIDS, the modern plague that strikes not 

only at individuals but at the core of our most valuable relationships. 

 No one would doubt that AIDS played an extremely virulent role in the late 

twentieth century, particularly in the gay communities.  However, Murray’s play makes 

AIDS one of its central characters in an attempt to show how the plague has infected 

many other, unseen aspects of our everyday lives.  By centering this modern monstrosity 

in the play, he takes an oft hidden aspect of our lives and examines its impacts in order to 

fight against its dehumanizing and limiting effects.  With its cultural symptoms better 

understood, AIDS becomes less of a cultural plague on identity, and the characters in the 

play (and presumably individuals outside the world of the play) find a freedom to 

establish new identities without the limitations that AIDS had placed on them. 

 This Passion Thing is rife with plague imagery and similar instances of a 

monstrous predator stalking and feeding on the humanity of its characters.  Lenore 

introduces the concept in the first line of the play, “Nosferatu!  That name alone can chill 

the blood!  Nosferatu!  Was it he that brought the plague?” (1).  She continues in her first 

intercut monologue from her thesis defense on the 1922 silent film Nosferatu, which she 

claims is a “study of the parasitic nature of passion” (9).  She goes on to claim that the 

“film is eerily relevant today” by comparing Murnau’s use of the “bubonic plague as a 

metaphor for the vampire’s corrupt sexual influence” to the effect of AIDS in 

contemporary society (19).  This is not the only reference to AIDS as a modern plague 

that disrupts many aspects of romance and culture.  Ida Bloom’s husband, Vladimir, was 

rumored to have died of AIDS.  In confronting the moral issues surrounding his break-up 

with Jill, Michael undergoes HIV testing but finds that he can not even face the results.  

AIDS emerges as a palpable presence within the play, almost serving as another character 
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secretly preying on the anxieties of the other characters.  A monstrous plague personified 

as an unseen vampiric character in the play. 

 What emerges from all of this plague imagery is a clear suggestion that love and 

death have become hopelessly intertwined due to the presence of AIDS.  It is a disease 

caught through the act of love, and fear of the disease prevents many of the characters 

from dropping their guard to fully experience love within the play.  It is quite literally 

strangling passion in the play, much like the vampire character that transforms an act of 

love into an act of death.  Lenore crystallizes this concept in her thesis defense where she 

claims that “the figure of the vampire” is “both lover and monster, a paradox,” and “[t]he 

vampire’s kiss symbolizes erotic satisfaction and destruction combined….the vampire’s 

bite could be called the fatal orgasm, the coming that kills” (9).  Later, she further posits 

that “Nosferatu presents sex as a self-negating sacrifice, an unholy communion in which 

predator is indistinguishable from victim, i.e. the normal state of any love relationship in 

the twentieth century” (123). 

 Michael picks up this theme in the aftermath of his breakup with Jill.  He goes to 

the clinic to get tested to find what Turner calls “a medical reason for all the pain” (24).  

For Michael, his fear of AIDS is something larger, however – karmic retribution for his 

indiscretions.  “I deserve it….You think the heart can punish the body?….Lead a 

rebellion from inside?  For the bad things you’ve done?….Sabotage the other organs for 

your sins?….Punish you for the fuckup you are?” (23-24).  For Michael, AIDS has 

become not only a disease to be aware and wary of, it has also become a moral 

imperative condemning all aspects of romantic passion. Due to AIDS, passion has 

become something to avoid, a mistake that could hasten the inevitable end of life.  As 

Michael claims, we are all “[c]ondemned to live” (25).  So, in true traditional gothic 

fashion, he concludes that we have to live life in pain and emotional deprivation.  Like 

Jill, he concludes that the less you feel, the better off you are.  Pain and depression are the 

only emotions that have any meaning left in a world threatened by the plague of passion.   

However, the play suggests that reacting to the AIDS plague this way increases 

the dehumanizing effects of an already terrible disease.  All of the characters are separate 

and distant, forming tentative relationships that struggle at the first hint of potentially 

contagious passion.  The play suggests that this also reflects the state of romantic 
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relationships in American culture during the 1980s and early 90s as well.  Years of “Just 

Say No” to sex and other abstinence campaigns have combined with the already palpable 

fear of AIDS to make passion something forbidden and monstrous.  TPT suggests that 

like the characters within the world of the play, people are being pushed apart, unable to 

form relationships or communal bonds because of the fear of infection by AIDS.  The 

resulting image of the outside world is a sterile, lonely world, haunted by monstrous fears 

and anxieties that mirror the world in the play. 

However, the play suggests a way out of this prophylactic view of society.  Rather 

than treating AIDS as a tragedy and an ominous presence that haunts us all, TPT makes it 

an accepted and familiar part of life.  It does not suggest that we should passively accept 

the inevitably of AIDS and death.  Rather, the characters in the play confront it as a 

monstrous presence that, like it or not, has become a feature of culture during its time 

period.  While it is not something to be embraced, it is not a featureless monster.  The 

characters are aware and prepared to deal with it, and ultimately, they refuse to let it 

strangle their passion.   

At first, the characters are unwilling to confront the influence that AIDS has on 

their life.  Michael uses it as a convenient excuse for the pain he feels over the break up 

with Jill.  For Turner, it is a joke.  For Lenore, it is equated with the plague of the 

vampire.  For all of the characters, AIDS causes cultural anxieties and fears that force 

individuals apart by infecting one of the most binding human emotions, passion.  When 

AIDS is pushed to the fringe, it equates passion with death.  However, by bringing it to 

the center, the play disrupts that equation.  Instead, the play suggests that passion is what 

makes the time in between birth and death worthwhile, whether it is artistic passion, 

professional passion, or romantic passion.  And AIDS, despite its horrible nature, is not 

something that must strike the passion and humanity from us. 

TPT centers AIDS in much the same way that it resolves the dichotomy of 

identities discussed earlier in this section.  It forces characters into a situation where they 

must confront the dehumanizing effects of the disease and turn those effects into 

something empowering.  The climactic scene where Ida Bloom discovers that her 

husband’s bones have been buried all around Jill’s yard articulates this transformation.  

As her husband died of AIDS, these relics could just have easily been turned into 
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symbols of the further spread of disease and dehumanization.  Instead, Bloom sees them 

as seeds of a new passion, a “Garden of Love….watered by tears” (109).  As she claims, 

you can’t grow such a garden “in the desert” (109), or in an absence of passion.  Instead, 

you have to embrace the passion despite its monstrous side. By centering the monstrous 

nature of passion in AIDS, TPT recovers passion from the dehumanizing cultural effects 

of the modern plague and suggests that this revival of passion leads to greater romantic 

and communal bonds between individuals inside the world of the play as well as the 

audience. 
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SECTION III 

REDNECK MYSTICS, TECHNO-AGRARIANS, AND TWENTY-FIRST-

CENTURY SOUTHERNERS 

 

 This final section concerns an aspect of Southernness that is simultaneously less 

tangible than either Southern identity or Southern history and more integral to the 

continuation of a distinctive regional and cultural identity for the South: the Southern 

Perspective.  This aspect concerns a method of perceiving and negotiating the complex 

issues that face the region.  It combines a metaphysical outlook and a practical plan for 

living.  It celebrates difference while clinging to community.  It dreams of utopia in the 

face of dystopic realities.  This aspect of Southernness has been referred to as the 

Southern mindset or a Southern point-of-view, but it goes beyond a mere cultural 

outlook.  Despite their sometimes backward ways and reluctance to face change, 

Southerners have long been culturally equipped to incorporate oppositional or 

contradictory elements into their daily lives.  And this ability to believe in and draw upon 

completely opposite perspectives comprises the core of what is most frustrating about 

studying Southernness, but it also reflects what is most optimistic about the region’s 

potential.  It also lies at the heart of the New Southern Gothic. 

 However, before the optimistic theatrical potential of this Southern perspective 

can be explored, I want to examine it in more detail.  One of the reasons that Southern 

culture has remained one of the most distinctive and persistent of all regional American 

cultures is its absolute refusal to follow any rules of genre or logic.  Southern culture is 

steeped in gentility and hospitality, yet it also embodies the essence of hatred and racial 

violence.  It is a culture that fixes on ideas of tradition and history while re-inventing 

itself regularly in the face of cultural, economic, and political challenges.  It has heavenly 

spiritual and metaphysical beliefs combined with an earthy sense of practicality and 

reality.  Agriculture and technology, rural and urban, black and white, Southern Baptist 

and African ritual, and history and innovation are just a few of the contradictory elements 
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that regularly combine in the larger view of Southernness.  Many of the popular figures 

known as Southern embody these contradictions in their broad appeal.  Whenever a 

Southern “star” appears on the pop culture horizon, they must be both larger than life and 

the essence of “down-home” simplicity.  Elvis and Dolly Parton are excellent examples 

of this contradiction – mega-stars who do not forget to thank their “momma” for teaching 

them how to act in public.  These two figures are simultaneously also gospel stars and 

American sex symbols, another contradiction of the spiritual and physical South.  All of 

these oppositions lend the region a sense of instability that authors and artists in the 

region have often drawn upon to distinguish their work as particularly Southern, such as 

the work of William Faulkner, Zora Neale Hurston, and Alfred Uhry.  Quite often, these 

contradictory qualities help define the Southern style of writing which is often ironic, 

manifesting itself as dark tragedy and even darker comedy. 

While each of these elements represents one side of a binary opposition and is 

often defined against the other, the key dynamic from a NSG perspective is that these 

oppositions are necessarily never resolved.  The ultimate potential in Southernness 

resides in the culture’s ability to maintain these oppositions rather than synthesize the 

two.  This tendency is not mere ideological fence-riding, however.  While these 

oppositions have traditionally been used to put up barriers and keep cultural and racial 

factions separate in the region, they also necessarily represent the inter-dependent and 

dynamic nature of Southernness.  Both the mythic and real South draw distinctiveness 

and energy from the dynamic exchange of ideas that these oppositions and the tension 

between them represent.  The binaries are constantly opposed, exploded, reformed and 

expanded to create a network of continual negotiations that result in a view of community 

that is simultaneously grounded in tradition and distinctiveness and flexible enough to 

readily adapt to problematic differences from within and without its loosely defined 

boundaries.  As long as the binaries are not allowed to stagnate and fix Southern culture, 

they can serve as self-reflexive icons for the region to continue to re-invent itself for an 

increasingly complex world.  Two of the most distinctive Southern oppositions, 

Science/Faith and Freedom/Responsibility, develop in the following two chapters, both as 

integral parts of the NSG and as potential models of contradictory communities to come. 
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The Gothic Revolution 

 Interestingly, this combination of contradictions has many links to the original 

Gothic drama of Europe.  Two main qualities of the traditional Gothic drama influence 

this New Southern Gothic perspective.  The first is the dramaturgical pervasiveness of 

darkness.  When gothic drama peaked in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, the plays were typically set in ruined castles or haunted moors and their 

characters often had monstrous or supernatural qualities hidden under the facade of 

normalcy.  Ghosts, vampires, robbers, and mysterious strangers with dark secrets 

provided focal points for the gothic.
1
   

The second aspect of the Gothic is its revolutionary quality.  Like an early form of 

post-structuralism or deconstruction, the gothic disrupted order and control by revealing 

the complexity behind the facades of normalcy and the dominant narratives that emerged 

during the Enlightenment.  It sought to shock audiences out of their complacency by 

illuminating that which is corrupt and terrifying in the nature of their audience’s world 

and their individual identities.   

The gothic revival has developed in a historical continuum reflecting 

irrationality, pessimism, and latterly anti-humanism….Gothic’s 

estrangement from the dominant cultural values of every age produces 

both its protean qualities and the obsession of its practitioners with 

transgression: all goth writers worth any attention are forever returning to 

that immorality which defies or subverts ruling authority, and thus 

provides power-systems’ necessary dark antithesis. (Davenport-Hines 3) 

According to Davenport-Hines, the gothic is a necessary part of a contradictory 

relationship itself, one side of the dynamic opposition that moves society forward.  

However, he also notes that the European gothic lost its revolutionary quality as it 

entered the literary canon and became part of mainstream culture.  As the genre became 

popular, it lost some of its critical perspective and authors become mired in the darkness 

of their work, concentrating on the form of the genre rather than its revolutionary 

intentions. 

                                                
1 Examples of typical Gothic plays include Monk Lewis’ The Castle Spectre (1797), Joanna Baillie’s De 

Monfort (1798), and Matthew Lewis’ The Captive (1803). 
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The Gothic Moves South, Where it Languishes in the Heat 

 This loss can be distinctly felt in the work of the Traditional Southern Gothic.  

When the gothic genre moved across the Atlantic to America, it most easily settled in the 

South, a region already possessing the genre’s fascination with the supernatural and 

darker elements of society.  Southern authors during the Civil War and the ensuing 

Reconstruction picked up on the gothic genre because they felt that it reflected some of 

the complexity and inherent contrariness of the South and its populace.
2
  The South was 

wrestling with yet another in its long history of cultural identity crises, and a distinctive 

literary form helped reinforce the profound differences that Southerners perceived 

between their regional culture and mainstream America during the years following 

Reconstruction.  One key idea that these Southern authors took from their gothic 

predecessors was the acceptance of contradictory combinations as an integral part of life.  

Just as Frankenstein’s monster is a man-made creature who is seemingly more human 

than the people of the village, the Southerner who hears the voices of his ancestors or 

knows the magical healing power of herbs is more essentially Southern than the average 

resident of a Southern state.  The gothic ideas of the rebellious monster or the noble 

savage became rallying points for defining Southern distinctiveness, and the mysterious 

nature of the land and of the human psyche explored in gothic literature became 

touchstones for preserving the myths and traditions of Southern culture.   

 At the same time, though, the genre lost a great deal of its revolutionary, 

subversive quality.  As the genre became more popular and fixed itself in the landscape 

of Southern literature, it stagnated.  And the contradictions that the Traditional Southern 

Gothic drew its distinctiveness from slowly lost cultural power as the South moved 

forward while its cultural representations remained the same.  Rather than emerge as a 

response to the dominant power structures of the age, Davneport-Hines notes, the 

Southern Gothic shifted its focus to historical concerns and the power relations of family 

(266-267).  In Europe, the genre had typically focused on political or philosophical ideals 

that emerged during the Enlightenment, romantic notions of the self and the moral 

superiority of mankind.  “As Americans adopted a specialised, even extremist veneration 

                                                
2 See Davenport-Hines Gothic: Four Hundred Years of Excess, Horror, Evil, and Ruin, particularly pp 266-

301 for the transition of the Gothic genre from Europe to America to the South and its varying levels of 

revolutionary intensities in each movement. 
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of family, some of their writers adapted gothic imagery to exemplify the destructive 

power of families” (267).  While this transition has left us with some of the most 

remarkable works of American and Southern literature (namely, Hawthorne’s The House 

of the Seven Gables, Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher, Faulkner’s The Sound and the 

Fury, and numerous short stories of Flannery O’Connor like “Everything That Rises 

Must Converge,”) it has also stripped the gothic motif of its broad revolutionary scope.  

In this “specialised” focus, the gothic loses its social impact and its power to represent the 

complexity inherent in a region like the South.   

 Instead, the contradictions that so invigorated the gothic drama became fixed 

literary motifs useful for creating exotic Southern characters and family situations that 

play on our deep cultural anxieties but that do nothing to make audiences confront their 

own complicity in these contradictions.  TSG authors “Other” these contradictions, 

exiling them to fringe of Southern culture so that they no longer threaten audiences.  

They lose their transgressive qualities and their power to transgress or subvert the 

boundaries that keep Southern contradictions in motion.  Instead they merely titillate 

audience’s sensibilities or add a dark flavor to Southern literature.  They become one of 

several icons of Southernness that are rolled out when an author or playwright wants to 

establish historical and literary ties to the region, but they are never interrogated or placed 

in a contemporary Southern context.  

 

The Inner Workings of Outsider Art  

The Traditional Southern Gothic’s attempts to maintain these contradictions also 

limit the potential of Southern art in general.  As was demonstrated in the Olympic Arts 

Festival in the introduction, the art of the region is typically classified as “folk” art, 

known for its deep rural influences, its primitive style, and its general lack of any 

“refined” aesthetic standards.  The very idea of “folk” art implies a certain contradictory 

stance, as art is generally associated with an elevated aesthetic view associated with a 

more advanced culture.  This hierarchical approach to Southern art certainly implies an 

imperialistic tendency as outside critics have been largely responsible for shaping the 

discourse surrounding the region’s artistic production.  However, this contradictory 

stance has also been reinforced from within the region, as proponents of Southern culture 
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claim their “outsider” status from “high” art.  This intentional contradiction allows them 

to maintain their distinctive regional identity in opposition to mainstream notions of art 

and culture.  Southern artists choose their outsider status because it sets them apart from 

the crowd. 

However, as Raymond Williams has concluded, this self-enforced regionalism is 

primarily a process of cultural ghetto-ization, a homogenizing colonization of the exotic 

by mainstream culture (Gray 3).  While these Southern gothic efforts may have achieved 

some cultural independence for the South, they have also produced lasting images and 

stereotypes of the South as a quirky, but predominately backwards culture, rooted firmly 

in historical nostalgia and folklore and unable to keep up with the complexity of 

sophisticated life.  Even as the cultural, economic and political lines between the South 

and mainstream America begin to blur, representations of Southernness remain fixed 

within these cultural ghettoes. 

 

Send In the Cyborgs: Re-populating the New Southern Gothic Community 

 The problem of this stagnation and ghetto-ization from a NSG perspective is that 

these contradictions that populate the region are not just fixed features of the Southern 

mindset.  They are not merely a quantifiable and definable literary or dramatic device.  

They are the source of the region’s vibrancy and its persistence as a cultural and 

communal region.  When these contradictions become fixed and separated from the 

contemporary South, they lose their productive quality.  They must be in motion in order 

to have any relevance on today’s Southern community.   

This concept of a community in motion is where the model of Donna Haraway’s 

“cyborg” becomes particularly relevant to the discussion of Southern culture and 

community.  The concept of community in her “Cyborg Manifesto” is central to her 

“ironic, political myth.”  And it is her use of irony that most resonates with the Gothic 

motif, particularly the New Southern Gothic.  For Haraway, “Irony is about 

contradictions that do not resolve into larger wholes, even dialectically, about the tension 

of holding incompatible things together because both or all are necessary and true” (149).  

These ironic contradictions provide the impetus for her new articulation of community, a 

community where the differences between members of the community provide impetus 
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for change rather than divisive stagnation.  These communities must constantly re-

evaluate their boundaries and purposes so that they remain flexible in order to face the 

changing complexity of the contemporary world. 

In previous chapters, this technique of self-reflexive opposition has been explored 

through the New Southern Gothicists’ use of Southern history and identity.  This final 

section will address this technique on a larger philosophical and ideological scale by 

concentrating on the Southern worldview.  By concentrating on a distinctively Southern 

means of perceiving the world and shaping systems of belief, these playwrights not only 

manage to celebrate the many aspects of Southernness that ground their cultural 

distinctiveness, but they also help shape a kernel of community that is constantly in 

motion and readily adaptable to the ideological challenges that face an increasingly 

problematic and fractured world. 

I want to recognize one additional element of Haraway’s cyborg as essential to 

NSG formations of Southern community.  Haraway claims that “[i]rony is about humour 

and serious play” (149).  The NSG plays articulate how crucial it is that constructions of 

the region be cognizant of the contradictory (ironic) nature of Southernness and the 

ensuing sense of comedy that is often associated with regional distinctiveness.  Regions 

are typically represented through the stereotypical views of their inhabitants, and these 

stereotypes are often overblown, humorous figures.  However, the construction of these 

stereotypes is also “serious play.”  When constructed with a critical level in mind, these 

comic stereotypes use their inherent humor as a means of transmitting cultural values and 

social ideals to a large audience.  When treated as flexible models of identity rather than 

unchanging icons of difference, these stereotypes become less restrictive and offer more 

potential to represent the vast community of individuals they were drawn from.  This is 

one reason I admire the NSG tendency to locate serious cultural work within a larger 

framework of comic
3
 Southern distinctiveness.  It is important to laugh at yourself in 

order to take yourself seriously.  Through irony and its use of humor as a self-critical 

                                                
3 I use the idea of comedy to represent both the modern view of comedy as humorous, full of laughter and 

human vitality, and also a more traditional view of comedy as a means of breaking down communal values 

and mores, expanding and revising the sense of community, then re-establishing that community with a 

clarified view of its boundaries.  This idea is drawn primarily from Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism 

(1957). 
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tool, the NSG playwrights provide a model of Southern community that celebrates its 

traditions without stagnating under the burden of honoring those traditions. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

SPIRIT/SCIENCE IN FOUR JOANS AND A FIRE-EATER, OR MARDI GRAS 

MEETS JOAN OF ARC 

 

 One of the most prominent Southern contradictions can be found in its belief 

structures.  Perhaps no other American region is as fundamentally religious and as deeply 

spiritual as the South.  Home to the Southern Baptist Convention, almost countless 

Pentecostal and Evangelical churches, and a deep current of African-American 

spirituality, the South could easily be characterized as a faith-based region.  A great belief 

in the intangibles in life and a certainty of the existence of spiritual forces ground many 

Southern faiths.  However, I have found that there is also a strong practical element to the 

Southern mindset, an element that believes in the grounded nature of life.  This pragmatic 

streak makes characters believe in the physical world, what they can touch, manipulate, 

and produce from the ground.  An almost scientific objectivity about nature and human 

relations stands in stark contrast to the faithfulness of the region.  This contradictory 

combination is made up of the human and the divine, the noumenal and the physical, the 

facts and the faith that are often used to characterize the Southern mindset.  Much of Zora 

Neale Hurston’s work embodies this contradiction, particularly Their Eyes Were 

Watching God.  In this novel, Janie, a fair-skinned, young African-American girl plumbs 

the depth of human material existence eking out a living in the swamp and the absolute 

spirituality of nature and religion.  As she claims, “two things everybody’s got tuh do fuh 

theyselves.  The got tuh go tuh God, and they got tuh find out about livin’ fuh theyselves” 

(Hurston 183).  Of course, this combination of faith and science is not a purely Southern 

characteristic.  The European Romantics and the American Transcendentalists often 

struggled with these same negotiations between faith and practice, however, the 

contradictory characterization of the South’s beliefs persists strongly in representations of 

the region today. 
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This contradiction is one often confronted by NSG playwrights.  As a first 

example of the Southern oppositional outlook on life, this chapter will concentrate on 

Elizabeth Dewberry’s Four Joans and a Fire Eater.
1
  Dewberry’s work in her novels as 

well as her plays often concerns mystical or religious viewpoints in contention with an 

increasingly pragmatic and technological society.  Her characters are caught between 

worlds, between value systems, struggling to make meaning for themselves in a world of 

complexity, skepticism and doubt.  Four Joans is no different, articulating an 

increasingly complex view of the modern construction of belief in the South.   

 

Plot Synopsis: Four Joans and a Fire-Eater 

 Five main characters populate Four Joans whose lives intersect in various 

combinations.  The central character is Grace, a 32-year-old tarot card reader who works 

in the French Quarter of New Orleans.  An ex-stripper, she has approached a turning 

point in her life and is seeking stability in her relationships and something to believe in.  

Grace’s ex-boyfriend, Peter, also performs in the French Quarter as a fire swallower.  He 

also dabbles in every major religion, having practiced fundamental Christianity, 

Buddhism, Taoism, and many others in his search for meaning.  Grace’s best friend is 

Jane, a public defense lawyer who started out with high ideals but has become 

increasingly jaded and skeptical.  Grace’s other confidant is Ed, a male nurse who 

sometimes appears in drag under the name Donatta D. Vine, who also briefly dated Peter.  

Rounding out the main characters is Jeanne Derouen, a mysterious woman who is on trial 

for setting her husband on fire and believes that she is a reincarnation of the actual Joan 

of Arc.  Jeanne seeks spiritual advice from Grace, becomes fascinated with Peter and his 

relationship with fire, and is being defended in court by Jane.  The Patron Saint of Fire is 

a sixth presence that doesn’t inhabit the real world of the other characters.  Different 

productions have portrayed this allegorical figure with real fire or a puppeteer.  Either 

way, as Dewberry suggests, the figure is used to “communicate a sense of magic and 

mystery” (i). 

                                                
1 Four Joans was workshopped and produced in 2000 as part of the New South for a New Century Festival 

at the Horizon Theatre Company in Atlanta.  It was directed by Lisa Adler with playwright Elizabeth 

Dewberry in residence.  The play was developed during the course of rehearsals, and all script references 

are taken from the final production draft. 
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 The play is set in a neutral space that “evokes the French Quarter in New Orleans, 

though the boundaries between every given place at any given moment are fluid, and 

there are usually at least two separate yet overlapping realities going on at once” (i).  This 

fluidity is key to both the staging of the play and its representation of the characters’ 

liminal state, as the lines between reality and belief, science and magic, are blurred.  In its 

premiere production, the set was covered in Mardi Gras paraphernalia – beads, masks, 

colored lights – that also evoked a spirit of Carnival, complete with shifting identities, 

masked characters, and a suspension of the everyday rules of reality.
2
   

 The play contains two acts, each with a distinct course of action that reflects the 

characters’ struggle to find meaning.  In the first act, all of the characters are searching 

for something to believe in.  Their increasing doubt drives the characters further and 

further apart.  Grace feels empty as she turns forty and can find no meaningful 

relationship.  Jane doubts whether or not she can defend Jeanne, despite her belief that 

Jeanne is innocent.  Ed is buying relics off E-bay, trying to purchase a piece of faith.  

Peter’s spiritual abyss seems to extend the deepest.  Jeanne sees Peter performing on the 

street and feels drawn toward his relationship with fire.  She begs to become his disciple, 

which sets him off on a quest to rattle the world out of its complacency.  The first act 

ends with a four-way past life regression.  Jane, Ed, and Grace all go to see a hypnotist 

who leads them back through their past lives.  Their regressions coincide when they reach 

the fifteenth century.  There, they are joined by Jeanne who also seems to be 

hallucinating some repressed memories.  Together, they are all tied to the stake and 

burned as Joan of Arc. 

 In the second act, this joint experience propels everyone’s quest to new heights.  

Jane, Ed and Grace re-unite to sort out their experience, deciding that they are all sharing 

an aspect of Joan and, thus, something divine in a profane world.  Jeanne, desperate to 

leave her “sainthood” behind and reconnect with human emotions, begins taking 

                                                
2 George Santayana argues that “Carnival” is a necessary human state that disrupts the repressive formality 

of society and reveals the “free-play” and “arbitrariness” of life.  Carnival, for Santayana, also serves as a 

tool of social reconstruction, as carnival not only provides necessary respites form the strictures of 
everyday life, its inherent identity reversals and free-play stretch limitations and boundaries in the new 

society that reforms once carnival events are over.  “[T]he arbitrariness of the actual begins to be 

discovered.  The traveler [through the upside down world of carnival] will first learn that his native 

language is not the only one, nor the best possible, nor itself constant; then, perhaps, he will understand that 

the same is true of his home, religion and government” (56). 
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medication to control her visions and voices.  Peter takes the most extreme path in his 

quest for meaning, immolating himself in Jackson Square.  As the play ends, Jeanne is 

once again on trial, this time for cooperating with Peter’s burning as well as her 

husband’s.  Jane has lost some of her cynical reluctance to believe in people and finds 

herself able to reach out to the world once again.  Finally, Grace has discovered that she 

is pregnant with Peter’s child.  The play closes as she wrestles with this discovery, and 

Ed sings to her unborn child. 

 

The Gothic Rises From the Ashes 

Four Joans and a Fire-Eater draws heavily on gothic devices to set the tone for 

its dramatic inquiries.  However, instead of vampires and images of decay, she 

concentrates on the gothic's fascination with the supernatural and the genre's tendency to 

reveal the contradictory nature of life to startle and unnerve audiences.  The play is set in 

New Orleans, long considered a particularly gothic Southern locale through its mixing of 

cultures, languages, and religions.  The action takes place just after Mardi Gras, and the 

play reflects that holiday's peculiar mix of religion, all-out celebration, and last-minute 

desperation.   

 The characters also reflect the gothic's obsession with the supernatural.  Jeanne 

believes that she is the reincarnation of Joan of Arc as she hears the voices of saints and 

simultaneously fears and loves fire.  She may also just be schizophrenic, since drugs 

seem to control these voices.  However, Southern Gothic literature often exhibits little 

difference between schizophrenia and sainthood.  Grace, Jane and Ed undergo a 

simultaneous past life regression.  And, of course, the spirit of Fire haunts the stage 

observing and inflaming action.  

 Another gothic element permeates the play’s dramaturgical structure.  At several 

key moments, two or even three scenes take place simultaneously.  Since the stage is 

quite open, the scenes overlap physically as well as vocally.  This technique by itself is 

not gothic.  However, an aspect of the supernatural is reinforced through the lines 

themselves.  For instance, in the opening scene, Grace and Jane are getting drunk and 

lamenting Grace's recent break-up with Peter.  Simultaneously, Jeanne is desperately 

praying for her voices to come back and guide her.  Together, they blend religious ritual 
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and the routine of life, lending a humanity to Jeanne’s quest and a ritual quality to the 

everyday lives of Jane and Grace.   

Jeanne: Hello? 

Grace: Sorry.  I’m the one who’s being a bitch 

Jeanne: It’s me, Jeanne. 

Jane: No you’re not. 

Grace: I just don’t feel like myself right now. 

Jane: So who are you? 

Jeanne: The maid of Orleans. 

Grace: I just mean I’m all … bleh. 

Jane: You’re always like this. 

Jeanne: Jeanne d’Arc? 

Grace:  But more so tonight.  It’s been fifty-nine hours since my last 

cigarette, and this afternoon, I broke up with Peter. 

Jane: Again? 

Jeanne: It’s been such a long time. (5-6) 

This device allows for some very effective resonances and overlaps in the characters’ 

dialogue.  Sometimes these are used for comic effect as in the last line above.  However, 

other overlaps suggest that the characters’ everyday action have some ritual significance 

as well.  In the next scene, Jeanne is confessing her sins in prayer, seeking absolution 

while Jane and Grace toast her 40
th
 birthday. 

Jeanne: I’m not worthy. 

Jane: Don’t be so hard on yourself. 

Jeanne: I have sinned. 

Jane: The more I hear about Peter, the more he sounds like a nut case. 

Grace: Then you don’t know the difference between crazy and passionate.  

Anyway, between Peter withdrawal and nicotine withdrawal, I need a 

drink.  Where’s my drink? 

(Jeanne holds up a plastic glass shaped like a hand grenade as if it’s a 

chalice.  Jane hands Grace her drink.) 
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Jane: Here.  Happy birthday.  May the next forty years be … better than 

the first forty. 

Jeanne: May the blood of Christ bring me everlasting life. 

Grace: Please, God. 

Jane: Amen. 

Jeanne: Amen. 

Grace: So.  You want some French bread and … Cheese Whiz? (10). 

This scene dramatizes an obvious parallel to the Eucharist, the holiest of ritual sacraments 

in the Christian faith, consisting of the blood (wine) and the body (bread) of Christ.  

However, the Grace/Jane scene articulates a distinct humanization of this sacramental 

ritual.  For them, the ritual is invoked to celebrate Grace’s birthday rather than a holy or 

religious occasion.  Also, linking the body of Christ with Cheese Whiz has a somewhat 

profane effect (although it could be seen as typical of Southern cuisine).  However, the 

overall of the effect is not profane.  Like many other instances in the play, this scene not 

only ritualizes the human but also humanizes the ritual by giving the everyday actions of 

the characters (celebrating a birthday, eating and drinking, etc…) deeper meaning.  In a 

play where all of the characters are searching for understanding and a connection to 

something spiritual, these scenes are significant in establishing that spiritual elements can 

often be found in the most common of places.  This scene is but the first occurrence of 

the productive contradiction of human and divine in the play.  However, its placement in 

the exposition sets the tone for the rest of the play, demonstrating the interdependence of 

the two sides of the belief opposition. 

 

The Quest for Fire, or The Search for Meaning in Modern Times 

 Another, more complex demonstration of this combination of contradictions can 

be found in the individual quests of the five characters.  Much like the TSG genre that has 

let its productive contradictions stagnate, the characters of Four Joans begin the play in a 

state of gothic incapacity, crippled by contradiction and frustration with society's loss of 

faith.  The characters are unable to form relationships, and, without these relationships, 

their lives seem empty.  What undermines each of the character’s attempts to connect is a 

spiritual emptiness, a sense that humanity's quest for truth has become stagnant.  As Peter 
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claims, "I mean, in a world where visionaries, people who hear the voice of God, are 

called lunatics, and God himself gets reduced to a bumper sticker - - ‘His pain, your gain’ 

- - how do you get past the bullshit to what's on the other side?" (8).  All of their quests 

are symbolically linked to the element of fire, the sixth presence that haunts the stage as 

the Patron Saint of Fire. 

 Fire is a contradictory element unto itself, as evidenced by its long association 

with Southern history in which it is both a productive and destructive force.  It has the 

power to destroy a person, as it did the historical Joan of Arc.  It also has the power to 

heal or purify.  Fire is often used as a symbol for people’s passions that drive them to 

bigger and better ideals; fiery passion can also consume an individual.  When it is 

doused, it has absolutely no power at all, and when it rages out of control its power can 

devour you.  Fire is only productive when it is carefully balanced, much like the 

productive balance of contradictions that moves the South forward when they are not 

allowed to stagnate.   

All of the characters have some connection to fire as they start the play.  Peter is a 

fire-swallower.  Grace reads auras and feels an enormous hot flash when she encounters 

Jeanne.  Jeanne believes she was burned at the stake as Joan of Arc, a feeling that Grace, 

Ed, and Jane also share later in the play.  Jane is defending Jeanne, who burned her 

husband to death.  And Ed treats burn victims in his intensive care ward.  In addition, he 

is also described as a “flamer” when in drag as Donatta D. Vine.  Fire continues to play a 

role in these characters’ development both literally and symbolically as the play 

progresses.  It most closely connects with their search for something to believe in, a sense 

that their lives and their relationships are more than chemical reactions – a balance 

between the fiery passions of mysticism and the cold intellect of science.  They all desire 

to feel the fire of love and bask in the light of understanding, but they all fear to be 

burned by the flame of disappointment or be left out in the cold, at the fringes of society. 

Peter has searched most major religions, many hallucinogenic drugs, and other 

sources of Enlightenment for a sense of completion.  Grace, and later Jeanne, joins him 

on many of his quests because his passion burns with an inner fire.  Later, as he and 

Grace struggle to preserve their relationship, she exclaims, “It [Peter’s search for 

meaning] doesn’t make sense.”  He responds, 
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No it doesn’t.  Neither does fire, neither does passion, neither does … 

wasting your life in a bar, pouring drinks for people who just want to feel 

… wasted.  I don’t know what the hell I’m saying.  I just want … I just 

want. (9). 

He finds something lacking in his life, something he desperately needs in order to feel 

whole individually and in a relationship.  Surrounded by “people who just want to feel” 

he feels isolated and alone, unable to connect to anyone around him because he has 

nothing to believe in. 

  The other characters are equally lacking, although they have different reactions to 

their need for belief.  The practical lawyer, Jane, refuses to open herself to anything 

without a thoroughly rational explanation.  She has also lost her fiery ideals and sense of 

optimism in the world, crushed by the endless injustice she faces.  “….when you’re 

nineteen, you think you can change the world.  And then suddenly you turn forty, and 

you don’t even know if you can change your own life” (13).  Ed, aka Donatta, joins the 

birthday celebration, bringing Grace a gift – a relic of St. Margaret that he bought off E-

bay complete with a certificate of authenticity from the Vatican.  While this is not overtly 

connected with Ed’s search for meaning, it is another example of the contradictory 

combination of human and spiritual.  The relic represents a commodification of faith, a 

symbol of the world’s loss of faith.  Ed is perhaps the most complete of the characters, 

but he does feel disempowered in his job because he can not connect to his patients.  He 

is a nurse in an Intensive Care Ward where he works with dying patients all day, where 

he is “just going about my routine, giving them morphine and trying to keep their charts 

updated because that was about all I could do” (29).  He desperately wants to help them 

more, to have the power to heal these unfortunates.  “I mean, even when I do help heal 

people’s bodies, the scars on their hands are nothing compared to the scars in their minds, 

on their souls” (30).  Ed distinctly feels the lack of faith and community in the world 

because he constantly deals with the hopeless and desperate – those who have been 

burned literally and figuratively by the world.   

Grace, like Ed, often focuses on helping others in order to avoid her own 

problems.  She reads tarot cards, palms and auras for tourists in the French Quarter, 

providing people a parody of belief.  Although she feels that she is indeed tapping into a 
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mystical truth through her divinations, she knows that she is lacking a focus for her faith 

– that is one of the reasons that she was originally drawn to Peter and his quest for 

spiritual fulfillment.  “I would like to think that a part of me might be holy” (28), she 

claims.  “I wish I believed.  Because I think believing makes life … whole.  Holy.  But I 

can’t do it” (29).  All of the characters are also desperately lonely.  No one in the play is 

involved in a meaningful romantic relationship, and even their friendships are strained at 

times. 

 Although each of the characters' quests primarily concerns supernatural or faith-

based systems of meaning, the play also reflects the hyper-rationalism of contemporary 

society, the passionless, fire-less objective reason.  Jane, as the play's resident "Doubting 

Thomas" provides the audience with a typically rational viewpoint.  When Grace is 

recounting the visions and heat waves she had when she encountered Jeanne, Jane 

dismisses them as the result of wearing a turban in the heat, menopausal hot flashes, or 

symptoms of depression.  Her rational responses seek to make sense of the mysterious 

world around her, yet they also seem lacking as she remains as unfulfilled as the other 

characters.  

All the other characters are distinctly aware of the world’s bias toward the 

rational.  Their non-traditional (from a mainstream American viewpoint) approaches to 

belief (tarot cards, saints’ relics, past life regressions, voices, visions, and Eastern 

religions) make them feel excluded to what Jane refers to as the “lunatic fringe” (70).  

From this fringe position, they are further alienated.  Without some dialogue between the 

rational and (seemingly) irrational, even their attempts to find meaning bring them further 

alienation and isolation. 

 

Lost in the Flames of Conflict 

 In the second act, the contradictions that separate the characters reach critical 

mass, threatening to burn them or leave them out in the cold.  Their responses to this 

increasing alienation take two paths.  The first impulse drives the characters further to 

one side of the faith/science contradiction or the other.  Jane, the voice of reason and 

rationality, struggles after her hypnotic experience as Joan of Arc.  She, displaying the 

imperialistic tendencies of science and mainstream “normalcy,” attempts to claim that 
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which she does not understand as her own. As the three of the four Joans - - Jane, Ed, and 

Grace - - share their experiences with each other, she attempts to rationalize the 

experience and “normalize” the abnormal.  This has the side effect of pushing Grace and 

Ed further to the fringe.   

Jane starts the annexation of Joan by claiming, “There are three of us, and there 

was only one Joan of Arc.  Do the math” (68).  The last line is an interesting choice, math 

being a tool of rational science.  For Jane, it doesn’t add up that all three of them could 

have been Joan, so she decides that her experience must be more genuine than the other 

characters who are more prone to abnormality. “Y’all go through life open to the idea of 

having, sort of, fluid identities.” Grace responds, “You’re about to say that your non-

rational experience is more legitimate than ours because you’re more rational?” (68).  

Their conflict deepens and threatens to end their already strained friendship as Jane 

personalizes her attack against Ed, using his cross-dressing as proof of his abnormality. 

Jane: I mean, cross-dressing, for example, No offense, but it’s not exactly 

… normal.   

Ed: Joan of Arc was a cross dresser.  Not being normal was how she got to 

be a saint.   

Grace: What’s so fabulous about being normal, anyway?  I would rather 

dress up like a pastry and tell fortunes, I would rather eat fire, hell, I’d 

rather be a drag queen who believes he used to be Joan of Arc than be as 

normal as you are.   

Ed: Thank you!  I think. (69) 

Grace and Ed stake out their territory at the other end of the spectrum, choosing 

abnormality over normality, faith over science.  For them, breaking away from the 

“normal” is the only way to truly create an identity they are comfortable with and begin 

to enact change in the world – just as Joan of Arc had to cross dress in order to lead the 

French troops.  However, this strategy has dire consequences for them, as well as for Joan 

as they are each excluded from a place in community because of their differences.  While 

their stance is certainly more inclusive than the colonizing rationalism of Jane, it still 

does not create a basis for communication or community, further defining their self-

imposed fringe position.  Grace confronts Jane by turning her tactics back on her, 
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For you, this is about psychic property values.  You set one toe in what 

you think is our run-down psychic neighborhood, us and the lunatic fringe, 

and you decided that if solid citizens like you are going to be moving in, 

fluid people like us have to move out.  But you can’t gentrify mysticism. 

(70) 

Jane finally admits that she lashed out primarily due to fear of the unknown and fear of 

her stable beliefs being shaken.  She explains, “by my own definition, anybody, including 

me, who thinks they used to be Joan of Arc is the lunatic fringe.  So now I’m trying to 

understand … lunatics … from the inside” (70).  When her experience as Joan blurred her 

rational understanding of the contradiction between mystical and real, the very core of 

her identity is rattled.  Unsettled, she struck out, threatening to bring her few remaining 

friendships to an end. 

 Jeanne also seeks solace in the rational.  Having fallen in love with Peter and his 

passion for belief, she rejects the search for the voices that gave her meaning.  She also 

felt that she had been abandoned by God when her voices left.  Alone and dejected, she 

turns to science, 

Jeanne: I … I’m back on my medication….(As she lists her medications, 

she will set them on the altar.) Now I have the peace of lithium, the peace 

of Xanax, the peace of Prozac, Ambien, Valium, and Depakote. 

Peter: Shit. 

Jeanne: (sadly) It’s not as mystical, but it’s scientific. (78). 

When Peter asks her if the medications bring her any solace, she replies, “I don’t know.  I 

still feel abandoned by God.  I just don’t care as much. (Beat.) And I can’t hear the 

voices” (78).  Although she has chosen a more easily explainable view of life through 

medication, she still feels as though something is missing, as if she is neither “whole” nor 

“holy” with her voices absent. 

 Her feelings of emptiness are accentuated by Peter’s lack of response to her 

gesture, as he takes a completely different path to find meaning.  Peter gives himself 

completely over to the consuming nature of fire.  All of his attempts to find meaning 

through religion, drugs, and performance art have proved futile, and he suffers from the 

lack of faith in the world.  
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If Jesus came to New Orleans tonight, do you think anybody’d try to 

crucify him?  Of course not.  After he turned water into wine, they’d name 

a drink after him.  Two or three more miracles, and they’d name a bar 

after him.  After he fed the five thousand, he’d get his own cooking show.  

Then Judas would sell the movie rights to his life story, cancel the show, 

and send him off to rehab. (63) 

Peter feels that any true spiritual meaning is either covered up under the guise of religion, 

thus losing all its fiery power to bring light into the world, or it is commodified, bought 

and sold and turned into kitschy bumper stickers.  He comes to the desperate conclusion 

that only an act of self-sacrifice will draw the world's attention from the mundane back to 

the spiritual.  "It's the only gesture left that could possibly mean anything," he claims 

(63).  As the play reaches its climax, he puts this plan in action by immolating himself as 

an act of personal and spiritual consecration.   

 By the middle of the second act, all of the characters have either chosen to give up 

the fire (like Jeanne), to live teetering on the edge of a fiery conflict that drives them 

apart (like Grace, Ed, and Jane), or to give themselves wholly to the destructive capacity 

of fire (Peter).  Yet none have found any satisfaction or hope.  The stagnant relationships 

that threatened to crush the characters at the beginning of the play have only gotten 

worse. 

 

Rising from the Ashes: Faith Renewed? 

 However, a couple of scenes articulate NSG models of breaking the stagnation 

between science and faith and using the resulting productive contradiction as a means of 

forming community.  The first scene involves the reconciliation of Ed, Grace, and Jane.  

Grace and Jane continue to square off over definitions of normalcy and belief, each 

seeking to validate their own experience as Joan of Arc.  However, it is Ed who comes up 

with a potential compromise that re-invigorates the belief contradiction and the 

characters’ relationships.  He posits that faith and science have grown closer to each other 

in the contemporary world, and that the lines between them are blurring.  He theorizes,  

Ed: I’m just saying, if there's subatomic, or subnatural, reality, and 

normal, natural reality, there must be….  
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Grace: Supernatural Reality!  

Ed: Yes.  And why should supernatural reality work like ours if subatomic 

reality doesn’t? …. And it’s all connected because in their essences, the 

things we can’t see or hear are not any different from the things we can!” 

(72-73) 

For Ed, recent discoveries that quantum physics do not obey the same scientific 

principles as larger politics open up new avenues of cooperation between the polar 

opposites of faith and science.  He goes on to complicate the argument, suggesting that 

some individuals have a lasting spiritual presence in the world that goes beyond the 

chemical.  That is why all three characters can share in the essence of Joan of Arc. 

 Ed's theories about the physics of faith move the play's themes into a larger 

cultural context as well.  He claims that "science and religion are about to switch places, 

where religion is all about rules and rationality and science is about chaos and mystery" 

(74).  In a world where scientific discoveries seem like miracles and the religion that 

remains seems more structured and less mysterious every day, Ed's suggestion may be 

more true than it seems at first glance.   

The play suggests that instead of a switch, though, we may be headed for a 

convergence of faith and science, mystery and reason.  Peter's last lines to Jeanne were, 

"It's almost too beautiful to believe that the same God who made moonlight made the 

human heart" (80).  Remembering these words, Jeanne contemplates the nature of the 

moon, long an object of scientific and mythological speculation, "I wonder if it ever 

occurred to him that if God made moonlight, he also made the moon.  I'm just thinking 

about the dark side."  Jane asks, "Of the moon or the human heart?" and Jeanne replies, 

"Of God" (88).   

 For the characters, nothing is black or white, good or evil, fact or faith anymore, 

but that complexity does not stop them from continuing their own personal quests for 

meaning.  Intriguingly, this resolution almost seems a natural outgrowth of the characters' 

worldview rather than any sort of great revelation or forced conclusion. Like the New 

Orleans Jazz funeral or the Southern tendency to view the less mentally stable as 

"touched" by some divine power, the contradictory nature of belief has long been 

accepted within the Gothic tradition.  The NSG playwrights are reviving this perspective 
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as a basis for forming a culture that moves forward rather than stagnates.  In realizing this 

cultural complexity, the characters of Four Joans find a new purpose together, expanding 

their community in a comic renewal as articulated by Northrop Frye.  There is room for 

reason.  There is room for miracles.  And there is also room for doubt, but most 

importantly, the quest for meaning that had stagnated under the weight of gothic 

contradiction earlier in the play has been re-invigorated. 

 This re-invigoration can also be seen in the other characters at the end of the play.  

In the wake of Peter’s sacrifice, they also seem to have figurative fires lit within them.  

Juxtaposed with the immolation are multiple scenes of renewal and faith.  Grace 

discovers that she is carrying Peter's child when she thought she was past the age where 

motherhood was possible.  Finally, she feels that a part of her is holy.  Jane begins to 

open her mind to a less rational view of life and identity.  Her idealism is also revived as 

she passionately struggles to save Jeanne in court.  Jeanne's humanity temporarily shines 

through her sainthood/schizophrenia, as she learns from Peter’s sacrifice.  This is the 

aspect of the New Southern Gothic that combines seemingly contradictory elements to 

produce a more harmonious effect.   

The play ends with a New Orleans-style funeral dirge/jazz riff, and that seems a 

fitting metaphor, with its combination of joyous celebration and heartfelt mourning – 

another contradictory combination.  All of the characters are in mourning for Peter, but 

they all find inspiration or revelation through his actions and their personal miracles.  

This is only possible when they recognize the contradictory nature of life and belief.  Ed 

claims that the new system of belief rising to prominence in contemporary society is 

based on “Mystery with a capital M, the mystery that’s bigger than science or religion but 

that includes them both” (73).  For Grace, it is a realization that New Orleans (and 

particularly Jackson Square) is a microcosm of the larger world.  “That’s what I love 

about it [Jackson Square]….it’s the whole world in all its extremes, the sacred and the 

profane and the ridiculous, all in one block” (21). 

Each of the characters must learn to negotiate the messy, often contradictory 

middle ground rather than the extremes that drove them apart.  They need to embrace the 

“sacred and the profane and the ridiculous” as necessary parts of their individual and 

communal identities in order to maintain their friendships and celebrate.  Their world, 
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symbolically represented in Jackson Square, reflects the makeup of the South in its 

contradictory combination of extremes, its pitfalls for those who fail to acknowledge the 

necessity of those contradictions, and its potentials for unified action and communal 

celebration. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

FREEDOM/RESPONSIBILITY IN TALKING BONES, WHEN THE BONES 

TALK, WILL YOU LISTEN? 

 

 Talking Bones,
1
 another play by Shay Youngblood, also draws on the power of 

productive contradictions found throughout Southern culture.  It draws deeply on the 

divide between mystical and real, magical and scientific that occupied the characters of 

Four Joans.  However, there are a number of other contradictions in the play that add to 

its unsettling nature.  Ruth, a character whose hearing aid is broken, is nearly deaf, yet 

she is able to tune in the ghostly voices of her ancestors on the broken device.  Concepts 

of death are opposed in the play.  Some characters choose to see death as an end to be 

avoided at all costs; others interpret death as a joyous transition from one plane of 

existence to another.  The play even takes place in a contradictory space – a commercial 

bookstore with a magical baobab tree growing up in the middle of it.   

In this contradictory space, the characters also serve soup, normally a form of 

bodily sustenance.  However, the soup in Youngblood’s play nourishes the soul rather 

than the body, consisting of ingredients like the “blood of Macbeth and leaves of grass.  

Tar babies and colored girls….James Baldwin’s fever, Maya Angelou’s fire, Ntozake 

Shange’s politics, Alice Walker’s vision and Margaret Walker’s never forget” (42).  All 

of these contradictions serve to create a magical space, full of ritual and history. 

However, within this magic space, a larger contradiction exists that encompasses 

all of the characters in its nature, a contradiction between freedom and responsibility.  

One of the characteristics often ascribed to Southerners is a fierce independence.  Often 

this drive for self-definition is considered a holdover of the revolutionary tendencies that 

emerged in the American Civil War and have been passed down as an essential element 

of Southern heritage.  However, this independence has manifested itself in many other 

                                                
1 Talking Bones was workshopped and produced in 1996 at the Horizon Theatre Company in Atlanta.  It 

was directed by Jackie Moscou with playwright Shay Youngblood in residence.  The play was developed 

during the course of rehearsals, and all script references are taken from the final production draft. 
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arenas as well.  Politically, Southerners were central to the pro-states’ rights debates in 

American history, and their pop culture is full of defiant songs, movies and characters 

that resist the homogenizing tendencies of mainstream American culture.  However, the 

South and its inhabitants are also deeply bound to their traditions and sense of duty.  A 

deep-rooted sense of family characterizes Southern literature, and these characters often 

feel a personal and social obligation to uphold their family name and tradition.  This 

combination of freedom and responsibility is a characteristic that often comes into 

conflict in Southern characters.  Many of these Southern literary and dramatic characters 

are desperate to escape the circumstances of their upbringing but become tied down by a 

devotion to family and tradition.  Like Roderick Usher from Edgar Allen Poe’s short 

story, “The Fall of the House of Usher” these characters are often crushed when they are 

unable to find a productive balance between their desire for freedom and their family 

legacy.  Other characters want to make a new future for themselves but are haunted and 

held back by the ghosts of their past.  Sethe, the slave mother from Toni Morrison’s 

haunting tale, Beloved, strikes me as a clear example of how this contradiction can have 

ghostly and emotionally devastating effects on a character.  Haunted, literally and 

figuratively by the death of her child, Beloved, Sethe is driven mad by her memories of 

the past.  Several characters discussed in previous NSG plays (Kevin from Cupid’s Bones 

and the Rosehue family from A Hole in the Dark for example) also find themselves 

precariously positioned between a responsibility to their ancestors and a desire for 

freedom. 

 However, even as the characters in Bones are divided by these contradictory 

impulses, they struggle to maintain their family ties and form new relationships.  In their 

struggles, they discover a way to combine their differences without resolving the 

contradiction.  This productive balance between the impulses of freedom and 

responsibility mirrors the strategic and celebratory combination of oppositional elements 

of Haraway’s cyborg.  At this balance point, they manage to celebrate their common 

goals without reducing the differences between them and form a new basis for 

community.  It is this cyborg community that the NSG often strives for in its vision of a 

new and improved representation of Southernness. 
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Talking Bones: Blessed Be the Ties That Bind 

Talking Bones takes place in a bookstore/café called Ancestor’s Books and 

Breakfast, where knowledge is sipped like wine and books by and about African-

Americans and other people of color are served for the nourishment of the mind, body, 

and spirit.  The set has the realistic trappings of a café – tables, chairs, bookshelves – as 

well as some symbolically significant, non-realistic elements.  In opposition to the 

otherwise realistic café setting, an ancient, gnarled baobab-esque tree dominates the set, 

the roots cradling piles of books and the limbs arching out over the audience, 

encompassing all within their reach.  Draped with batik cloth strips and Afro-centric 

posters, books, religious icons, and portraits, the tree serves as a unifying symbol, 

stretching both forward and back in time, framing the play’s story and dream weaving 

techniques.  The baobab is also historically significant as the repository of the bones of 

griots, the ancestral storytellers of certain African traditions.  Thus, the tree links the 

roots, filled with the traditions and stories of the ancestors, with the trunk, gnarled with 

present-day problems with the blossoming aspirations of future generations. 

Underneath the sprawl of this tree exists a magical space for the cultural 

nourishment of people of color, a space located at the intersection of history, magic, and 

reality populated by three-fold voices.  Books by Ntozake Shange, Toni Morrison, 

Malcolm X, Marcus Garvey, Verta Mae Grosvenor, and others are piled everywhere, 

with no organizing principle, yet all are within easy reach.  The voices of these authors 

are a very real presence throughout the play, as the books are often picked up and carried 

with the actors and actresses, the authors’ names invoked in argument and in ritual, and 

passages quoted.  These voices mingle with the voices of the ancestors who speak 

directly to each of the characters through dreams, visions, talking bones, hearing aids, 

and dancing feet.  Finally, the voices of the characters, three generations of African-

American women and two men who loved them, rise in harmony, counterpoint, and 

contradiction to the magical and literary voices.  

  Structurally, the play is very similar to Youngblood’s other work, Square Blues 

(discussed in Chapter Two.)  Three generations of women, Ruth, the grandmother, 

Baybay, her wayward daughter, and Eila, Baybay’s daughter, exhibit the play’s 

contradictory cultural work.  Like Blues, the characters all face a common problem that 
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threatens to divide them generationally.  However, in Bones, the problem they struggle 

with is cultural erasure.  Just as the African baobabs were once broken open and the 

griots’ bones spilled upon the ground, the home of the voices is being threatened with 

renovation by Mr. Fine who wants to turn the bookstore into a nightclub.   

Each of the three generations of women approaches this crisis differently.  Ruth, 

sensing her imminent death, has withdrawn from the world and only serves the ancestors.  

Baybay seeks material security and runs from the responsibility of her cultural history.  

Elia bridges the two extremes and often serves as the battleground on which the others 

wage their territorial struggles.  She honors and respects the legacy of the ancestors, but 

finds ways of applying these beliefs so they support her efforts in the world outside the 

bookstore.  Her dreams urge her to venture forth and grapple with problems of 

homelessness, poverty, and famine that have plagued her community throughout history.  

Their differences threaten to tear them away from their responsibility to their history and 

each other as they quarrel and push each other away, leaving the bookstore as well as 

their family community on the verge of collapse. 

Against the backdrop of this struggle against erasure, the characters also struggle 

to form new relationships and preserve old ones.  Mr. Fine is courting Baybay 

romantically as well as financially in order to gain possession of the bookstore.  He hires 

Oz, a homeless street poet who hears the voices of the ancestors through his feet, to 

deliver flowers to Baybay.  During the delivery attempt, Oz meets and falls in love with 

Eila.  Together, they attempt to build a spiritual bridge between the influence of the 

ancestors and the present-day problems the characters face.  

The three generations of women also struggle to keep their family intact.  They 

have to overcome historical as well as contemporary differences.  At the end of the first 

act, these differences come to a head.  Baybay accuses Ruth of trying to steal her life, and 

a key incident in their history is revealed.  When Ruth was courting a man named Boston, 

he took advantage of Baybay, who was only a girl at the time.  He told her that her 

writing was publishable in order to gain her confidence, and then he raped her.  When 

Ruth found out, she killed Boston and buried him in the backyard.  Baybay, having 

repressed many of the difficult memories regarding this incident, still resents Ruth for her 

interference.  They also have a territorial dispute over Eila, the child of Boston’s rape, as 
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Ruth wants her to follow her spiritual path and Baybay wants her to imitate her worldly 

ways. 

In the second act, Baybay runs away with Mr. Fine, rejecting her role as a 

caretaker of history.  Eila succumbs to the voices and becomes lost in the passion of her 

spiritual visions.  Oz ventures into the spiritual world to save her so that she can continue 

Ruth’s work with the ancestors.  Together, they return to the “real” world, just as Mr. 

Fine and Baybay return to the bookstore, having realized that they can not tear it down.  

Re-united, the family joyously sees Ruth off into the spiritual world, as she passes from 

this plane of existence to join the ancestors. 

 

Spiritual Call-Waiting: Putting the Ancestors on Hold 

 The opposition at the heart of Bones revolves around the heavy burden of 

preserving history, a topic central to the contradictory Southern perspective.  Honoring a 

history, particularly one as ever-present and demanding as these women’s responsibility 

to their ancestors, is a duty that can not be taken lightly or easily.  Baybay’s opening 

monologue introduces these demands,  

When is it gonna be my turn?  When do I get to be a diva? ... I followed 

every direction in the book, and this is where?  This can’t be my life.  

Can’t be. My life was supposed to have more meaning, go slower, be...be 

better than this. (1)   

Throughout the play, she continues to run from the voices, seeking material and personal 

comfort, as well as the freedom to make a life for herself.  She also feels that the 

contemporary world has passed the mysticism of Ruth and the ancestors by and that no 

one believes in the struggles to change the world for the better anymore. 

The last time we had a customer was three days ago and that was Mattie’s 

lil boy looking for Soul on Ice.  He wanted to know when the next 

revolution was taking place.  Ain’t much left in here but dreams.  I don’t 

want to wake up and still be in this dream.  I’m living mama, in spite of 

you. (21) 

She needs something more concrete to believe in than dreams.  She wants the freedom of 

surety as well as individual freedom. 
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 Mr. Fine joins Baybay, rejecting responsibility for a sense of personal liberty.  He 

also comes from a family with spiritual roots as his father “talked a lot even when no one 

seemed to be around. . . . I left here to get away from all that” (67).  In his time away, he 

found something to replace his sense of history and connection to a community.   

I don’t have the patience to be waiting for signs and listening to voices 

like my folks did….This time I’m taking the highway to fame and fortune.  

With the wind at my back and responsibility for nothing and nobody.  The 

only signs I see now are dollar signs. (41) 

For Mr. Fine, financial freedom proves more important than his family background.  

When Baybay expresses some concern over the fact that his proposed renovations for the 

bookstore would pave over the adjacent cemetery, all he can see is the bottom line.  “All 

them limos gotta have somewhere to park,” he claims, adding “Old bones are 

everywhere” (37).  He would rather pave over history than accept his role in preserving 

it. 

 Ruth embodies the other end of the spectrum, pure spiritual devotion.  In fact, she 

has become so attuned to the voices of the ancestors that she has practically forsaken the 

world.  “I was in love with a man that promised me the moon and the stars to string up in 

my own personal sky.  Yes, I was in love once.  Now I got me a relationship with the 

gods.  Shango, Yemaya… That’s what you need” (27).  She can only see her connection 

to the past.  Even when Eila returns from her spiritual outreach missions, she claims that 

her granddaughter needs to stay home and serve the ancestors rather than venture forth.  

In fact, she attempts to impose this historical duty on all the members of her family.  

When Baybay threatens to leave, she responds with the authority of overwhelming 

responsibility, 

You can’t get away from them that easy.  What would happen to your soul 

if we left this place?  Who would make the offerings?  Bones are buried 

here, people you know.  She don’t make a teaspoonful of sense.  (Beat) 

I’m not going to be able to hear you much longer.  You got to honor the 

bones.  You got to call out people’s names. (21). 

Ruth has been burned by the world through her encounter with Boston, and she has 

thrown herself completely into her work with the ancestors.  She is honoring the 
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ancestors, but the café is empty and its mission of nourishing people of color has fallen 

into disrepair. 

 

A Bridge to Nowhere: Next Stop, Stagnation 

The conflict between Ruth and Baybay is bad enough as it threatens to divide the 

two contradictory impulses.  However, the situation is shown to be even more dire as 

their conflicts threaten Eila and her potential to reach out into the community.  Ruth is 

stuck in the past, unable to escape her sense of responsibility.  Baybay is stuck in the 

future, trying to escape reality and live her dreams of freedom.  Unfortunately for Eila, 

neither is able to help her in the present, and she desperately needs their help. Ruth feels 

that Eila should stay in the café, putting the ancestors before her own life.  Baybay 

accuses Ruth of trying to turn Eila’s life into that of a nun.  “She could get engaged to 

God or even one of the Saints.  We’ll have a big wedding party and after that she can sit 

up in a musty old room with a crown of thorns on her head twisting a cheap wedding ring 

on her finger waiting to die” (27).  Ruth, however, fears that Baybay wants to steal Eila 

away from her responsibility and leave their connection to the ancestors behind.  Eila has 

become the battleground between the two contradictory positions, and it is tearing her 

apart. 

Eila’s work is in the present, trying to combine her grandmother’s historical 

connections and her mother’s ideals into practical community outreach.  Without their 

help, she has been scarred every time she ventures out into the world.  “In my bones.  I 

got scratches on my bones. . . . The people out there looked past me, behind me, right 

through me.  I could’ve been the side of a building for all the contact I made” (16).  

Although the world outside the café is rather vague and unsubstantial, Eila’s visions 

depict it as a threatening place, full of violence, emotional detachment and class conflicts. 

I am walking down 42
nd

 Street.  Just walking, walking past the bright 

lights, the greasy smells, the loud colors.  Car horns honking, leather faced 

junkies trading dope in English, Spanish, and Japanese. . . . There are 

homeless people stacked one on top of the other.  People in high heeled 

shoes are dancing on top of their bodies, pretending not to hear their 

moans. . . . Things are out of sync.  I remember that no one is looking into 
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their eyes so I start yelling over the music and sounds and smells for 

everybody to “Look into their eyes.”  “Look into their eyes.” (31) 

Eila desperately wants to extend the café’s mission of nourishing the soul as well as the 

body into the outside world.  “What am I supposed to do?  People are hungry out there.  I 

can feel them,” (56) she claims.  However, she finds that she can not do it alone.  Eila has 

no one to guide her rite of passage; she is almost overcome by her visions and the scope 

of the work to be done.  She needs both the support of the past and the dreams of the 

future.  She needs a community that can bridge that gap between freedom and 

responsibility, past and future, so that she can continue her work in the present. 

 

Bridge to the Present: Contradictory Communities 

 That community is found at the end of the play.  It requires a particular 

combination of elements, drawing on each of the characters to realize their common 

goals.  The new community formation does not resolve the contradictions between 

freedom and responsibility.  Rather, it draws on these contradictions to give it a dynamic 

energy and move it forward.  Each of the characters must recognize their differences and 

learn how they can combine those differences toward the single goal of establishing a 

community that supports Eila’s efforts.  Only then can the work of the café be 

reinvigorated and the true outreach begin. 

 This process begins with the reconciliation of Ruth and Baybay.  In a last ditch 

effort to escape, Baybay runs off with Mr. Fine.  On their journey, Mr. Fine realizes that 

he also comes from a family who can communicate with the spirits of the ancestors.  

Once this link between the two is established, they share a vision of the tree in the middle 

of the café “growing up in the middle of the road” (68).  From the tree, the voices of the 

ancestors call them home. 

I am an old, old soul.  I have been here a very long time.  I am the 

beginning of all things.  I am the end of the road.  You’ve come to the 

middle of your journey, yet you have a long way to go.  This is your 

destiny: Home.  Listen to the talking bones. (68) 
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In this moment, the ancestors make a personal appeal to Baybay that finally cuts through 

her constant dreaming and attempts to escape.  When she shares the experience with Mr. 

Fine, she realizes that she does not have to face it alone. 

 When they return to the café, Ruth also undergoes a transformation.  Baybay 

makes the first move, restoring the mother/daughter relationship by asking Ruth, “Will 

you comb my hair?” (72).  Once Ruth realizes how deeply Baybay had been hurt 

emotionally during Boston’s abuse, she grants Baybay a gift – a partner to love and assist 

her in Mr. Fine.  She puts Mr. Fine in contact with the spirits of his mother and father.  

She shifts her focus from the purely spiritual and realizes that her daughter needs physical 

as well as spiritual fulfillment.  Together, Ruth and Baybay join forces to help Eila 

through her rite of passage with the ancestors.  Thus, the first stage of the play’s new 

community is constructed on top of the newly restored foundation of their familial bonds. 

 The second stage involves the dissemination of this kernel of community into the 

larger world.  Eila desperately wants to link the tradition of the ancestors to the outside 

world, nurturing the spiritual hunger she has encountered there.  Yet all her excursions 

into the world have shown that she is unable to function alone.  She also needs a partner.  

Oz is her link, the completion of the bridge between the spiritual and real worlds.  Oz has 

the knowledge of how to function in the real world as well as firsthand knowledge of 

hunger and poverty.  He is the only character who seems able to negotiate the outside 

world without letting it distract him or having to escape into dreams. Yet he has no focus.  

Eila provides him a spiritual focus and a link to a history of struggle through the 

ancestors.  Together they have the skills and knowledge to begin reaching out to the 

world. 

 Yet there is one additional missing element and one additional unresolved plot 

line as well.  The solution to both can be found in Mr. Fine’s plans to renovate the café.  

As the play concludes, Mr. Fine proposes that the renovations continue.  However, the 

changes to the café have a different purpose, one more suited to supporting the new 

community’s outreach efforts.   

We’ll knock out that wall and build a bigger kitchen and make a loft over 

there where Baybay can write her books. . . . We’ll set up drums and invite 

the griots and folks in here for some fine dining and dancing twenty-four 
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hours a day. (77-78) 

He provides the capital for the changes to the café so that the residents can 

simultaneously honor their duty to the ancestors, enjoy their own personal freedom (in 

Baybay’s books), and nourish the bodies and souls of people in the outside world.  In 

addition, the café (symbolic of the new community) becomes a place of celebration, full 

of story-telling, dining, and dancing where culture is preserved and people join together 

to celebrate their common cause.  His funds and business sense combine with Oz’s world 

experience, Baybay’s ability to dream of a better world, Ruth’s connection to the 

traditions of the ancestors, and Eila’s desire to nourish the needs of the world. 

 This is the culmination of the New Southern Gothic formation of community.  It 

is a community that productively balances contradictory elements like freedom and 

responsibility, life and death, and past and present.  It is a community that is accepting of 

difference.  It is a community that honors its traditions while not being bound to strict 

identity and cultural standards.  And, above all, it is a community that manages to link 

people together in a celebratory sense while giving them a platform on which to begin to 

effect change in the world. 
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CONCLUSION 

THE NEW SOUTHERN GOTHIC – DREAMS AND REALITIES 

 

 This dissertation has been a process of negotiation, both for myself and for the 

region known as the South.  Therefore, I think it would be useful to employ the form of a 

personal narrative for this conclusion in order to contextualize myself in the New 

Southern Gothic process as well as begin to draw out some of the positive social and 

cultural potential of the New Southern Gothic.  For myself, this study is the culmination 

of a long-disputed relationship with the region that I have chosen to call home.
1
  It has 

been a disputed relationship because I have often felt a stranger in that home, staring 

about at its shabby reputation as if it was shabby drapes, desperately wishing I could 

sweep the filth of the region’s troubled history under a rug of concealment.  However, it 

has always felt like home, with its long sense of tradition and deep-rooted sense of 

distinctiveness.  When the Olympics arrived in Atlanta in the summer of 1996, I shared 

the region’s apprehension as if we were welcoming distinguished guests into this slightly 

shabby, comfortable home, the South.  However, I also felt great hope that the 

complexity hidden under that shabbiness, the depth of culture that was hidden within 

those comfortable trappings, might be revealed as the South braced itself for yet another 

of its identity reconstructions. 

 Of course, as the introduction revealed, that attempt failed with all the devotion 

and flair that the region’s identity failures are typically characterized by.  Following the 

Games, I struggled with my own conflicted relationship with the region again.  I began 

searching for a new source of Southern identity that I could feel a part of and that truly 

embodied what attracts me about this region.  I found some of the pieces of this new 

model of Southernness in the work of several playwrights I was working with at the time 

                                                
1 In his book, The Artificial Southerner, Philip Martin agrees that there are no “authentic” Southern 

identities.  Rather most Southerners have “decided upon their Southernness” (xxii).  Although I was not 

born in the South, I have lived the majority of my life here, and my family has strong Southern roots.  Like 

Martin, I have chosen the life of an artificial Southerner, choosing to align myself with the culture of this 

region because of the potentials I sense in the Southern community. 
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as a production dramaturg involved in the development and production of their plays.  

Their treatment of traditional Southern theatrical conceits and cultural characteristics re-

invigorated my interest in the region, and led me to the framework of the New Southern 

Gothic that has been expanded in the previous sections.  I began this process by exploring 

the affinity I felt for certain works and sorting out several common strategies that 

represented a new approach to building Southern identity and community. 

 Their work disrupted traditional notions of Southern history by making the past an 

active agent in the present (historical simultaneity), breaking down generational and 

historical barriers (historical contextualization), and re-appropriating negative stereotypes 

of Southern history (historical re-appropriation).  In doing so, they negated the 

monolithic, stagnating nature of Southern history.  They celebrated certain aspects of 

Southern history that linked them to a larger cultural tradition, but they were not limited 

in their participation within that tradition.  They revised history when it suited them to fit 

the contemporary problems that their characters faced.  This historical play became the 

first building block of a new Southern community that I felt comfortable participating in 

as well as the first set of strategies that characterize the New Southern Gothic. 

 The second aspect of these works that resonated with my views of this complex 

region was their treatment of identity.  Here I discovered another set of strategies that 

these playwrights were using to deconstruct traditional Southern identities.  However, 

these deconstructive strategies were merely the first step in these plays’ identity critique.  

Using strategies of direct confrontation of fetishized Southern identities and centering the 

monstrous identities that often serve as negative icons of Southernness opened new 

models of representation within a Southern context.  Their work disrupted traditional 

Southern identities, but replaced them with newer, more flexible models that proved 

better suited to deal with the complexity of a postmodern/post-structural world. 

 The final aspect of these New Southern Gothic plays was an attempt to define the 

Southern perspective, an outlook on life that grounded the Southern formation of 

community for characters in the various plays.  Again, these playwrights drew on 

traditional characteristics of Southernness, highlighting the quirky, contradictory 

reputation of the region.  However, where all too often representations of this Southern 

perspective have served to exoticize or further divide the South, these plays presented this 
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contradictory standpoint as a viable means of overcoming difference and building 

flexible coalitions that served as the basis for community.  Characters who embraced the 

contradictory impulses of the region and of contemporary life were able to actively 

overcome the differences that divided them without negating or homogenizing their 

individual distinctiveness.  Together, they were able to face the complexity of the world 

as a group rather than as isolated individuals and begin to enact change.  This final 

technique struck me as a valuable strategy for moving the NSG mode of historical, 

identity, and community construction from the world of the theatre into the broader social 

and cultural sphere. 

 This transition from the theatrical to the local (and perhaps beyond) is the scope 

of this dissertation’s conclusion.  The strategies outlined in this dissertation are not 

merely critical musings or attempts at genre classification.  They are meant to be practical 

strategies employed at a variety of levels throughout the region.
2
  The South, with its long 

tradition of identity reconstructions, is long due for another one that more fully embraces 

the region’s complexity than the Olympic construction of Southernness allowed.  I hope 

the following areas of application can serve as encouragement for the dissemination of 

these NSG strategies to begin a new process of Southern construction. 

 

NSG Playwrights Wanted 

 One of the primary goals of this dissertation has been to highlight new 

playwrights writing in and about the new South.  In part, this has been a response to the 

relative lack of new Southern playwrights represented in production today.  It has also 

been a call to other playwrights attempting to engage with a larger cultural or regional 

identity like Southernness.  Many playwrights and other cultural representations find it 

quite easy to draw upon the comic distinctiveness of a region like the South, using its 

stereotypes and quirky nature to attract audiences.  However, it is far more difficult to 

honor that region enough to completely deconstruct its components and put back the 

                                                
2 While the context of these strategies is distinctively Southern, I am not implying that these strategies do 
not occur in (and could not benefit) other cultural regions.  I certainly think the these NSG strategies are 

useful critiques of many traditional cultures and could serve as the basis for building communities outside 

the South.  However, my experience is with Southern culture, and the contexts in which these NSG 

playwrights employ these strategies are full of specifically Southern characteristics, traditions, and 

identities. 



 

 

195

pieces into a more complex format.  This requires a delicate balance between critical 

perspective and celebration.  However, in order to re-invigorate the South as a viable and 

potentially progressive region that draws on its vast experience with identity construction 

and racial negotiations without becoming mired in its past, more playwrights need to 

strive for this balance. 

 I am encouraged by the work of the NSG playwrights discussed in the previous 

chapters as well as others whose plays exhibit some of these same NSG strategies.  

Unfortunately, this dissertation could not chronicle all of these playwrights and their 

work.  However, as the critical contexts of performance and cultural studies moves from 

academic circles into production, the number of plays that exhibit NSG tendencies has 

increased.  With the growing concern in academia and beyond for finding models to 

ground communities of difference, I sincerely hope that these strategies flourish and that 

new NSG playwrights continue to appear. 

 

Looking For a Home 

 Of course, a crucial part of the continued dissemination of these strategies is a 

place for these voices to be heard.  So as a second locus of NSG implementation, I turn to 

regional and educational theatres within and outside the South.  It is consistently 

frustrating to me to see a theatre announce a Southern season or repertory that produces 

only Traditional Southern Gothic productions, relying on the canonized classics of 

Tennessee Williams, Horton Foote, and others.  While these plays are important as 

literary works and historical reminders, they offer little to a contemporary representation 

of Southernness.  Few, if any, commonly produced Southern plays actively engage the 

contemporary South, with its now sprawling urbanization, its increasingly technological 

complexity, and the sexual, ethnic, and multi-racial diversity.  Since theatres remain a 

valuable means of communicating critical ideals and icons of identity to a larger 

audience, this perpetuation of stagnant Southern identities continues to repress the 

progressive potential of a NSG formation of Southern identity. 

 Thus, it is important that the NSG strategies and playwrights mentioned here see 

increased production time in regional and educational theatres.  Just like André Antoine’s 

Theatré Libré provided a necessary space for the early modern realists to produce their 
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new plays, more spaces need to be devoted to the development and dissemination of new 

Southern plays.  This certainly does not mean that TSG productions need to be 

completely shelved.  In fact, I think that many of these NSG plays would benefit from 

staging in the context of their more traditional counterparts.  This juxtaposition would 

make the liberating and invigorating nature of the NSG all the more pronounced.  So just 

as I would encourage playwrights to draw upon these NSG motifs, I encourage theatres to 

consider how their plays represent Southernness and how their audiences can benefit 

from and interact with that model of community. 

 

From the Seats to the Streets 

 Of course, the influence of the NSG is intended to extend beyond the stage and its 

intimate audience.  This dissertation began with a discussion of a large public festival and 

its staging of Southernness, the Olympic Games.  Festivals like these (ranging from local 

street fairs to international events like the Olympic Arts Festival) reach a broader 

audience and often carry more cultural capital with a non-theatregoing audience.  These 

festivals, too, could benefit from the NSG strategies.  From the selection of icons and 

mascots to associated theatrical offerings to the physical manner in which cultural 

elements are exhibited, using strategies that critically engage both the audience and their 

traditions can make those audience members more involved in the production and 

definition of their own Southern culture. 

 For example, a few simple applications of the NSG could have vastly reshaped 

the Olympic Arts Festival.  On a most basic level, selecting an alternative mascot for the 

Games would have better achieved ACOG’s goals of representing the cultural diversity 

of the region.  Choosing a Phoenix would have acknowledged the region’s past instead of 

sweeping it under the carpet; Brer Rabbit would have presented a more interesting view 

of the region’s inter-cultural composition than the neutered, generic Izzy.  Even a Scarlett 

O’Hara or other Southern belle with a cell phone would have better represented the 

contemporary South with its contradictory impulses between its traditional past and its 

drive to change for the future.  In regard to the Olympic Arts Festival, selecting plays 

from within the region that strategically constructed Southern history, identity, and 

perspectives rather than falling back on traditional representations of Southernness would 
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have articulated a new regional identity.  Simply by confronting, rather than avoiding, 

any potentially inflammatory representation that called attention to the region’s racist 

background would have acknowledged that background and the hard won lessons that 

came from it.  Presenting an image of the current South in flux rather than the traditional, 

fetishized South would have allowed members of the Southern community an 

opportunity to create, critique, and revise their own position within that community.  The 

NSG offers many potential openings to create models of community that can cross lines 

of difference and move the South forward.  

 

Dramatic Communities: The New Southern Gothic Dreams Utopia 

 It is this transition from the dramaturgical to the social that is most nebulous and, 

potentially, most exciting about the New Southern Gothic mode of representation.  The 

South has always been a region that dreamed of utopia.  Many of its earlier incarnations 

drew upon the region’s agrarian roots, seeking to nostalgically return to a simple pastoral 

innocence in an increasingly industrial and complex world.  There were utopian echoes in 

Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Civil Rights-era “I have a dream” speech.  And the New 

Southern Gothic also dreams of utopia, although it is a more complex understanding of 

utopia. 

 Recent critics, like Philip Auslander, have recently argued against the notion of 

connecting any formation of utopia, or even community, with live performance.  

Auslander claims that these connections typically invoke  

clichés and mystifications like “the magic of live theatre,” the “energy” 

that supposedly exists between performers and spectators in a live event, 

and the “community” that live performance is often said to create among 

performers and spectators. (2) 

He dismisses these notions as romantic, sentimentalized notions of live performance that 

attempt to privilege live over mediatized performances.  Other factors working against 

these notions of utopia or community in the theatre have arisen in the past few years with 

the advent of post-structural, post-colonial criticism.  While these theories have been very 

useful in breaking down modernist hierarchies and revealing cultural power struggles, 

they also tend to bog down potential constructions of community.  By accentuating the 
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differences between (and even within) individuals and revealing the ideologies inherent 

in all cultural and social negotiations, these theories also make notions of a unified 

community seem romantic and sentimentally modern. 

However, other critics have attempted to re-invigorate the power of live 

performance to evoke “communitas,” a notion first espoused by Victor Turner (From 

Ritual 58).  In her book, Geographies of Learning, Jill Dolan claims that “[p]erformance 

offers us a practice that lets us rehearse new social arrangements, in ways that require 

visceral investments of time, of personal and cultural history” (16).  By breaking the 

mold of the Traditional Southern Gothic formation of Southernness, the NSG playwrights 

create new potential social arrangements for their audiences, serving as the basis for 

community.  Establishing relationships across barriers of race, generation, sexuality and 

tradition, these characters bridge difference using their shared experience and common 

social and political goals.  They choose to accentuate their commonality so that they can 

work together in spite of their differences. 

Dolan continues theorizing the positive potential of communal performance in her 

article ruminating on the “Utopian Performative” in which she claims that “a 

commitment to theatre and performance as transformational cultural practices might offer 

us consistent glimpses of utopia” (456).  Here, the NSG intersects with the Southern 

dreams of utopia by creating a space for the plays’ characters as well as audiences to 

experience these transformational effects.  Dolan notes that the ritual nature of theatrical 

performance often sets the stage for the affective powers of the utopian performative.   

The use of ritual is a common characteristic of the NSG plays.  In Steve Murray’s 

This Passion Thing and Cupid’s Bones the characters sink into a dream-like ritual state in 

which their primal urges rise to the surface and are purged.  Shay Youngblood’s plays 

(Talking Bones and Square Blues) use ritual to bind their characters together and to 

communicate with larger cultural traditions (the voices of the ancestors and the 

generations of African-American struggles against racism, respectively).  Bob Devin 

Jones’ Uncle Bends and Glenda Dickerson and Breena Clarke’s Re/membering Aunt 

Jemima both draw upon the ritual power of story-telling to connect to their audiences and 

re-appropriate stereotypes for their cultural power.  These rituals create a participatory 

mode of community among the characters involved.  As the plays often end on these 
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ritual notes, they also invite the audience to participate in this new mode of community, 

whether through a shared meal (as in Uncle Bends) or a conclusion that suggests that the 

“work” of the play and its participants has merely begun (as in A Hole in the Dark). 

Like Dolan, the NSG does not suggest that the utopic feelings evoked during the 

productions are permanent, or even realistically practical. 

I have faith in the possibility that we can imagine such a place, even 

though I know we can only imagine it, that we’ll never achieve it in our 

lifetimes.  But that knowledge doesn’t prevent me from desiring a theatre 

in which an image of a better future can be articulated and even embodied, 

however fleetingly. (“Utopian Performative” 457) 

In fact, as Section IV suggests, the key to a NSG dream of utopia is its impermanence.  

The Southern community, like all potential communities of difference, must constantly 

create, deconstruct, revise, and create again the boundaries and purposes of its formation.  

It dreams of utopia as a means of bringing people together in the hopes that, together, 

they may take a step toward a more liberated, progressive view of community. 

 

Communities that Act, Theatres that Dream 

These NSG dreams of utopic communities can also serve as the basis for activism, 

connecting the performance of these communities of difference to social and political 

activism.  “[T]heatre and performance create citizens and engage democracy as a 

participatory forum in which ideas and possibilities for social equity and justice are 

shared” (Dolan, “Utopian Performative” 456).  The NSG does not just dream of a utopia; 

I believe that it takes the first step toward that dream of a better future.  The communities 

constructed within the NSG are always organized around a very particular threat or 

oppressive force.  In Cupid’s Bones, the threat is the death of passion in contemporary 

social relationships.  In Square Blues, the threat is the generations-old struggle of 

African-Americans against racism in the South.  In each of these cases (and many other 

NSG examples) the characters set aside their differences in order to take action against 

the forces that threaten to further divide them.   
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The audiences’ participation in these activist communities is also key to the NSG.  

In fact, the theatrical setting makes the transition between activism within the context of 

the play to activism outside the theatre.  Articulating this transition, Dolan claims that 

in order to pretend, to enact an ideal future, a culture has to move further 

and further away from the real into a kind of performative, in which the 

utterance, in this case, doesn’t necessarily make it so but inspires perhaps 

other more local “doings” that sketch out the potential in those feignings. 

(“Utopian Performative” 457) 

It is these local “doings” that I see as the positive potential of the New Southern Gothic 

that carries over into the community of the South long after the curtain has fallen.  If 

audiences are affectively engaged to participate in the NSG community within the 

theatre, they may begin to share that community’s concerns and agenda outside the 

theatre.  

These local “doings” may also reach the level of global activism in the right 

context.  In his introduction to the special edition of Theatre Journal devoted to Theatre 

and Activism, Harry Elam connects the “engagement of current systems of information 

dissemination” including the Internet to the globalization of the theatrical staged readings 

of Lysistrata in response to the 2003 war in Iraq.  While theatrical productions and public 

festivals may not disseminate information on quite the scale of the Internet, Elam’s 

argument does reinforce the powerful link that theatrical performance can provide 

between diverse people, mobilizing them for activism.  As Elam further claims, 

“Performers knew that they were linked at once to a cause larger than themselves and to 

greater numbers around the world” (vii).  These performers created, for a short time, the 

nucleus of a community organized to protest a particular international policy.  This 

critical community can be re-inforced and re-produced regularly throughout regional 

communities like the South as people, performers and audiences come together to 

celebrate their common culture and enact a common cause. 

 

 Conclusion 

With all this talk of Southern utopia, I do not wish to reinvoke the region’s long 

tradition of creating a single, unified view of the South at the expense of homogenizing 
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difference and disguising ideology.  I understand that ideology is unavoidable, but I also 

have faith that communal identities can be constructed to negotiate, and even utilize, the 

dominant ideologies of a region.  I acknowledge that my personal views of Southernness 

and those articulated in NSG plays are constructed and will need to be constantly 

reconstructed and re-invigorated as the region continues to change.  However, I, too, 

believe with Dolan in “the politically progressive possibilities of romanticism in 

performance” and the generation of utopic feelings of communitas in the theatrical 

experience (479).  I find the potential for these moments of communitas to be 

dramaturgically structured into the New Southern Gothic, and I long for their further 

integration into the plays, the theatre, and the community of the American South. 
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